
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
      
        [image: Front cover for Firstborn, by M.J. Hastings. Large white vertical text reads “FIRSTBORN” and “M.J. HASTINGS.” A hand with glowing symbols grips a gold dagger above a black building silhouette, with red flames and gold rings on a red-orange background.]
      

    
  
    
      [image: Title page for Firstborn, by M.J. Hastings, published by Stonefruit Studio.]

    
  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by M.J. Hastings

      Cover and internal design © 2026 by Sourcebooks

      Cover design by Erin Fitzsimmons/Sourcebooks

      Cover and edge art © Kevin Tong

      Map art © Virginia Allyn

      Internal design by Laura Boren/Sourcebooks

      Stonefruit Studio and the Stonefruit Studio colophon are trademarks of Sourcebooks, LLC.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems—except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without permission in writing from its publisher, Sourcebooks.

      No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

      The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.

      Published by Stonefruit Studio, an imprint of Sourcebooks

      1935 Brookdale RD, Naperville, IL 60563–2773

      (630) 961-3900

      sourcebooks.com

      Cataloging-in-Publication Data is on file with the Library of Congress.

    
  
    
      For my mom and dad,

      who gave me everything,

      and to my sisters,

      for whom I would brave anything

    
  
    
      
        
          This Is A Wartime Book

        

        This book was printed during the Dursti Rebellion, in the year 936, in full compliance with the rebellion’s regulations for conservation of essential materials. This book has been bound in anti-magics to make it indestructible and impenetrable by Arcanic magic, and any of its craft derivations, including runecraft or the illegal act of bloodcraft.

      
    
  
    
      
        Contents

      
      Part One: The Good Soldier

      One: Bryn

      Two

      Three

      Four: Asa

      Five: Bryn

      Six: Oberst

      Seven: Bryn

      Eight

      Nine

      Ten

      Eleven: Asa

      Twelve

      Thirteen: Wren

      Part Two: The Traitor

      Fourteen: Bryn

      Fifteen

      Sixteen

      Seventeen

      Eighteen: Asa

      Nineteen: Bryn

      Twenty

      Twenty-One

      Twenty-Two

      Twenty-Three

      Twenty-Four

      Twenty-Five: Asa

      Twenty-Six: Oberst

      Twenty-Seven: Bryn

      Twenty-Eight

      Twenty-Nine: Asa

      Thirty: Bryn

      Thirty-One

      Thirty-Two

      Thirty-Three

      Thirty-Four

      Thirty-Five

      Thirty-Six

      Thirty-Seven

      Thirty-Eight

      Thirty-Nine

      Forty

      Forty-One: Wren

      Part Three: The Sister

      Forty-Two: Bryn

      Forty-Three

      Forty-Four

      Forty-Five

      Forty-Six

      Forty-Seven

      Forty-Eight

      Forty-Nine

      Fifty

      Fifty-One

      Fifty-Two: Kir

      Acknowledgments

      About the Author

    
  

	
		
		Thank you for downloading this Sourcebooks ebook!

		Looking for more great reads? Find your next favorite and receive recommendations, sneak peeks, discounts, giveaways, exclusive content, and more. 

		Sign up for our email list

		Love staying in the loop? Follow updates from even more of your favorite authors: srcbks.com/email

	


    
      
        
          Part One
          The Good Soldier
        

      
    
  
    
      
        One

      
      
        The best Bastard is a dead Bastard.

        —Unknown

      

      
        Bryn

      
      It was a moonless night in the twenty-first year since the Arcania-Dursti ceasefire was called, and for nearly three hundred Firstborn soldiers, that meant one thing—the Trial of the Long Night would commence at dusk. I’d be naked before lunch, and dead by dawn.

      The Long Night begins with flesh and ends with blood, the Sisters liked to say, as if their prose rendered the occasion mysterious and beautiful. I suppose it was better than saying, We’re taking bets on which of you live and which die, or There are no pretty soldiers in the top ten. The latter was surely true as I happened to be in the top ten, and no one could be less impressed by my godsdamned face than me.

      At the moment, it was everywhere—posted on every placard and billboard, flashing from every rune screen, the changing odds updating continuously thanks to the strange half magic we’d cracked from the Arcanists. It was worse in the Red Row, where more robust gambling took place, with the rich throwing down piles of money on their favorite soldier. On the few occasions I’d walked past the Row, some asshole would inevitably frown at me, confused as to why I didn’t look like the woman peering down at them from the screen, where my own likeness smirked at the world with supreme confidence. It was a superior version of me, all creamy skin, glossy hair, and taut muscles, the picture of a honed, healthy soldier. Even a whisper of curves. It was laughable. Anyone who’d met me knew I was all sharp angles. All sharp everything.

      I was nearly to the Paddock door when a whistle sounded from afar. “Bryn Ruelle!” someone shouted. “Take your clothes off, Ruelle!”

      Ignore, ignore, ignore. I clenched my jaw hard enough to crack glass, all of me tense as a bowstring as dozens of eyes found me, followed by a chorus of cheers and taunts. The guard at the Paddock opened the gate to admit me, but two overzealous bookies rushed us. I kept my head bowed as the guard pushed them back, until one got past him and shoved a camera in my face, ripping my hood back in the process. It took me one move to wrench the bookie’s arm behind his back and immobilize him. I threw the camera on the ground, smiling when it broke into a dozen pieces.

      “Fucking Bastard bitch,” the bookie hissed. “Don’t look nothing like your pictures!”

      “How original of you,” I said with a sanguine smile, pushing him away from me with enough force that he stumbled across the pathway, cursing me all the while, a chorus of bitch and Bastard and scrawny nobody intended to thoroughly insult me. He was too stupid to realize he’d done me a favor. The news would pick up the story about our altercation, and it would only increase my odds. Ruelle looks tough. Ruelle looks ready. Ruelle is a godsdamned wild beast, some broadcaster would report. This morning was all about driving up odds. Good odds got me in the Oval earlier; getting in the Oval earlier meant more kills, and more kills were my ticket out of the Citadel. More kills meant sand between my toes, the wind whipping my cheeks, the sharp tang of brine—or so I had read. I’d never seen the North Sea, and the soldiers stationed there never returned. I couldn’t blame them.

      The Paddock door slammed behind me with a clunk, bringing with it the smells of sweat and adrenaline and the lingering scent of cheap soap. The communal changing room was a ruckus today, men and women disrobing without reservation, sleek muscled flesh everywhere you looked. Naked bodies held minimal shock value after years spent living in the barracks, but I might have enjoyed ogling a few of them had I not been so damned vexed by it all.

      I walked past the inches of glorious skin, eyeing the screen displaying the rotating list of the Citadel’s most infamous criminals. As usual, the same one caught my eye: ENEMY NUMBER ONE, it read. Beneath it was a shadowy figure, a man whose face was cloaked in darkness save for the jagged scar snaking down his hideous visage. The Reaper, the Arcanist ghost we’d been hunting for two years now. His face was featured throughout the Citadel nearly as much as mine, tacked to every post and door and spare inch of wall. “You’ll be someone else’s problem tomorrow,” I muttered to his picture.

      I made my way to a bench, where I sat for a long moment, steeling my nerves. Then I began to strip, moving too-thick fingers numbly down my army-issued jacket, and at last, at last I let myself look at the screens installed on every square inch of the space. It was a list of soldiers’ names, containing—wouldn’t you know it?—a picture of me. And my name was at the very top.

      
        LONG NIGHT ODDS

        WAGERS TAKEN AT REGISTERED LOCATIONS.

        NO CREDIT. CASH ONLY.

        FIRST POSITION: RUELLE, BRYN: 5 TO 1.

      

      I huffed. I’d been trading the top spot with Tasch—that heartless, disgusting brute—back and forth over the last week, but overnight, my odds had improved to five to one. They were the best Long Night odds I’d ever seen.

      For the past twenty years, the eldest Dursti sons and daughters had been conscripted into Durst’s military academy, where they spent seven years becoming hardened, lethal soldiers who would be unleashed upon the Arcanists, our neighboring enemies, if they dared break the ceasefire again…or worse. They had magic, and we had none. Before we graduated, we were put to a final challenge—the Trial of the Long Night, where every Firstborn soldier must kill a Bastard to advance. Along the way, someone clever had decided a profit could be turned by betting upon which soldiers would make the most kills, and the pomp and circumstance around the Long Night had grown greater every year.

      This year, that top soldier was me.

      Five-to-one odds that I would not just survive, but make the most kills of any soldier, winning glory and bragging rights and the post of my choice. Any post, anywhere.

      “You look especially grumpy today,” came a deep voice from behind me. It was Kir, my handsome, overly chipper roommate, unbuttoning his shirt to reveal his long, lean torso. “The top spot chafing a bit, Ruelle?” He gave me a cheeky grin. Kir could find a way to flirt in the middle of a beating. I suppose it was why we were good roommates. Kir winked when I frowned. Kir laughed while I…frowned more deeply.

      “I hate this,” I groused. “The festivities, the cameras everywhere, my stupid face on every screen.”

      “Oh, come now, it’s not that stupid of a face,” he said with a smirk.

      “I nearly had to fight the two bookies who waylaid me on the way in.”

      “Ah, well, lucky for you that fighting is what you do best. Can’t really blame them for wanting to get an early look at you before Promenade. It’s more money in their pockets if they can broadcast you first.”

      I threw down the jacket, then started on my shirt, while Kir stripped off his pants. “But I do wonder,” he said, every inch of tanned muscle flexing as he stood, “if it’s the bookies who are bothering you or if it’s something else.” He shot me a knowing look. “A twelve-year-old something who shares your last name.”

      “It’s not,” I said, tearing off my socks. Wren. My strange little sister. When would they come for her? We all knew the tired expression, the line from our Holy Book that had conscripted a generation of us into servitude. The Sisters of the Night whispered it like a prayer from beneath their blackened shrouds. To the rest of us, it was a curse:

      The first children take up arms.

      The second children take up books.

      The third children are taken.

      Taken where? I’d asked the Sisters as a child. Taken to do what? I’d received a slap across the mouth when I was a girl and a beating when I was a teen. I’d stopped asking questions, burying the fear deep within me. The Lastborn disappeared at age thirteen, taken to a secret location, trained in arts unknown to all but the highest members of our military, and when there were enough of them, when they were ready, they would stand against Arcania when it made the inevitable, critical error of invading Durst. But in two decades, not a single Lastborn had come home. It was coming soon, they whispered, the day when Durst’s most secret, most formidable weapon would return, bringing a perfect, lasting peace. That’s what they said. It should have eased my mind. It didn’t.

      “I don’t care a whit about Wren,” I said, stuffing my socks into my shoes.

      “For such a good soldier, you’re a terrible liar,” Kir said, as his shirt came off.

      “Asshole,” I said with a roll of my eyes. Bra and underwear off, replaced with the only clothing I would wear for the next two hours—a standard-issue black sports bra and matching underwear, made from athletic material that would wick and dry quickly, whether soaked with water…or blood.

      I lined up behind Kir, who wore a tight pair of black briefs ending mid-thigh, while he shook his head at me and muttered something like “hopeless” beneath his breath. I could hear the churning mass of people standing just outside, the giddy crowd of spectators ready for the Long Night viewing of the Firstborn, stripped down to our underwear and parading into the Paddock like a herd of lethal prized stallions.

      I might have lost my modesty long ago, but not my pride. Ignoring how my body was too thin in some places, too large in others, I forced my spine straight and long. Somewhere in the crowd would be a Bastard child, wondering if she could ever be more than the traitor’s blood that flowed within her. I had once been that Bastard child, waiting for the day when I would show them who I really was—the best. Someone worth more than a life of servitude and field labor. Then the bell rang. Silvery trumpets sounded. The Paddock doors opened, and the Firstborn marched into the crowd in a long single-file line.

      Cheers went up as we walked from the pavilion down the walled entry. The top bookies were nearest the doors, looking us over, taking rapid notes, calling out numbers and statistics, money changing hands while the leaderboard whirred and clanged, and the announcer called name after name from the speaker. Farther off, the generals sat together, as stoic and severe as a grove of dead trees, examining every muscle and divot and flaw and weakness of our bodies for the Citadel to debate before the sun set and the betting closed.

      And thrown across each general’s shoulders—a long red cloak, gleaming like a jewel against the flat gray morning. Its outside was red, for allies; its inside was black, for enemies; all of it was magicked against bullets and arrows and magical attacks. The red cloak was the mark of a Firstborn soldier’s achievement, a symbol of strength and survival. If all went to plan, I’d be wearing one of my own by tomorrow.

      If not, I’d be burned in it.

      Then my name was called. I walked half naked beneath the ancient stone arch that had stood in the Promenade for centuries, had survived the fire the Arcanists had rained upon the Citadel when I’d been a child, passing the writing there for the thousandth time. Bon mort. It was the old language, and I wondered why no one had ever scrubbed it from the stone, this bit of common tongue that tied us to our enemies, wiped it away like so much else that had been erased from before the war. The message, I supposed, was as timely now as when it had been first carved into the rock. Bon mort. In the old tongue, it translated to die a good death. And I wondered if that would happen for me tonight, during the Trial, the most important—and possibly last—day of my life.

      I scrunched my brow. The second most important day, I thought. The most important was one I couldn’t remember.

      I had been little more than a toddler when I was snatched from my mother, who’d cried and wailed and fought the soldiers that stole me away from the Oval, out of the arms of a lowborn woman little better than a slave. Had I been born a stone’s throw to the west, I would have been an Arcanist myself, an enemy to be killed without question. Instead, I was a Bastard, the name given to those of us who’d been on the wrong side of the river when the Great War split our country down the middle, fracturing us along old ethnic lines—Arcanist versus Dursti. Any magicians Durst absorbed were, of course, executed, and when the heads stopped rolling, the rest of us—the prisoners of war; refugees fleeing Arcanic violence; people like me, whose territory had been annexed by Durst; anyone, really, with too much Arcanic blood—were interned within the Oval, the hundreds of acres of sprawling forest that was our prison. Our loyalties, our blood—our filthy, tainted blood that could manifest magic—couldn’t be trusted after the war; two decades later, that still held true. The Bastards were the lowest members of Durst’s martial law caste, a stratification established by the war’s survivors who had clawed and scratched their way through the wreckage.

      My mother had fought the Dursti soldiers tooth and nail, sobbing over the toddling daughter she might never see again. That’s what I told myself, anyway. It felt better than the truth—that, like so many desperate Bastard mothers, she’d volunteered her baby willingly, offering me to the soldiers while knowing I might die during the Culling, but hopeful I would pass their test. That I would live. That we would live because I was different.

      I was dressed in brightest red, and the Dursti soldiers took me to the forest’s edge, where they sat me down like a living flame atop the snow. Our country had split, our cultures had diverged, and though we hated the Arcanists, we could not erase the legends that bound our lands. The Old Gods still roamed this wood, and today they would cast their judgment upon me.

      The Dursti soldiers slit the throat of the lamb they’d brought, leaving it before the pines, leaving me there with it, then crept to high ground, taking no chances with the beasts they hoped to summon, the scopes of their rifles trained upon me. And they watched.

      The flamewolves came that day.

      I imagined the soldiers holding their breaths, the rifles shaking in their hands as the wolves padded forward on silent paws, teeth like razors, claws like knives, all while they debated whether it was a kindness to pull the trigger and put a bullet through my head. Bullets could not harm the wolves; only magic could do that, and the Dursti soldiers watching had none. The wolves sniffed me. They growled. Their hackles raised, saliva dripping from their wide-open maws, hot, fetid breath drenching me. They lunged…for the lamb.

      The wolves bypassed me, fangs sharp as rune blades biting and slashing at the dead lamb while I watched. I sat stock-still, dressed like a drop of blood, until the wolves retreated into the forest, refusing to turn their backs to me, their eyes glistening like cold stars on a frozen night before their forms wavered and disappeared.

      And when they were gone, and I still had not cried, nor whimpered, nor made a sound, I was someone else. I was reborn. The Dursti priestesses runemarked me that day, obliterating the crude marks given to the Bastard born at birth, inking a long series of symbols down my left forearm that would forever define me, that would trace me wherever I went. I was a Bastard no more. I was full Dursti, with all the rights that accompanied it. I was not even two years old, and I was already a soldier.

      The Culling changed my fate, and the fate of everyone tied to me. That of my mother, who was conscripted to bear two more children. That of my brother, Asa, then my sister, Wren. Asa came screaming into the world just two years after me, but it took my mother years to produce tiny Wren. We didn’t know our fathers, whether it was the same man, or different. I only knew my mother was sent away regularly with the expectation that she would conceive. The midwives had known that she shouldn’t have another after Asa, that a third child wouldn’t go easy on her, and they were right. It was Wren’s birth that had killed her.

      But there was no time to think about that, because cheers erupted as I walked through the Paddock, cameras trailing me. A row of commentators stood in a line, staring into the cameras as I walked past, fragments of broken sentences tickling my ears.

      “This is the first time children chosen during the Culling have participated in the Long Night, and already one has claimed the top spot…Ruelle, sister of the brilliant Asa Ruelle of the Midborn Makery, is a talented Breaker and code master herself, making her a formidable opponent physically and intellectually… Ruelle and the other top ten contenders will enter the Oval early, giving them the best chance of making the most kills before sunrise, but also putting them in the vulnerable position of being hunted by the Legacies before the rest of the Firstborn are admitted… This Long Night is the most decorated to date and is expected to generate enough revenue to feed the Legacies for a year, to provide infrastructure and build schools, to dole out more plots of land, to perhaps end the practice forever…”

      Legacies—the politically correct label someone had ascribed to the Bastards to make us feel better about our treatment, about how we were still interned in the Oval decades after the war’s end. I held my head high as I strutted like an overly confident peacock, wearing an expression on my face that I hoped looked haughty and dangerous. Fragmented conversation hit my ears: Ruelle and Bastard and the one to beat.

      “That’s her?” said a loud bookie, in the front row, wearing a too-tight shirt and sniffing with the characteristic habit of a coca addict. “Looks like a stiff wind could blow her over!”

      I took a step closer to him. “Why don’t you come down here and find out?” I said with my best saccharine grin. He had the good sense to take two large steps back, putting him outside of striking distance and keeping his godsdamned mouth shut as I walked past. I smirked. The cameras clicked, the leaderboard whirred, and someone cheered at the threat of violence.

      I walked, chin high, spine erect, every inch the predator, part of me reveling in the moment—it was my name the crowd called, my name they cheered louder than the others—the rest of me dreading how the night would end.

      But for as many looks of awe, for all the cheers and hoots and whistles, there were also looks of scorn. There were boos. There were curses, and there were jeers. The Citadel liked to brag that it had eradicated the old prejudices against the Bastards, but we knew better. The Dursti had long, unforgiving memories. The best Bastard is a dead Bastard, they liked to say.

      “Bastard bitch!” someone yelled, and it cut through the crowd, sharp as wolves’ teeth. It was a term that the Citadel’s anti-Bastard faction had taken to calling me, all of whom would be delighted if someone buried a rune blade in my belly tonight.

      “We should be hunting you tonight, bitch!”

      “Criminal! Whore! Traitor!”

      Then a sound split the air, clean as the throwing of a knife, and a heap of metal landed before me. I gaped.

      It was a sickle. One of the light nonmetal ones, sharp enough to thresh wheat for the granary, weak enough to be useless as a weapon should any Bastards attempt an uprising. The Citadel had learned that lesson the hard way. It had bought us another decade of Long Nights.

      “Bastard!” cried another voice. “Go back to the Oval, you fucking Bastard bitch!”

      I froze. I’d heard the slur enough that it had lost its effect, but something about the sickle, thrown at my feet, sent the blood ringing in my head. As if that were where I belonged. A poor, uneducated, traitor-born nobody, fit to do nothing more than work the fields. Twenty years since the war, and I was still little better than a criminal. Something within me began to burn.

      I picked up the sickle. I slammed it hard over my naked knee, hard enough that a sharp crack sounded through the Paddock as the alloy broke and splintered. I didn’t feel the large red mark bloom across my leg, didn’t care that it would leave a nasty bruise by nightfall. I only heard the silence of the gathered crowd as I took the sickle, now in two pieces, and threw it on the ground.

      The crowd drew a collective breath.

      Frenzied cheers erupted. The leaderboard flashed, plink-plinking as the odds changed, every camera now zooming in on my face, which I very much hoped conveyed nothing but grim determination and lethal, dangerous focus. And the crowd began to chant, “Bastard Bitch! Bastard Bitch! Bastard Bitch!” I supposed it was better as a cheer than a slur.

      And then I was atop the dais, standing on a scale while one of the technicians weighed me and another measured my height, my chest, the circumference of my waist, the length of my arms and legs, announcing my stats to the crowd. A beam of soft light appeared over me, and when I looked to the left, there I was—a giant holographic projection of me allowing everyone to get a good view as I was weighed, measured, and patted down, a hundred eyes raking over my mostly naked form, murmuring and whispering and hollering. I opened my mouth, and the technician took a scan of my teeth. My identifying marks were noted—a birthmark here, a scar there, my many lumpy lash marks, as that would be all that was left to identify some of the soldiers found tonight. The leaderboard above the Paddock changed by the second, whistling and whirring, and I didn’t allow myself to look.

      Another raucous set of cheers went up. I turned and saw Tasch’s massive form magnified by the runic holograph at another weigh station. Even from here, I had the sense of him leering over me, smirking at the crowd. He raised his arms, and the screaming intensified, every divot of his considerable muscle on display. Gods, I hated him. The bookies shouted, scraps of paper flew through the air, the broadcasters nodded and spoke to the cameras, and I moved off the platform, still wearing little more than my underwear.

      We headed to the outdoor training field, where fifty sparring rings stood, each of them occupied by a Bastard chosen to fight us while the Citadel looked on. I watched the first round of soldiers spar, arms crossed, waiting for my name to be called, when someone clapped me on the shoulder.

      “Ruelle!” It was Nikt, standing with Kir. “Join us for a drink after the fights. We’ll watch the results come in!”

      “If you start drinking now, you’ll be wasted by nightfall,” I countered, watching the Firstborn land punches against the Bastards chosen for today’s demonstrations.

      Nikt gave me a cheeky grin. “I might die tonight. Might as well enjoy what’s left of my last day!”

      “Stop being dramatic,” I sniped, rolling my eyes at him. “We’re certain to die if we enter the Oval drunk.”

      “Yes, I’m so concerned for you, Number One Firstborn,” Kir said dryly.

      “Ruelle,” Nikt said, slapping me a little too hard on the back. “Relax. Have a damned drink. Best to have a bit of fun before someone puts a knife through your belly!”

      “Unlikely,” said Karis, her dark eyes twinkling as she pointed to the wager board. “Look at her odds. Five to one. She’s the favorite! Even better than Tasch, and certainly better than you lot!”

      “Bah, we’re not important enough to end up on the wager board,” said Kir. “And that’s how we like it. Flying under the radar makes us less likely to get killed, isn’t that right, Bryn?”

      “Probably,” I said. “Wouldn’t doubt if someone takes a stab at me just for the money.”

      “Tasch might, jealous bastard,” Karis said. “But the opposite could also be true. How much can I pay you to take him out?”

      Nikt scowled. “I’d do it for free, if I could get my hands on him.”

      “Bryn’s the only one quick enough,” said Karis. “But she’s far too principled.”

      “Wet blanket,” Kir muttered under his breath.

      “So,” Nikt said, looking at me through lowered brows, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “What’s your strategy for today? Who are you hunting with?”

      I cleared my throat, carefully watching the soldiers sparring below me, refusing to meet Nikt’s eyes. “I’ll be alone.”

      The other three stared at me for a moment, then burst out laughing.

      “The top Firstborn doesn’t have a pack lined up for the Long Night?” Nikt said, wiping his eyes.

      “Sort of typical, innit?” said Karis, her cheeks rosy from laughter.

      “Seriously, are you mad, Bryn?” Nikt asked. “You’re the best of us and all, but there are thousands of them”—them being the Bastards—“and only a few of us. They’ll pick you off, easy as kittens. You need a team.”

      “Yeah, join us!” Karis said.

      “Might end up in the top ten with you in our pack!” said Nikt. “Extra rations for a year!”

      “Like you need to be fattened up,” Karis scoffed, and Nikt rubbed his stomach, looking offended.

      “I’ll have you know that this stomach was hard won by many beers and stolen rations,” Nikt said. “We’ll take you, Ruelle!”

      “Anyone would take her, dummy,” Kir said to Nikt, staring at me in challenge. “It’s that she wants to be alone, isn’t it, Bryn?”

      I shrugged, mindful of the clicks and whirs of cameras around us, holding my chin high with feigned confidence, while Nikt waved a hand at me. “Bah, she doesn’t have a pack because she doesn’t need one! She’ll probably kill a dozen Bastards without getting a hair out of place! Rack up the body count! Makes you the one to beat.”

      “Or the one to kill,” I said. Their faces soured at that bit of candor. “All the betting does is put a target on my back. Makes me the symbol of everything they hate.”

      “Trust me, they hate all of us,” Nikt said, Karis nodding emphatically as a new round of participants entered the sparring rings. “As for me, I’m staying near the forest’s edge. Don’t want to get taken down by one of the wolves, or ambushed by Bastards hunting in a pack. Hopefully I’ll run into a group of the younger ones and make an easy kill.”

      “There’s no sport in that!” Karis said. “And we don’t attack children, you creep.”

      “I didn’t say children,” said Nikt. “I’m not a monster. I said younger ones, like our age, which is perfectly sporting.”

      “Bryn, it’s the most important night of your life,” Kir said, his brow crinkled in concern. “It’s not safe to be alone. You don’t want to be killed. Or worse, fail to make a kill and become a Bastard.”

      “I’ve already been a Bastard,” I said with bite. “And considering they’re weaponless, overworked, and half-starved at the best of times, I’m not overly worried.” But silence rang out. I’d made it weird with the pesky truth.

      “Maybe I can find a very old one, and put him out of his misery,” said Karis, clearing the awkward pause away with a grin. “There’s a community of elderly near the south Oval. I hear they just sit there during the Long Night, ready to die, hoping some Firstborn will make a clean kill. That’s where I’m headed.”

      “Noooo,” Nikt said, drawing out the word. “Do not go there. That’s where the smugglers wait. The ones that sell us into the Trade.”

      “They don’t sell us into the Trade,” Karis said. “It’s the Bastard children they’re interested in.”

      The Trade. The faceless fear whispered about in dark corners, the Arcanists’ black market network that traded in humans—usually defenseless Bastard children—selling them off as slaves to the highest bidder. It was the real-time proof that Arcanists hid in our midst, working against us.

      Nikt shrugged. “Might be easier being sold off. The thought of killing something makes me queasy.”

      I forced my jaw to remain unclenched, ignoring the feeling of Kir’s eyes on my face.

      Karis clapped Nikt on the back. “No one would want you for the Trade anyway,” she offered. “But Bryn should go for him.” Karis gestured to the sign displaying the mangled, scarred face of the Reaper. “If you captured the Reaper, Bryn, you’d win without question. He alone counts as thirty kills. You’d kill two birds with one stone! Capturing the Reaper and ending the Trade, plus winning to boot.”

      “Pssh,” Nikt said, waving a hand at her. “He’s not even real. He’s just a compilation of all the criminals the Dursti police can’t catch, rolled into one person to make them look less incompetent.”

      “He’s real, you idiot,” Karis chided.

      “Then how’s he hiding here? With the security, the anti-magic? It’s not possible!”

      “How does the Reaper manage to hide among us and steal the Bastard children?” Karis snapped back. “The Arcanists find ways around our safeguards!”

      “He’s real,” I said, interrupting their bickering. “The Breakers have spent the last two years hunting him and his network, trying to find the children he’s sold into the Trade.”

      “See! Bryn would know,” Karis said.

      Nikt threw up his arms. “But you never found him, did you? And that’s because he’s…” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “Not. Real.”

      The arguing grew louder, and Kir finally interjected by asking, “So that’s a no to the drink, then?”

      But then my name was called. I didn’t bother turning around as I waved a hand at him. “Can’t. Things to do.”

      Nikt bellowed after me. “Make a stop by the Row on the way home, Ruelle. Maybe getting laid would loosen you up!”

      I gave him a rude gesture, hoping the press didn’t see it, but Nikt, godsdamned attention whore that he was, held his arms wide and turned in a circle. “Did you hear that, mates?” he announced to the soldiers around us. “The deadliest Firstborn in history has things to do! Knives to sharpen, boots to polish! As for the rest of us, we’ll be at the Pour Bastard later, getting pissed on her behalf if you’d like to join us!”

      Karis pulled him down, laughing as I walked toward the sparring ring while they chanted, “Five to one! Five to one! Five to one!”

      Every one of them was an annoying asshole. I smiled to myself. I hoped they all survived tonight.

      My Bastard opponent was sweat-slick and spent by the time I stepped into the ring. It wasn’t the set of his feet or the flex of his muscles I marked as I sized him up—it was the tightness bracketing his mouth, the resignation behind his eyes. Dead, hopeless eyes.

      As untrained partners go, he was decent, pushing me enough that I could show off without overexerting myself. I didn’t miss how he surrendered as soon as I got him on the ground, how he let me pin him to prevent the beating a less generous Firstborn might deliver—like the one Tasch was presently giving his opponent. A smart soldier would have pounded him to a pulp. But I wasn’t smart. He yielded, and it was done. I’d gotten what I wanted, working up a healthy sweat, all while the cameras clicked nonstop and some enterprising reporter droned on about how fit and fiery and excited I looked. Then I left for the changing room, the crowd giving me a rousing cheer as I exited. I found a flask next to my things. Kir must have left it, pushy bastard. I took a long draw, the liquor burning down my throat. I would need it for what came next.

      I could avoid the unpleasant business no longer. I headed for the Lastborn dormitories, cutting through an early autumn garden to avoid the bustling Long Night fervor, relishing the quiet, the crunch of pea gravel, the stubborn flowers still clinging to summer’s end, until I crossed onto cool gray flagstone and the mighty shadow of Midborn University. Each stone set into its ancient walls was as cold and perfect as the Midborn students themselves, including my genius brother. Asa. He was somewhere within those ancient walls, saving the world or curing cancer or both, probably, at this very moment. Our enemies could wield magic, but it was the Midborn who had learned how to hack it. Manipulate it. Unweave its mysteries into the science we called Craft so that we stood a chance against enemies who could hurl fire, drown us on dry land, boil our blood, and choke the air from our lungs. Then there were the Detectors, the Midborn detectives who would yank you from your bed if they heard the bloodsong, the inaudible music that denoted some unwitting soul had quickened into a magician. It was rare, but it did happen among the Dursti, especially among the Bastard-born who were just a few generations removed from the Arcanists. I pitied those who transformed. A quickening meant death.

      If Asa was the golden child and Wren was our would-be salvation, I supposed I was the clever one. I was a Breaker, one of the army’s appointed code busters, a vocation assigned to me after my childhood assessment proved I was good at unscrambling nonsense and putting it back together.

      I keyed in the runic combination to the wooden door hidden within the bricks, the one used by maintenance and service folk and other Bastard born, like the person I used to be. I was careful to hide my face as I stepped into the protected quadrant where the Lastborn congregated.

      And there she was, my strange little sister, standing in a small garden, her feet caked in dirt. I couldn’t help thinking, not for the first time, that Wren Ruelle had always been odd.

      First, there was her appearance. White-blond hair, dangling to the middle of her back like a silver flame. I could have shot her from across the other side of the Oval with hair like that. Her eyes were black as crows, except around the irises, where they were rimmed in a cool spring green. It gave her gaze an intensity beyond her years. It unnerved others. It unnerved me.

      She’d never cooed as a baby, hadn’t made a sound, in fact, until she was five, when she unexpectedly began speaking in full sentences, with a vocabulary far too advanced for a child. “When a birth kills the mother, it leaves a mark on the child,” her wet nurse Saskia would say when she’d had a bit too much sakt and felt like bragging that her great-grandmother had been a fabled seer. “See the mark beneath your sister’s jaw?” Saskia pointed to the dark bit of pigment slicing below Wren’s chin. “That ugly bit of bruise? Your mother’s death was written on your sister’s flesh before she was born.”

      “It was not,” I bit back, not believing a word of it. “And it’s not a bruise. It’s a birthmark. I have it and so does Asa.” Wren and I looked nothing like sisters. She and Asa favored each other, fair and willowy, while I was small for my age, with dark hair and thick brows that I was told I furrowed too frequently. But the birthmark we all shared.

      “You lost the mark when you sliced your chin open as a young’un, Miss Bryn,” said the nursemaid. “No, your sister’s mark is different. It’s a death mark. There’s no healing, no stitch or medicine that could wipe it away,” Saskia explained, shrugging as she folded some of Wren’s swaddling things and tucked them into a shabby army-issued drawer. “There are dark and terrible things waiting for Wren Ruelle.”

      I fought the chill edging along my spine, recalling the final promise my mother had wrung from me as she’d died: Don’t let him take her. My mother had lost too much blood, Saskia reassured me when I’d worry over the promise like a dog with a bone. My memories of her were blurry at best—a curtain of shining dark hair, the press of her warm cheek against my own, the soft smell of lilies. But the conviction in her eyes as she demanded I protect Wren from him—whoever he was—that, I remembered with startling clarity.

      I’d forced myself to roll my eyes at Saskia, to laugh off the superstitions attached to the Old Gods. But as I watched Wren now, I wondered if perhaps some of the wet nurse’s observations hadn’t been entirely off base.

      The early afternoon was cool, dew still lacing leaves and petals, sending an iridescent sparkle wherever the sun touched. And though I crept up on her as silent as a cat, it didn’t stop Wren from sensing my presence, even with her back to me.

      “Hello, Sister,” Wren announced. She turned, fixing me with her peculiar black-green eyes.

      I cleared my throat. “Hello, Wren. What are you doing?”

      “The dirt feels nice. Have you ever tried it? Walking on it barefoot?”

      Despite my best efforts, my brows drew together. “Why would I try walking in wet dirt?”

      “For fun, of course.”

      “It doesn’t look like fun.”

      “I suppose you’re not familiar with fun.” She didn’t say it cruelly, but it stung all the same. It was a point I couldn’t argue with. I watched her lyrical gracefulness, the way she moved to music I could never hear. What would it be like, I’d always wondered, to have been born last? To never have to spar, or run until I vomited up my breakfast, or shiver half naked in the freezing cold? To never learn to take a beating or to give one? To be the chosen one who would disappear, only to return and end the war? If that had been my life, perhaps I, too, would dance. I had, sometimes. Wren forced me to twirl along with her, to learn the complex dances the Sisters of the Night taught the Lastborn. She’d tried to convince me I had a talent for it—it’s the same reason you’re good at fighting, the rhythm, the cadence—but it was a gracious lie. I’d always stepped on her toes.

      I cleared my throat. “I can’t stay long.” I hated this part, the explaining I thought I needed to do, the apologies I should make for being busy and distant, the pretense of closeness; it was all the difference between doing something because you wanted to or because you had to.

      “Of course not,” Wren replied. “You’ve had somewhere to go since you were eight. So why don’t you tell me why you’ve come so you can remove the guilty look from your face.”

      I forced myself to spit out the words. “I’ve come to say goodbye.”

      Wren’s tiny brow scrunched. “Why?”

      I shrugged, swallowed. “Just…in case.”

      She cocked her head. “In case of what, Sister?”

      My frown deepened. “In case I die today.”

      Wren’s gaze flicked to mine. “Is that likely?”

      I took a step closer, lowering my voice. “It’s the Long Night, Wren.”

      “I understand that, Sister. And I understand it’s possible you will die, but I’m wondering if it’s probable.”

      I mumbled, “Guess not.”

      “Excellent. It’s far too early for the macabre.”

      I rolled over a rock with my boot, chewed on the inside of my mouth. “What about you? Any word on when you’ll…depart?”

      “Such things are never known.”

      “Yes, but…you have a way of knowing things.”

      “I suppose I do.” Wren shrugged. “Mother did too, or so I’m told.” I withheld my grimace. Don’t let him take her.

      “Any word of where you’re going, or when you’ll return?” Or if you’ll return.

      “Of course not.” Wren narrowed her eyes at me. “Did you say goodbye to Asa?”

      “No,” I bit out. What would I have said to him? I’m sorry? I failed you? I pushed you away?

      “Wren! It’s time,” one of the house mothers called across the quadrant, hands on her hips. The Lastborn went on lockdown during the Long Night, a security measure instituted after an angry Bastard used the Trial’s distraction to storm the barracks and kill four children before a soldier shot him dead. We had minutes left, and I…I scrambled for something wise, something weighty or warm to say to my sister, but my lips wouldn’t move. The seconds ticked by as if in slow motion, as Wren took my hands in hers, squeezing them gently. Her smooth, tiny hands. Would I ever see them again?

      “I know what our mother made you promise as she died, Sister,” Wren said softly, as if reading my thoughts, my guilt. “It was unfair of her. And I think it’s time you let it go.” She said it so gently, and I wondered who was truly the older one between us. “I’m going to be fine, Bryn. You’re going to be fine. And we will meet again.”

      “You don’t know that,” I whispered.

      “My heart knows it,” Wren whispered. “Your life has been hard. And I didn’t help, did I? I gave them another reason to tease you. Because I was strange, unlike the rest of the children. I know it bothered you.” She said it in that unaffected way that somehow made it worse.

      “It didn’t bother me,” I lied.

      “Brave Bryn,” she said. “Maybe the next time we meet, you will see me as myself. Not a child who needs protecting or coddling. Not an obligation. Not the reason our mother died.”

      “I don’t see you as that,” I said, the words thick and false across my tongue.

      “Wren Ruelle!” the house mother bellowed, not bothering to hide her irritation. I was suddenly very interested in the dew drying against my boots, in every blade of grass, in anything that wasn’t this goodbye to my stranger of a sister. Somewhere, a bell chimed. Wren squeezed my hands once more, then released them.

      “Don’t worry about me, Bryn. I’ll make my own way in the world.” She pulled me into a hug—quick, tight, fierce. It was over before I remembered to squeeze her back. “I wish you all the luck in the world, my brave, strong sister. And whatever you’re looking for tonight, I hope that you find it.”

      I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. “Goodbye, Wren,” I said softly. “Take care of yourself.”

      Wren nodded. “We’ll meet again.”

      I tried to shake off the voice that whispered otherwise. I took a final look at my little sister, drinking her in. The childish roundness of her face, the glow of innocence she wore like a second skin. I hoped life never beat it out of her. I turned. I walked away. I did not let myself look back.

      A scant fifteen minutes had passed since I’d left the armory, and it was that sliver of time that changed my life.

      I wondered, later, what would have happened if I had not spent that time in the quadrant. If I’d bypassed the Lastborn’s barracks, foregone pointless goodbyes, and dressed for the evening’s festivities. Because when I returned to my room, something was waiting for me.

      On top of my bed sat a familiar slip of ticker paper. An encryption. I’d worked through a thousand of these before, a communiqué containing a series of runes that had been intercepted and required interpretation. But never outside the heavily warded, anti-magicked room in the armory. And certainly never in my bedroom.

      My eyes tore across the page. It was a cipher, a jumble of runes and symbols across different dialects. The time stamp showed me it had just come across the wire at half bell, a little over twenty minutes ago. And someone had immediately snuck into my room and placed it atop my now-bare bed.

      Clutching the paper in my hand, I strode into the hall and looked around. No one. I looked beneath my bed, through the drawers, in the tiny closet, and found nothing out of place.

      I scanned the page again and realized instantly that this message was above my security clearance. Far above it—a complex runic series, in the old languages that brilliant students like Asa studied at the university. Only a handful of symbols were familiar to me. I might have tossed it in the bin, except there was one word I decoded in a second, as easy as breathing. It made the hair on the back of my arms stand up.

      RUELLE.

      I blinked. Something within me went hot and cold at the same time.

      I needed to be smart, rather than curious, to burn the damn thing, take my shower, and leave for the feast. But I was not smart. I looked at the clock. I would give it ten minutes, then forget I’d ever seen it.

      I removed my decoding kit from my pack and went to work. Two more words jumped out. ARCANIA. HIRSCH. My blood turned to ice in my veins. Hirsch, the cruel leader of the Arcanists. The reason I was heading into the Oval tonight. The reason we’d lived under the threat of war for two decades. The minutes ticked by as I scribbled across the text, marking words here and there.

      After a few minutes, I realized I’d been mistaken. It was not my name on the paper, sandwiched between the scrambled names of our enemies. No, the name that jumped off the page was far worse.

      WREN RUELLE.

    
  
    
      
        Two

      
      
        It is not birth that defines the enemy, but blood. The legal definitions are as follows: 1) a Dursti is anyone free of magical blood; 2) an Arcanist is anyone with quickened magic or magical blood. Any Dursti who quickens—be they man, woman, or child—shall be decreed an Arcanist and a traitor, and executed without exception.

        —Dursti Federal Code, §55–360

      

      I stared at the ticker paper. I froze. I read it, then read it again.

      WREN RUELLE. A ringing sounded in my ears, my feet oddly heavy, as if they’d grown into the uneven wood planks beneath them.

      No—no. I’d made a mistake. That was not my little sister’s name nestled there between Hirsch and Arcania. I was wrong. I had to be.

      I don’t know how long I sat there, piecing together the encryption, but when I’d gone as far as I could, I had garbled bits of a message. The encryption was not better than before. It was worse.

      HIRSCH TO ACCEPT TRANSPORT…WREN RUELLE…PRIORITIES…

      A chill sizzled within my blood. Wren was locked down, and Hirsch…he was far away in Arcania, commanding the Arcanic armies and raising all evil against us. We’d been two cultures once, two nations, forced by kings and fools to unify under one banner, to share a flag, a language, a religion. That’s when the cruelty began. With Hirsch at the helm, leading the weak Arcanic king by the nose, the Arcanists began subjugating us with slow, sinister patience, until we almost thought we deserved it. Almost. We rebelled, and what had been one country split into two. The land to the west of the Black River became Arcania, and to the east, Durst. The river was the immutable force separating east from west, good from evil, life from death.

      The war lasted eight long, bloody years, until the ceasefire was brokered, an uneasy peace constantly punctuated by war looming overhead like a dark cloud. By rogue pockets of violence, by Arcanist rebels attacking our borders, by spies living among us, stealing and selling Bastard children like cattle. We prayed for the violence to end as dearly as we prayed for Arcania to disavow responsibility, to shift the blame for each attack onto rogue factions of terrorists, because we knew what the alternative meant—war. It was just a matter of time, we knew, until Hirsch invaded Durst, and took that final terrible step of finishing the war he’d started so long ago.

      Hirsch was a monster, but he had nothing to do with someone as small and inconsequential as my sister. But if that was true, why was this delivered to my room? And then my mother’s words bounced across my skull: Don’t let him take her. A shiver that had nothing to do with the weather zipped along my spine.

      I stood, pacing, then looked to the clock tower outside. The feast would begin in less than an hour. I tucked the note into the pocket of the clean, starched jacket hanging on my closet door. Then I stripped down, lost in thought as I walked to the communal shower.

      I jumped when warm water blasted my back. The showers were normally freezing, another way to thicken a soldier’s skin. I would have enjoyed the warmth any other time, but now it was unsettling as it slid across my flesh, as my fingers traced soapy bubbles across the thick ropes of scars that ran across my shoulders, down my back. All Firstborn had lash marks, but I had more than most. I washed with a sort of numbness, turning the cipher over in my mind again and again, then toweled off and walked to my room. I checked the clock tower again as I combed my hair, racking my brain over what to do with the time left to me before the feast and how I would decode the remainder of the message, when my eyes snagged on a square of white tacked to a lamppost. Another poster of the Reaper, shadowed except for the wicked scar snaking down his face. Next to it was a calendar detailing the upcoming meeting of the Dursti Board of Regents.

      My stomach dropped out. Adrenaline spiked within me. And just like that, I knew.

      The Reaper was behind the encryption…and working with someone in my government. It made sense—how else would Bastard children disappear so regularly without a high-level traitor? But who in the Citadel was behind it? And what did any of it have to do with Wren?

      Something hot and heavy settled in my gut as I tried to work out what could be done in the scant hours before the Trial began. I dressed quickly, pulling on white dress pants and the long, high-necked white tunic that defined the Firstborn dress uniforms. I looked in the mirror as I braided my hair, my only beauty, the brown streaked with blond from all the time spent outdoors, then coiled it at the nape of my neck. By winter, it would be a muddy brown, like my eyes, but for now, it was tolerable.

      I needed to show the encryption to another Breaker. A better, discrete Breaker, and there was only one person I could count on to keep it to herself: Vida. She’d been the best Breaker in our year before…everything. Vida would have the answer. I took a deep breath, forcing my heart to slow.

      I had just pulled the red beret over my hair when Kir returned, giving me a low whistle.

      “Do shut up,” I said as I shoved my hands into my pockets, my palms sweating around the scrap of paper. I could trust Kir, but he was not a Breaker, and he wouldn’t leave me alone if he thought I was distracted. “Did you happen to see anyone come into the room between the last two bells?”

      “No, but I’ve been gone for a bit. Why, do you have some lover you’re meeting before tonight?” I scowled; he smirked. “You look lovely when you’re clean, by the way.”

      “So once every seven years,” I said, voice normal, even as we walked to the common room. I was fine. I had to be fine. Don’t let him take her. I scanned the place, searching the face of every him around me, looking for anyone suspicious.

      Kir smiled. “Exactly.” I tried to return the grin, but I must have failed. “Hey,” Kir said, his dark brows drawing together. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m fine,” I repeated. Vida would be in the Great Hall, with its towering ceiling of stained glass that sent colorful pools of light flooding through the room. She had to be. We lined up for the procession, my body moving automatically, my head in a flat spin.

      Kir looked at me, into me, as if he were sifting through puzzle pieces and putting together a portrait of me. He’d always been able to do that; it made me hate him. “I know they teach us that siblings mean nothing. That our only loyalty is to our corps. But when Evan left…” Kir’s youngest brother had disappeared for his mission two years earlier. “It’s normal, Bryn,” he said softly. “To feel oddly about saying goodbye to them. To care what happens to your brother and sister after you’re gone.”

      “I don’t,” I said in clipped tones. I felt nothing for Wren, and even less for Asa. They were strangers, and that was for the best. For me, and especially for them. “I’m just—I don’t know—on edge.”

      He held my gaze. “I know you as well as anyone does, Bryn,” he said gently. “You’ve been my bunkmate for years now, ever since Vida…”

      “Don’t,” I said. “Don’t bring her into this.”

      “Ever since Vida…left,” Kir finished awkwardly. “You weren’t close with her until she was…demoted. Until it was difficult to be close to her. I know you better than almost anyone, and you’ve barely let me in. But I know you want to survive. I know you want to win. For yourself, and for them. The Bastard Bitch, triumphant.” I opened my mouth to retort, but Kir held up a hand. “Don’t deny it. But you need a team.”

      “You need a team,” I countered, letting shards of glass drip into my voice. “I need no one. I do better alone. Always have.”

      He stared me down. “No Firstborn has ever survived the Long Night alone, never mind prevailed.”

      “Because they weren’t me,” I snapped back.

      Kir’s eyes raked over me; I could see it, the way the pieces clicked within his mind. “Does anyone else know?” he said carefully.

      He was not bringing this up now. I stiffened. “Know what?”

      “That you haven’t drawn first blood.”

      Every piece of me clenched tight. The terrible secret I’d carried for years now. First blood, the first kill every Firstborn makes. And I, Bryn Ruelle, had never made one. “You have some balls, bringing that up today, of all days.”

      “Does anyone know?” Kir repeated, taking a step closer.

      “No,” I snapped. “And they’re not going to.”

      Kir’s eyes were kind, his voice soft. “There’s no shame in it, Bryn.”

      “I don’t need your sympathy,” I spat back.

      He dropped his voice. “Survive the first hour, then meet up with me. It might be easier, the first time, if you aren’t alone…”

      I snarled. “Stop it, Kir.”

      “But what will you do, Bryn?” he pressed. “How will you get through tonight if you can’t take a life? If you won’t take one?”

      I don’t know, I could have said. It sickens me. It makes me feel weak and wrong. Instead, I glowered at Kir strongly enough that he broke eye contact. “I will do what is expected of me, like I always do. I didn’t ask for your help. I certainly don’t need it.”

      There was something so sad, so haunted in his gaze that I hated him in that moment. “Going it alone doesn’t mean you’re stronger. Sometimes it just means you’re alone.”

      “This conversation is over,” I said.

      Kir gave me a long, lingering look before turning his back to me.

      We marched into the Great Hall at last. A massive chandelier dangled from the high ceiling, its hundred glowing rune lights suffusing the room with warmth, illuminating the long rows of communal tables set for the formal occasion, the Dursti flags draped across every spare inch of stone. Bastards lined the hall’s perimeter, stiff, rigid, silent. My eyes traced across them, desperately seeking her out—Vida; where was Vida? Vida would know, Vida would help…but a hush had fallen over the hall. A hush that could mean only one thing.

      He had appeared.

      His appearance was a shock of frigid water on the spine. The Firstborn stood a little straighter, berets reaching toward the ceiling, spines stretching, faces set in the emotionless nothing we’d been sculpted to become.

      Chancellor Mennick had come.

      He strode to the Great Hall’s dais, his long red cloak billowing behind him like a crimson tide, the soldiers before him parting like water before an unmovable boulder. The steel-gray blue of his eyes cut across the room even from a distance. Behind him followed Colonel Rennard, leader of the Midborn, and Major Farkas, leader of the Lastborn, her face proud and solemn.

      “My children,” Mennick intoned, his voice resonating like a deep bell as he stood before us. “This is your night.

      “For seven years, you’ve proven yourself the strongest among us. You did not yet walk this earth when we prayed to the Old Gods for the strength to protect Durst. We prayed, and they answered. You answered. You are the makers of a new world, one without war, without the threat of our oppressors, the magic wielders who have treated us worse than beasts. The Arcanists.” Around me, the room held its breath.

      “The Old Gods blessed the Arcanists above all others, bestowing on them the gift of magic. They could have chosen peace, to make this world everything beautiful and strong. Instead, they chose slaughter. Oppression. They chose war, and for decades, we have suffered. The Great War still echoes through every inch of this country. It echoes in the scarcity we faced in those dark years after the ceasefire, when we were a country entrenched in debt, embargoed by our neighbors. It echoes beyond the Black River, where our brothers and sisters remain enslaved in the territory stolen from us. Most of all, it echoes in the west, in the Wastes, so decimated by the dark magic the Arcanists poured into our land that no man or beast dares venture there. It was that terrible bomb dropped by the Arcanists—full of corrupted, vile magic—that brought about the de facto end of the war. That forced us to accept ceasefire terms that left us poor and hungry. A ceasefire they dared to break just years later.”

      He paused for a long moment. “You were but children when you endured Black Sky, that terrible day when the Arcanists flew in on invisible wings and slaughtered hundreds.”

      Black Sky. My mouth went dry at the memory of it. Of watching the enemy descend from the clouds, of running to the schoolhouse, of Mistress Rosa forcing me into a cupboard, and the soft gurgle when an Arcanist soldier slit her throat instead of mine.

      “In one breath, Arcania attacked us, and in the next, denied responsibility, shifting the blame onto rogue gangs of terrorists. But our hearts knew the truth—only one man could orchestrate such a coordinated, vicious attack. A despot crueler than any before him.” His face hardened. “Lord Hirsch.”

      A chorus of boos and shouts echoed through the hall. Hirsch. The madman whose name was inked on the slip of paper inside my pocket. I stifled the trembling that threatened to spread through every part of me. Vida—where was Vida…?

      “Durst knows no greater enemy than Hirsch, a once-great Dursti soldier who betrayed his country and allied himself with Arcania during the war. Hirsch’s unchecked madness plunged Durst into the most brutal years of civil war our country has seen, the dark heart of the blackest night. While the ceasefire affords us a tenuous peace, make no mistake—the threat of open war looms. Just last week, a rogue band of Arcanists razed one of our northern camps to the ground. Hirsch denied responsibility, but we know better. To the south, an entire village was destroyed, leaving no survivors.

      “For over a decade, Hirsch has held hostage Durst’s western lords as prisoners of war. Lord Pharris. Lord Val. Lord Baugh. The Lost Lords.” Mennick gestured to the statue outside the hall, an effigy erected to honor the missing Dursti officers. “Their refusal to give up the Citadel’s secrets kept it from falling. We feared the war lost when the lords were captured. But then our soldiers found the one thing that could deliver us from Arcania’s magic: the Source Book.”

      The Source Book—the compendium of Arcania’s most profound secrets, its intelligence regarding magic. It was the thing brilliant students like Asa spent a lifetime studying.

      Mennick’s chin dropped, and a look of profound sadness washed over him. “I will not pretend it was without great sacrifice. That we did not pay for it with the blood of our own. But from the book, Durst gained a toehold in the fight against magic. Our brilliant Midborn hacked it, unweaving its secrets and creating the Craft, the technology and anti-magic that allowed us to climb out of the blackest part of the war. Which brings us to the one thing that Hirsch and his war machine never bargained for.” Mennick spread his hands wide, his red cloak gleaming in the torchlit room. “You.

      “Just as he does every year, Hirsch released a statement this morning.” We looked left, where a massive holograph appeared next to Mennick—Hirsch, standing before a podium bearing the official seal of Arcania. I couldn’t help but think what a collection of opposites they were, Mennick light and fair, Hirsch a rugged, cruel sort of handsome, dark hair, thick brows, stubble-flecked chin. I’d seen Hirsch’s statement on the screen this morning, but it didn’t stop my blood from boiling as it played again before the crowd: “Arcania rebukes the Dursti practice called the Long Night, and the pollution of our sacred rituals by lesser, unworthy heathens.”

      Screams erupted; soldiers cursed. Someone threw a bottle toward the holograph; it sailed right through, the jeering intensifying until Mennick held up a hand.

      “Heathens,” Mennick repeated. “‘Polluted.’ ‘Unworthy.’ Do you know why he uses such cruel, bitter rhetoric? Because he is afraid,” Mennick intoned, and I could have sworn he looked right at me. “Of each of you, and what you represent. For Durst, a beginning. For Arcania, an end.

      “After the war, we began the greatest experiment this land has ever known. We asked parents to trust us with their children, to partake in a rite that originated with the Old Gods themselves. It is this deep tradition, rooted in blood and bravery, that we honor today. A single trial lies between you and glory. The Trial of the Long Night.”

      The air in the room seemed to freeze as the realization of what we were about to do, and why, settled upon us.

      “Tonight, you take your final step as Firstborn. You have until dawn to make a kill within the Oval. Those who succeed will take the red cloak on Crimson Day and become official members of the Firstborn Army. Those who don’t live will wear it to the pyre. And for those who survive without spilling blood…well, better now than in battle. Those who cannot make a kill will become Legacies themselves, and serve their country in a manner more befitting their abilities.”

      Chuckles sounded across the room; knowing smirks were exchanged—there was no greater dishonor than being demoted from a full Dursti citizen to a Bastard.

      But Mennick heard the snickers. His countenance hardened; the chatter died. “You laugh at them,” he said sharply. “The Legacies. The Bastards, as so many among us call them. Do not, for one second, underestimate their value to this country, to tonight’s rite. Do not forget that they are permitted to engage you, to hunt you, to kill you, if they wish. Tonight, you are equals in the eyes of the law, as you are always equals in the eyes of the Old Gods.”

      Equals. It was my turn to snicker. Only a fool would believe the hungry, weaponless cretins of the Oval were equals to trained soldiers.

      “This is the test before you—who is worthy? The Old Gods walk beside you, and them, this evening. Watching you. Weighing you. Just as they guide their most trusted guardians—the flamewolves—in the Culling, they guide your hands tonight, to spare the innocent and root out the criminals, the few remaining traitors hiding among the Legacies. And in that same way, they will separate you, Firstborn, wheat from chaff, so that only the worthy take the red cloak.

      “It is up to each of you to determine how you will serve your country at this desperate hour. A blade is only as sharp as its whetstone. You are the blade, my children. Sharpen yourselves tonight. Prove yourselves worthy.”

      Finished, Chancellor Mennick swept his red cloak over his shoulder and took his seat at the table behind the dais, crossing one black boot over his knee as he surveyed the heads of houses. Servants rushed in—the highest of the Legacies, those trusted to work in the Citadel—bringing with them more food than I’d seen in the last six years combined. Roasted pheasant, duck, stuffed trout, dumplings, and spiced yogurt. I could barely think about eating. Instead, I took my fork and knife and arranged them in an X on my plate, looking around for a familiar pair of dark eyes.

      I forced my thoughts to still. Split your mind, I told myself. Split it again. It was the principle that had allowed me to survive when I’d had no food and no shelter, when I’d been sick and injured in the field and had to lock away the fear and pain within a separate part of myself. I needed to eat if I wanted to survive tonight. I pulled a chicken leg from the table, just as a Bastard approached me from behind and lingered there. I turned and spied a familiar pair of dark eyes.

      “Vida,” I sighed in relief, forgetting myself for a moment. Then Kir kicked me beneath the table, hard, and it brought me back to myself. I looked away from Vida, who, to her credit, did not react to me speaking her name. She picked up my plate and wordlessly left me another, a tacit acknowledgment that she’d received my sign to meet, and I nearly slumped with relief.

      “Have you lost your rutting mind?” Kir said. “Are you trying to get whipped before tomorrow? She is a Bastard,” he responded as Vida worked her way down the table. “And you’ll join her if you’re not careful.”

      “She was our friend,” I snapped.

      “Not anymore,” Kir snapped back, his handsome face fierce. “You cannot speak to her. You cannot acknowledge her. You put her in danger if you do.”

      I nodded, grabbed another chicken leg, and tore into it. Split your mind. Split it again. Split it until there’s nothing left. Eat, drink. Kill when you must. Do not feel. Do not care. Survive. Survive.

      Kir was right, of course. Vida was not my friend. She was untouchable, a servant I could not acknowledge. Still, it was Vida I needed. I looked at the clock. The dinner was winding down; I stood, pretending to go to the bathroom, but instead slipped out the exit, walking past Tasch’s goons as I did so. One of them mumbled beneath their breath, and the rest snickered. Assholes.

      I’d turned the corner from the Great Hall, heading back toward my room, when a tingle crept across my skin. It was a feeling the Firstborn had burned into me—the feeling of being watched like a hunted animal. And this animal I knew like a well-worn shadow.

      He slipped from the darkness like a spider from its cave, over six feet of muscle and bone and well-bred cruelty, and a voice that still made my hair stand up when he spoke. “Hello, little sparrow.”

      Tasch.

      “Don’t call me that.” I turned to face him, keeping my hand near the pistol sheathed at my belt.

      “Why not?” he asked, cocking his head and leering with that half grin of his. “Captain Oberst does.”

      “You’re not Oberst,” I said coolly. “Or has that fact escaped you?”

      Tasch Bracken had been an asshole since the cradle. He was a giant even when we were children—tall, arms like hams, a thick, beefy neck, with a cruel streak that made him infamous. I felt sorry for him at first, living in the shadow of his great father, one of the haughty Dursti generals watching me at the Paddock earlier today, but a year with the Firstborn transformed him. Pudge turned to muscle, muscle turned to strength, and threats turned to action. He liked to brag that he’d broken ten of his fellow Firstborn enough that they’d quit and been relegated to Bastard class.

      I’d been a wisp of a girl when Captain Oberst took me to the boxing ring for the first time. A group of violence-starved kids had gathered around us, anxious to see how badly Oberst would take down the scrappy girl with no meat on her bones, the one plucked from the Bastards as a babe. But I was quick, light and darting like a bird, and Oberst, for all his prowess, couldn’t lay a finger on me.

      When the bell sounded, and the match was over, Oberst narrowed his eyes at me, but extended his palm. “You’re fast, little sparrow,” he said, shaking my sweaty hand. “Fast, but frail. Don’t get caught on the ground, or someone might break your wings.” I didn’t miss Tasch’s pale, greedy eyes, his jealousy at the captain’s rare bit of praise.

      I was returning from morning drills, my limbs shaking from exertion, when Tasch made his move. “Little girl!” he hollered behind me, walking with his gang of dumb thugs. I ignored him, but he sprinted to cut me off, walking backward ahead of me with that cruel sneer on his face. “Aren’t you the one with the dumb sister?”

      I ground my teeth. “I have a name,” I said, doing my best to walk around him.

      He sneered and dropped his voice. “They say your sister can hardly string a sentence together. I hear the Bastard-born children don’t make it a month after they’re taken. They’re fed to the flamewolves, if they’re lucky. Or…” He smirked. “Sold into the Trade. That freak sister of yours will be lucky to go to the lowest of brothels.”

      “Then she can say hello to your mother,” I retorted with a cruel smile, my pulse pounding in my skull. It was a cheap shot—Tasch’s mother was dead, killed by Arcanist rebels when he was a baby, but it had its intended effect. Tasch’s thick friends snickered, and he flushed an ugly purple.

      “Little bitch,” he seethed. “Let’s see how you fare without Oberst here to stop me.”

      It was an ugly fight. I could dodge Tasch one-on-one, but I was only twelve and not equipped to fight three overlarge boys at once. Eventually one of them landed a blow, knocking me to the ground, and then it was punches landing, boots kicking while I curled into a tiny ball, until Tasch rolled me onto my stomach and wrenched back my arm.

      “What happens if I break your wing, little bird?” He yanked my arm back farther, and I screamed, waiting for the snap that would precede the pain. “Your sister’s a bird too, isn’t she? Wren. Maybe I’ll break her wings after I’m done with you.”

      The snap didn’t come from my arm, but from somewhere deep inside me. I bucked like a feral animal and threw Tasch off me, kicking him hard between the legs. My fists were small when I balled them up, but I rained blows upon him until his nose cracked, while his friends—delighted at the violent turn of events—whooped and cheered me on. I was sent to the brig for three days afterward. It was worth every second.

      Strength was a guise. I’d worn it every day from then on.

      Now Tasch was smirking at me, making sure I felt every inch of his massive frame as he leered over me. “I hope you’re ready for tonight, Ruelle. You shot up the rankings so quickly,” he said, and there was malice behind it. “Did you fuck someone for the top spot?”

      I smiled, making a point of not turning my back to him as I inched away. “Jealousy is ugly on you. Still worried about impressing Daddy, I see.”

      He grinned. “They’ll let us into the Oval at the same time. I expect you’re going for the top prize, little Bastard-born bitch that you are. You’ve got something to prove, don’t you? Or maybe,” he said, taking a step closer, “you’re going to hunt your own. No cameras in the Oval, Ruelle. And no Oberst either. No one to watch your back.”

      My lip curled. I dropped my voice an octave. “And no daddy to watch yours, rich boy.”

      Tasch took a step closer. “Do you know why there are no cameras? Because the officers want us to take out the weak ones. They reward the Firstborn who snuff out the cowards among them. Another Culling from within.”

      “That’s a lie,” I said, putting more distance between us. “It circulates before the Trial every year, always started by some violent idiot, like you.”

      He prowled closer. “And if it’s not?” There was a wild look in his eyes that I didn’t like, as if he would attack me right here, right now.

      “Then you’ll be the first to go.”

      He took another quick step toward me, and I whipped out my rune knife, just as Tasch reached for my arm. I snatched it away, and he stumbled forward, a look of dark violence passing over his face, but then…he sensed it the same time I did, that feeling of…something, watching us. Of a larger predator lurking around a corner, ready to devour you whole.

      “Take your hands off my soldier, Bracken,” came the voice. It was a voice of smoke and gravel, attached to a person who moved like a living shadow, a voice that sent a shiver of fear up my spine. Fear and…something else. Something I couldn’t acknowledge. “Unless you want to meet your maker before the Long Night.”

      He crept from the shadows, every step predatory, a panther waiting to strike. I looked up—and up—at steel-colored eyes watching me with hungry intent. Cold. Assessing. Unreadable.

      Captain Erik Oberst.

      “You’re not allowed to touch me,” Tasch said to Oberst. “I’m not your soldier. My father—”

      Oberst took a step closer, the menace in his eyes promising a long, painful end. “You forget that I don’t give a fuck who your father is, pretty boy. Now leave, before I decide you’d look better with another hole in your head.”

      Tasch gave me a nasty look that seemed to say, Told you so, and scrambled out, leaving me alone with my captain.

      Oberst had become a hero in those dark years following the Ceasefire, a boy who’d fought alongside adult soldiers. It had made a man out of him, and a monster. He was in his late twenties, his face fresh and unlined, but his black hair was flecked with silver, as if all the violence had added years to him. I stared at him as he stared at me, at the strong cut of his jaw, at the curl of dark hair behind his ears, at the face that would have been handsome, had there not been cruelty etched into every pore and feature.

      Oberst had become my commanding officer when I’d turned eighteen. I’d fantasized about those final years as a Firstborn, envisioning a heroic mentor who would value and respect me, who’d mold me into a soldier ready to change the world, but Oberst…he was nothing like the hero of my imagination. Where they had muscle, Oberst was lithe. Where they had courage, Oberst had cunning. Where they had grace, Oberst had spite. He was not the knight laying his cloak upon a puddle for a fair maiden to cross; he was the knave on horseback who swept into the scene, stealing the maiden and splashing mud into the knight’s face to boot.

      I stood at attention, saluting him, and he chuckled. “At ease, soldier.”

      My stance widened, hands clasped behind my back like the good soldier I was, while Oberst approached me, looking me up and down. “Tasch Bracken never got over the ass kicking you gave him when you were still a runt of a girl. And now you’re his better. You, a Bastard-born girl, the top-ranked Firstborn. You’re the dream, Ruelle—everything that Durst hoped to accomplish. Tell me.” His eyes raked over me. “Do you like being number one?”

      I fought the urge to shrink under his stare, to chew on the inside of my cheek. “Ask me again tomorrow, sir. After it’s done.”

      He gave a half grin and paced before me. “I’ve only ever been an observer of the Long Night. I’ve watched enough of them to know there is no shortage of surprises, and no telling who will live or die. I hope I can count on you to make us proud.”

      “I shall do my best, sir.”

      He looked me over, frowning a bit, clenching his jaw as he scrutinized me. “Something’s troubling you.”

      A muscle twitched in my jaw. I ignored it. “It’s nothing, sir.”

      “You’re a bad liar, Ruelle. I know when something is off with my soldiers. So I’ll ask you again—what is wrong?”

      It had always been like this with Oberst. Something about him caused me to wear my emotions on my face, which was probably why I had so many lash marks across my back. He’d never whipped me, but he’d sent me to the lasher on more than one occasion. I buried thoughts of the encryption deep within, then curled my lip into a sarcastic smile. “Perhaps you’re what’s wrong, sir.”

      He snorted. Any other day, he’d take me to task for my cheek, but I’d given him the response he expected, and his face relaxed. “I’m glad to hear it. Follow me, Ruelle. There is someone who wants to meet you.”

      I did my best to steel my expression. Vida. I had to ditch Oberst and meet her, fast. “I believe I’m expected in the Great Hall, sir.”

      He took a step forward, standing only inches from my face, dropping his voice to that low, quiet tone that set something within me burning. “I know where you’re expected, Ruelle, and when, but you have a more important task first. You’re meeting Chancellor Mennick.”

      My face dropped in surprise. “Mennick?”

      “Chancellor Mennick,” he corrected. “At his request.”

      He turned on his heel and began walking the other direction, away from where Vida would be waiting, and it was a struggle to keep my feet moving, to put one foot before another as I followed Oberst down a stone corridor in the Great Hall, past rows of glowing torches and sumptuous carpets, past portraits of long-dead kings and queens, the last of which Hirsch had publicly executed during the war. No king would rule Durst again. No, we were unified by one man, who, for inexplicable reasons, wanted to meet me.

      “Why?” I asked Oberst as I caught up with him. “What does Chancellor Mennick want with me?”

      “Do you have something better to be doing with your time, soldier?” Oberst said over his shoulder, his cloak billowing behind him, the black side turned outward, as if always prepared to meet an enemy. “Chancellor Mennick meets with the top-ranked Firstborn before every Long Night.”

      I chose my words as carefully as possible. “I really need to get to the Great Hall, sir. Is it possible—”

      It took all of a second for Oberst to spin me around and pin me against the wall with such force that the wood behind me groaned in protest. His arms held my shoulders like a vise; I couldn’t have moved if I’d tried. “Have you taken leave of your senses, Ruelle?” Oberst asked quietly, his breath tickling my face as he leaned toward me. “The highest honor that can be bestowed upon a soldier, and you question it? Do you know what would happen if you did not attend?”

      I opened my mouth again, to say something—to say anything—but nothing came out. Wren Ruelle. I turned the cipher over in my mind, again and again, and I realized I had to tell someone. Oberst…would he listen?

      “I…I…”

      He narrowed his eyes at me, then shook me gently. “Ruelle,” he repeated. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. What’s wrong?” And was that…concern behind his eyes, there and gone in a flash? If I told him what I suspected, he would demand proof, and I had none but a half scrambled cipher. No, Oberst would only make my last hours in the Citadel as hellish as possible. I needed someone who would listen. A real hero.

      I needed Chancellor Mennick.

      I steadied myself. “I’m fine, sir.”

      Oberst huffed, frowning at me as if he didn’t believe a word, but slowly released his grip on my jacket. “Good. Pull yourself together. This is not the time for nerves.” He looked me over, then raised his hand and hesitated before smoothing back a loose piece of hair, tucking it behind my ear, his fingers lingering there before he pulled his hand back and looked away. “I mussed you.” It was strange, how the feeling of his touch burned my skin afterward. I supposed it was the most affection I’d received from anyone in a long, long time.

      We walked down the stone corridor until we reached the lift that would take us to the chambers of the highest officers. I entered slowly, the four walls instantly too tight, Oberst too close. My palms began to sweat in the enclosed space. I worked to slow my breathing. You’re not trapped, I reminded myself. You’re not trapped, you’re not trapped, you’re not trapped… I focused on the tiny details, on the whirring of the gears and the glow of the elevator buttons, as I’d been taught to do whenever I encountered a confined space. Then the lift stopped, and it took every ounce of my strength to walk, not run, from the damn thing. I followed Oberst down a hallway of rich wood, to an arched door. Multiple soldiers stood guard there, dressed in head-to-toe red. The High Guard. “This is where I leave you,” Oberst said, one brow cocked. “Be good, Ruelle.” He shot me a final burning look before he turned on his heel. He left, and I was alone.

      I steeled my nerves and knocked once; a voice of silk answered. “Come in,” it said. I entered the chamber, my palms damp as I fell into a salute, and there he was. Chancellor Arlo Mennick.

      He stood with practiced ease, the steel-gray blue of his eyes cutting across me. It was a sharp face—handsome, chiseled jaw and cheekbones, lines set across his forehead that spoke of great grief and tremendous burdens. It was the face of a man who had clawed his way out of the Great War to lead his country and save it from certain doom. And yet it was a face of such immense kindness, of such deep understanding, it stole my breath. Mennick was not some king tucked behind sturdy palace doors, watching the war from atop an ivory tower. He was a commoner, born from nothing, a leader risen from the trenches. His red cloak draped perfectly across his broad shoulders, a reminder of what he’d survived and what he’d become. What I could become after tonight.

      I stood at attention, sweat pooling within my uniform, choking down the words that threatened to loosen themselves from my throat. There are enemies in our midst, and they’re targeting my sister.

      “At ease, Bryn Ruelle,” he said, the deep baritone of his voice as familiar and soothing as a moonless night.

      My body automatically moved, my feet widening, hands clasped behind my back.

      “I’ve waited so very long to meet you, Bryn Ruelle. The dark horse of the Firstborn who ousted General Bracken’s son from the top spot.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say to that, so I stood there, stiff and silent as Mennick’s cool eyes took in my every feature, every minute muscle twitch and breath drawn. Then he grinned, and it was a struggle not to jump at the movement.

      “Between us,” he whispered, leaning closer, “I hear his son is as big an asshole as his father.”

      I blinked. My face managed to crack a smile as I found my voice. “I don’t know his father, sir.”

      Mennick chuckled deep in his throat. “You’ll have to take my word for it then, Ruelle.” He extended an arm. “Sit. Let us talk.”

      I moved to the velvet sofa, worried I might sully it. Nothing about me belonged in this posh room, with its sumptuous carpets and crystal decanters. Mennick took the seat across from me, crossing one leg over the other. “Tell me about yourself, Bryn. You have a brother, I believe.”

      “Yes, sir. Asa. A Midborn.”

      “And a very talented one at that,” Mennick said. “I understand that he’s to present his dissertation this week on the healing properties of runes. It will save many lives.”

      I nodded, wondering if Mennick noticed how my mouth tightened at the corners as I thought of Asa, of how much time had passed since I’d last seen him. That he was old enough to present his dissertation, and on healing, of all things—I’d always thought him more ambitious than that. “He was always the brilliant one, sir,” I bit out. My voice sounded so small, so much sadder than I’d expected.

      “And your youngest sibling?”

      I cleared my throat. “A sister, sir. Wren. She’s twelve.”

      “Little Wren. A very talented family. Which brings us to you, Bryn Ruelle.” He looked me over in a kind, interested manner. I tried to remember the last time someone had seemed interested in me. My memory didn’t stretch that far back. “The top-ranked Firstborn. The realization of a dream we began in those bloody years after the war. What of you, Bryn? What do you want?”

      I bobbed my head. “To serve my country, of course, sir—”

      Mennick held up a hand and pierced me with those sharp eyes of his. “You needn’t pretend, my child. You may think you know what I want to hear, but I promise, you don’t. Don’t give me some damned idealist’s answer. Tell me what you want with your life, Ruelle.”

      My eyes roamed across the room, searching for the right words. They caught on a sword hanging on the wall above Mennick’s massive desk. I knew it immediately. Below it was a plaque with a single word inscribed upon it: WAR-ENDER.

      He watched my eyes travel to the blade. “You recognize it, don’t you?”

      I swallowed. “Is that—”

      “Yes,” he said simply. “It’s the blade that brokered the ceasefire.”

      I tried not to grin, and failed. “That’s a rather modest description, sir.”

      He chuckled. “What would you call it, if it were yours?”

      I thought for a moment, before settling on honesty. “‘The blade that broke the line of Arcanic kings.’ Or, ‘The blade I plunged through the king’s heart after the Arcanists destroyed the Wastes.’”

      He arched a brow and gave me a half grin. “A rather long name. And difficult to fit on a placard.” He stood in a graceful motion and pulled down the sword. “You’re right that I killed the Arcanic king with this blade. The Dursti present in the aftermath named it War-Ender. It’s a relic now compared to the rune blades and Craft tech, but…I like to think it’s greater because of its simplicity. Its power came not from magic, but from a movement. From our people.” He held it out to me. I hesitated for a moment.

      “You have as much right to hold it as anyone,” he said softly. And so I picked it up, a shiver coursing through me as I held it—the weapon that had changed our destinies. The Arcanists had destroyed the land that became the Wastes; Mennick had destroyed their king. I turned War-Ender over in my hands, my eyes glazing over at the sight of it. At the power of a single object—a single person—to transform the fate of an entire country.

      And as I held the weapon that ended the war, I knew there would be no pulling the ticker tape from my pocket. No discussion about encrypted messages or ciphers. And I tried very hard to quiet the tiny voice within me that said I was choosing the coward’s way, the selfish way. But that was the sister’s voice, and it was the soldier’s ambition that won.

      The words escaped before I could stop them. “I want to win tonight, sir.”

      And there it was. The thing I’d scarcely allowed myself to think, to acknowledge, because to win tonight would mean death. Taking as many lives as I could, as quickly as I could, and in it would be a kind of death for me as well. A death I’d always known I would face—to kill or be killed. To allow my raw, unchecked ambition to trump my humanity. To let a Bastard-born girl stand atop the podium at the Long Night’s end, the victor at last.

      Mennick nodded his approval. “And once you win. What then?”

      I did my best not to fidget under his intense gaze. “Well, sir, if I get my choice of posts–”

      “And I fully expect you will.”

      I nodded, trying to bury the wistful part of me that spoke next. “I’ve never seen the sea,” I said quietly, not meeting his eyes. “I would like to take a post at the North Sea and continue my work in encryption and ciphers.”

      He tented his fingers, nodding. “A talented Breaker would do well there. It’s been a hotbed of activity since Arcanist rebels attacked our northern compound.”

      I nodded. “Yes, sir. I’d like to think I can make a difference within the intelligence community.”

      “You will make a difference no matter what you do,” he said, as he replaced the sword above his desk. “A soldier as talented as yourself could be anything. Who knows? You might be sitting at this very desk someday.” And his face was so open, so kind, that my thoughts screamed at me. Tell him, they said. Tell him what you suspect. I swallowed.

      “I must confess, sir, I do worry about my sister.”

      “Little Wren?” he asked.

      “Yes, sir. Before my mother died, she asked me to look after her. But soon I will be gone, and I…” My throat bobbed. “It’s a promise I will no longer be able to keep. She’s always been a bit…different.”

      Mennick’s lips quirked up. “I’ve noticed as much.”

      “You know my sister, sir?” I questioned before I could stop myself.

      Mennick’s eyes twinkled. “You’d be surprised to learn all the things I know, Ruelle.” He walked to the window, looking out over the Citadel, then sighed to himself. “You’re not a Midborn student, but I’m sure you know the First Law of Blood Theory.”

      “Yes, sir. Blood has memory.”

      Mennick nodded. “Blood remembers. It’s a principle the Midborn use to tease Craft apart from magic. They say that Arcanists can hear the bloodsong of their kin—even their nonmagical kin. That it sings to them even from a distance. And yet, when it comes to Dursti blood, to our families, we demand you forget. We preach corps above all. It is a stance we took after the war, when so many of us had Arcanist relatives and loyalty to Durst was of the highest concern. But blood is blood. It remembers its own.” His eyes were faraway for a moment; he toyed with a ring on his finger, gold with a flat black stone. “Every day I question what we started here years ago. Separating children from parents at tender ages. Separating siblings. Preaching allegiance to one’s house, Firstborn venerating Firstborn, above everything else. It is a practice I intend to end soon. Just like the Long Night.”

      This news, that he’d confide it to me… “Sir?” I asked before I could stop myself.

      He returned to the sofa, chuckling as he sat. “You’re surprised I want to end such a practice?”

      I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. “It’s…bold, sir. The anti-Bastard movement is…vocal. Numerous. Strongly opposed to unification.”

      “The word you’re looking for is bigoted. But I’m sure you already know that.” He pressed his lips together. “They’ve taunted you mercilessly.”

      I steeled my expression into my best approximation of I don’t care. “I can handle it, sir.”

      “Yes. I daresay you can handle anything thrown at you.” He looked me over, as if considering me. “Do you know why the Long Night began, Ruelle?”

      “It was a practice handed down from the Holy Book.”

      Mennick bobbed his head. “When the Old Gods walked the earth, our ancestors practiced the Great Hunt, where brother would battle brother, sister would fight sister, so that the strongest would prevail. In the early days, the event was little better than a bloodbath. It was more sport than trial, a one-on-one fight to the death before a crowded arena, the contenders dying with such regularity that it defeated the event’s purpose. Gradually it’s become more humane, more…equal.” His smile was tight, and I wondered if he believed his own words. “We may have started as two clans, two tribes, but look back far enough, and we all descended from the same gods. The same blood that gives the Arcanists magic gives them mania. But in our blood, it gives us brilliance, and grit, and resolve. Your sister is different, Bryn Ruelle, because she is special. And she will change the future. Our third-born children—our most precious asset—are almost ready to return, and through them, the conflict will end.”

      I blurted the words out. “So the Lastborn will return soon?” My cheeks burned—who was I to think I could speak to Mennick as if we were equals? I dropped my chin. “I’m sorry, sir. I have no right to ask such things. I simply hope to honor the promise I made to my mother.”

      Mennick smiled. He reached for my hand and squeezed it. “You’ve discharged your duty to your sister, soldier. Leave this promise to your country, to me. Wren will be well cared for. And you will see her again, sooner than you realize.” A sense of such tremendous relief washed over me, I feared I might cry.

      Mennick tilted his head at me, a coy smile playing on his lips. “Tell me, Bryn. Do you believe in the Old Gods? That all things are predetermined, including your fate in tonight’s Trial?”

      And I don’t know why I spoke so candidly, but I looked him in the eye and said, “No, sir. Not at all.”

      He gave me a good-natured grin. “Faith keeps better company with age. It has been my old friend these many years. I’ll tell you a secret.” He scooted closer, and I found myself leaning toward him. “Magic is, of course, forbidden. But as Dursti blood mixed with that of the Arcanists, there were certain…talents our people developed. My grandmother was a proud Dursti, yet people would come from all around and ask her to cast the bones and peer into their futures. I like to think her talent passed to me.” He pulled a pouch from his jacket pocket. “I offer to read the bones for every Firstborn leader before the Long Night, to discern what lies before them. Will you permit me?”

      I had no interest in seers or fortunes or bones, but I couldn’t exactly say no, so I nodded. He dumped a set of bleached-white bones out of the pouch, shaking them in his hands, then rolled them down the table. I wondered what or who had existed around those bones as he repeated the process again. Mennick chucked them across the table a final time, where they landed with a resounding thunk.

      Mennick stared at the ashen remains that had once held life, then looked up at me with an enigmatic expression. I gaped. I might not worship any gods, but I recognized the pattern just the same.

      “The Black Cross,” Mennick said, and something within his face looked…almost pained.

      I cleared my throat and asked the question, even though I already knew the answer. “And what does that mean for tonight, sir?”

      Steel-gray eyes moved to meet mine, eyes that had gone a bit watery. “Ah, my dear Bryn Ruelle,” he said in hushed tones. “It means death.”

    
  
    
      
        Three

      
      
        The ceasefire’s redrawn borders created a new quandary for Durst—how to mitigate the security risk posed by displaced Arcanists. All magicians were, of course, executed, but what was Durst to do with the refugees, the prisoners of war, the non-magician, ethnic Arcanists situated therein? At the same time, Durst faced significant economic hardship, a hungry nation in need of farmers and domestic laborers. And so, two birds were killed with one stone. The Legacies—commonly known as the Bastards—were interned within the Oval, where they would live and work until such time as they could be safely integrated.

        —Ethics of the Bastard Plight, Jan Kurtz

      

      I did not expect my final hours before the Long Night to be spent at a brothel. But here I was, staring down the Red Row, the glittering gem of decadence where anything could be had for a price, wondering how much information I could buy—and how I would pay for it.

      I’d left Mennick after many congratulations and well-wishes on his part, but his casting of the bones had rattled me. I buried it away, tucked it into a dark corner of my mind. Vida. I would worry about tonight’s activities once I’d finished with Vida.

      The Row’s crowd was thick, a collection of soldiers and civilians who’d come to gamble and drink and peruse the humans displayed like trinkets in the shop windows. The Drinks were packed, bartenders slinging booze to patrons who would then stumble into the Dens, gambling houses where one could piss away a fortune on cards, craps, and, of course, the Long Night. The winners would hit up the Darlings, the pleasure houses selling touch. Men. Women. Those who were both. Those who were neither. There was the Dawn, whose brokers peddled substances that would keep you awake for a day or more, or the Dusk, where a hit of valera root would knock you unconscious until someone awoke you again. I hoped the money jingling in my pockets would buy me what I wanted, but if not, I was willing to trade far more to get the peace of mind I needed before night drew back its curtain.

      Vida had long ago gifted me a set of plain brown homespun like that worn by the Bastards, which had allowed me to slip throughout the Red Row over the years without raising a brow. My hair I’d tucked into a cap, and I’d pulled a black cloak over myself, long enough to hide the tatty clothes, luxe enough to gain entrance into any of the Row’s shops without standing out.

      As I walked past the vendors and watched the painted women standing like dolls in the windows and the tavern maids pouring drinks, I felt the familiar sense of unease I always experienced when the Row was in full swing, like I’d been forced to watch myself do something humiliating over and over. I did not make eye contact, did not look too long at any of the pleasures the Row had to offer, as if staring into the shops would somehow draw me inside, and I would not leave again. Before me, a woman cleaned up a broken mug, another bit of detritus left by Long Night revelers. I swept past her, remembering that she was as Bastard born as I was, that I might be her but for the Culling, staring straight ahead until I saw the small alcove between the pleasure houses and ducked inside.

      “I hope no one saw you,” whispered a silky voice. Attached to it was a woman my age. A beautiful woman, with light brown skin, dark, intelligent eyes, and hair black as night. Vida. I sighed in relief.

      “I was careful,” I said softly.

      Vida’s lip quirked up in a teasing half smile. “Not so careful that I didn’t see you.”

      I grinned back. “You’re cleverer than most. And you know all my tells.”

      “True.”

      I could never see her without remembering her as a girl on our first day, the statuesque twelve-year-old forced to share a room with a Bastard-born nobody. But Vida had been kind, more like an older sister than a peer, and she’d outstripped me in every way—the runs, the climbs, the sparring. She had one weakness: She was terrified of blood. During our fourth year, Vida collapsed during a visit with the lasher and didn’t get back up.

      She was taken to the infirmary, where she stayed the night, and when I returned from morning drills the following day, Vida’s few belongings were gone, her bunk emptied, and Kir was there. No one talked about where she’d gone, where the failed ones went, but we all knew. And when I saw her in the grain fields just outside the Citadel the following week, spotted her long dark braid, I raised a hand to her out of instinct. Vida returned it, and her reward was a sharp smack against her head by the soldiers there—the same soldiers she had served with just days before. She was a Bastard now, working the fields that would feed Durst’s armies, that would feed me.

      It took me an entire year to not despise Kir, to admit that Vida’s demotion had nothing to do with him and everything to do with the Citadel’s rules. But neither of us had forgotten the other, and we had these clandestine meetings whenever one of us needed something—when she needed intel on where soldiers would hunt during the Long Night, or medicine I would steal from the infirmary, or when I needed the intel I could only get among Durst’s rabble.

      “What’s wrong, Bryn?” Vida now asked, her careful eyes raking over me. “You looked shaken at the feast.”

      I pressed the ticker tape into her hand, explaining how it had been left for me and the reassurance I had sought from Mennick. “Have you ever seen those symbols before?” I pointed to the ones on the lower page.

      “No.” Her sharp eyes raked over the encryption, thoughtful. “But what you’ve decoded looks correct.”

      “Have you heard of any of the Lastborn children being singled out? Targeted by the Arcanists, or sold into the Trade?”

      “There are rumors about the Trade, of course, and the Bastard children who disappear and are never seen again. But I’ve never heard such stories about the Lastborn.”

      “What about the Reaper? Is he targeting the Lastborn?”

      Something passed across Vida’s face, there and gone so quickly that it barely registered. “Not that I’ve heard.”

      “Vida,” I said, leaning closer. “I need to speak with your contact.”

      She stiffened. “Bryn, no.”

      I held her gaze. “There’s no time. I need to be sure.”

      “There’s nothing you can get out of my contact that I can’t provide to you,” she said, voice terse.

      “But I’ve been trained to be…persuasive,” I said carefully.

      Her lip curled into a sneer. “You mean in a way I haven’t? Because I washed out?”

      “Of course not,” I fumbled. “But we’re talking about Wren, about what is tantamount to a death sentence for her.”

      “Meeting with my contact could be a death sentence for you,” Vida whispered. “Especially tonight, of all nights. If anyone saw us talking, that would go poorly enough. But if you were seen seeking out one of us…”

      The us we never spoke of. I knew Vida had fallen into some sort of Bastard intelligence network after her demotion, but I’d never asked how or where she got her information.

      “I don’t have another choice,” I said, voice low.

      “You do. You don’t need to speak with anyone. Mennick himself just told you your sister would be safe.”

      “Mennick is…t-too kind, too trusting,” I stammered. “He plans on ending the Culling and the Long Night.”

      Vida’s brows lifted. “He told you that? Why?”

      “I don’t know, but the anti-Bastard faction already thinks he’s weak. Someone left me this encryption for a reason,” I said, holding it out to Vida, “someone who couldn’t go to the leadership. I can’t risk Wren. I have to know.”

      “Then why didn’t you tell someone?” Vida snapped, hand on her hip. “Oberst, any of the officers. Mennick himself.”

      “You know I can’t make that accusation without intel backing it up. I would be court-martialed and tried. I would…”

      I stopped short, but Vida’s eyes narrowed. “What, Bryn?” she said, voice cold, taking a step closer. “You’d become like me?” She laughed, the sound false and bitter. “Nothing worse than that, is there? Now that you’ve had a taste of being the golden child, you don’t want to give it up.”

      My jaw clenched. “It’s not about that.”

      “Oh, I think it very much is about that,” Vida spat. “Edging out Asa. Finally leaving your Bastard days behind you.”

      “Once a Bastard, always a Bastard,” I retorted. It was the thing we Bastards whispered to one another, a showing of solidarity no matter how we’d moved up in the world. “I’ve never forgotten where I came from.”

      “Bullshit, Bryn. Children in the Oval have been stolen and sold like pigs for years, but now that it affects you, you suddenly care.”

      “I have always cared,” I snapped. “It’s why I became a Breaker—to target the Arcanists, the traitors hiding in the Oval.”

      “The traitors in the Oval,” Vida repeated. And she looked at me—really looked at me. “Don’t you think it’s strange that every time we get close to integration, there’s another uprising in the Oval? Another group of Bastards found guilty of slaughtering some innocent Dursti?”

      My mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water, gasping for breath.

      Vida took a step closer. “Does it never bother you that the war ended before we were born? That the men who began it are dead and buried, but here we are. Friends, heading into the Oval on opposite sides, expected to kill each other? Do you never ask yourself why, Bryn?”

      I bit back my frustration. I didn’t have time for this. “That’s what war is, isn’t it? It started before we were born. It will carry on long after we die. The why doesn’t matter. We don’t matter.”

      “And yet, you’re willing to do anything to avoid becoming a Bastard again.”

      There it was. The ugliness that was never spoken aloud, but always sat between us. I didn’t want to become Vida. No Dursti deserved an ounce of her help after what had been done to her. But I was a selfish bitch when it came to what I wanted, so I asked her anyway.

      “I’ll keep your name out of it” was the best I could manage. “Just…let me meet your contact. Please.”

      Her eyes darkened. “Getting information from me is one thing, but meeting with one of us…it’s a bell you can’t un-ring, Bryn.”

      My stomach dropped. There were numerous intelligence groups within the Bastards, most of them centered around surviving the Long Night, but there was one that would result in Vida’s immediate execution—and mine, if I were caught conspiring with them. “What are you wrapped up in, Vida?”

      A muscle in her jaw flexed. “Don’t ask questions you don’t want answered.”

      It was as good a confirmation as any. “The Sickle?” The Reaper’s vast internal network, the group I’d been unable to crack in my two years of hunting them. Vida didn’t meet my eyes, and I took a step closer, looking into her face. “Are you insane? Vida, do you know what they’d do to you if they found out? The risk you’re taking?”

      “And yet you risk far more for a sister you barely know,” she snapped.

      I hated that she was right. That I barely knew Wren. Separating us as children had started the distance, and I’d closed the remainder when I realized caring was a poison. It hurt you, but it hurt the ones you loved the most. And so I loved nothing. I cared for nothing, not even my motherless sister, so tiny and alone after her birth, or my crying baby brother, with his full cheeks and sapphire-blue eyes.

      “I promised my mother I would watch out for Wren. A promise I will no longer be able to keep once I graduate and leave my barracks. Another twelve hours,” I said, looking at the clock. “That’s it.”

      Vida looked at me as if contemplating something. She exhaled a heavy sigh. “Give me the message. I’m a better Breaker than you are anyway.”

      “You are,” I agreed softly, passing her the ticker paper. I had a very hard time meeting her eyes. “And your well-connected friend?”

      Vida arched a coy brow. “You realize you have less than three hours, right?”

      “Yes. So you better tell me quickly.”

      Vida turned the encryption over in her hand. Her expression was heavy, as if weighing something. “If I don’t tell you, you’ll just get yourself in a bigger mess.” She fixed me with an arch look, dropping her voice. “Go to the Veil. When you get there, ask the attendant for a private room. Say that you’re a friend of John. And take this.” She fished something out of her pocket and pressed it to my palm. “Do not take that out until you’re inside. Don’t let anyone see it. Give it to the attendant. He’ll know what to do.”

      My brow furrowed. “Your contact works in the Row’s finest brothel?”

      “Where should he work, the fishmonger?” Vida said tartly, but in that teasing way of hers that meant she was no longer upset. “I’ll work on the encryption, but it will take time. Don’t expect to hear from me for a few days.” Neither of us said the quiet part aloud—if we were both alive in a few days.

      “Thank you, Vida,” I said, squeezing her hand. “You’ve always been good to me. Better than I deserved.”

      “And you’ve always been too stubborn for your own damned good. Don’t let it get you killed.” She gripped my hands in hers, her skin rough even against my calloused palms. “Stay away from Tasch, whatever you do. You know he’s always hated you.”

      I nodded, something sinking in my chest as I remembered tonight’s risk to Vida. “Please be safe tonight.”

      “I do this every year, you know,” Vida said wryly. “It’s not my first time.”

      “But it’s mine,” I responded. “And there are more soldiers in my class than any before. More soldiers equal more kills. Just…be safe.”

      I forced her into a fierce hug, giving her a final look as I pulled away, wondering when I would see her again—if I would see her again. I looked to the clock tower—two hours and forty-three minutes before final inspection. I pulled my hood tight over my head, quickened my pace, and slipped into the Row.

      As always, I passed a collection of oddities: two dark figures writhing against each other down an alley, a man crawling and babbling like an infant, and a woman on her knees with hands raised to the sky, tears streaming down her face in ecstasy. There was little pleasure to be had in the Citadel, and people took it when they could, especially the soldiers. Pleasure was a commodity among the Firstborn, one we bartered and traded. Hands that could break one day could stroke the next. Touch. Tease. The only pleasure I’d ever known had been born of loneliness, moments of half-starved desperation, the tangling of bodies hungry for connection and quick release, but the brothel… It would be a lie to say it didn’t unnerve me.

      My feet stopped. Before me stood a skinny black brick building with a peaked roof. No signage marked the door because none was needed; it was the most upscale of all the Row’s pleasure houses, a place I couldn’t have afforded even if I’d saved an entire year’s salary. I straightened and turned my cloak inside out, putting the nicer side on display, hoping no one would notice my shabby clothes in the Veil’s darkness, then drew back the curtain and crept within.

      The place was dark, the room dimly lit and draped in fabric, smelling of hearth smoke and cedar. I took the requisite mask from the bin at the front, a black scrap of fabric that covered my eyes and nose—the brothel’s namesake—and began my search.

      The Veil was a series of chambers situated around a center room, a large glass box that served as a viewing area. Around the glass were a number of rooms where visitors could disappear for a more intimate experience, and inside the box… Well, it was impossible not to watch the people within, the tangle of limbs, the soft sounds escaping them. I forced my eyes away, reminding myself why I was here, ignoring the quickening of my pulse. I turned, searching for the attendant, and that’s when I saw him.

      The long, lithe form, the well-muscled forearms, the grace and ease in movement. Tall, olive-skinned, his dark hair falling across his brow, his black shirt open at the neck. The mask fell over his face above a pair of full, sensuous lips, but it was his hands, of all things, that I recognized, his long tapering fingers and the dark brown tattoo that began at his wrist and swirled until it disappeared beneath the fabric of his rolled-up sleeves. I’d handcuffed those wrists just months before.

      He turned toward me, and his eyes widened—for just a second, such an infinitesimal change that I wondered if I’d imagined the surprise flickering across his features. Did he recognize me, then? I wasn’t sure, but he was walking toward me, long legs loping across the space before I had the chance to draw breath.

      “Welcome to the Veil,” he said in a honeyed voice. “Can I interest you in anything?”

      “Yes,” I said, schooling my face into an emotionless nothing behind the mask. “I’m here to see John. I’m a friend of his. He asked me to give you this.” I pressed the coin Vida had given me into his hand.

      His eyes tightened a smidge. Then he nodded. “This way,” he said, leading me to a room at the end of a long hall. He stood back, holding the curtain open for me.

      I reminded myself I had a half bell, at most, before I had to leave.

      The room was dark, plain. A bed with white sheets, a simple black chair, a sideboard. I looked the bed over, then looked back at him. He stood, watching me like the cat who’d caught the canary, a small smile playing about his lips, then turned to pour a glass of something dark.

      “How may I serve you this evening?” he asked, his voice low, the candles flickering in the dark pools of his eyes.

      I eased myself onto the bed, my posture stiff, rigid. “I was told I could find help here.”

      He moved, sitting on the chair in front of me, sliding so close that I could feel the heat of him. “I’m afraid I don’t know anyone named John. I wonder who suggested you could find him here?”

      “Someone who would know,” I said, raising my brows.

      He was so still, so quiet, that I wondered if he was breathing. I refused to speak, letting the awkward silence ring and ring, until his eyes at last tore away from mine, and he placed a light finger atop my knee—so light, I could barely feel it, and yet it was as heavy as a boulder.

      I steeled my gaze. “I’m not here for that.”

      A slow smile spread across his lips. He leaned closer. “Are you sure?”

      I swallowed. “I’m here for John,” I repeated. But as he moved closer, tugging at one side of my mask, and my breath hitched, I was…less sure.

      “You don’t sound certain,” he murmured, as he lifted my chin to unhook the other side of my mask. He pressed his fingers gently—so gently, it hurt—against the side of my throat, where my blood pounded against his touch. “And that pulse doesn’t feel certain. I think you may be lying to yourself. I wonder what other parts of you are lying.” His eyes dipped down before settling on my mouth.

      “Bastards are not supposed to touch us without permission,” I said with more conviction than I felt.

      “I’ll stop anytime,” he whispered, his breath hot against me. “You just have to tell me.” But I said nothing as his fingers reached behind my neck, tracing my shoulders as he tugged the mask free. I tried to ignore the chills erupting across my skin. Tried, and failed.

      “Tell me your name,” he murmured.

      “Bryn,” I whispered.

      “Bryn,” he said, his voice low, seductive. “You’re clever, aren’t you? To come here, seeking out information in the Row. Few would be so bold.” He brushed a strand of hair behind my ear. Tingles erupted when his fingers grazed the sensitive flesh there, along with…something more. Some sharp, wicked impulse. A throbbing within my blood. He traced a finger down my jaw, against the heated flesh of my throat, and within me, the something caught fire.

      “Does it ache?” he whispered. “All the places where you long to be touched?”

      I should’ve demanded he stop, but it felt good, the distraction. The forgetting.

      His mouth moved to my ear, the skin puckering at every spot where his lips hovered. “Can I tell you something, Bryn?”

      “Yes,” I whispered, and I hardly recognized the breathiness in my voice when my eyelids fluttered closed.

      He moved so close I could smell him, feel the heat radiating from him, as he whispered in my ear, “If your officers hear you asking about John, they will hang you.”

      It was as if a pitcher of ice water had been dumped down my back. My eyes snapped open, and I stared him down. I’d been a godsdamned fool to come here. I shot to my feet to run for the door, but he gripped my arm and pulled me down onto the bed.

      “Don’t you dare leave,” he said in hushed, clipped tones. “If anyone sees you go before our session is complete, Firstborn, they’ll become suspicious.”

      “So you do remember me?”

      He shrugged, leaning back with a carelessness I envied. “Who doesn’t remember being arrested?”

      “Someone who’s been arrested too many times to count,” I snapped.

      It had been months earlier that I’d been working my monthly shift in the Oval, doing the lazy Citadel police’s dirty work, when a fight had broken out between a tall man and a slurring drunk. There were always fights in the Oval, but most of them were over quickly thanks to the fear of the Pit, the hole that only vaguely passed for a prison, where delinquent Bastards were sent.

      But this fight…it’d been masterful. The drunk pulled out a knife and managed to slice through the taller man’s shirt, revealing tanned skin and that sepia tattoo that covered much of him like a spiderweb. Two quick jabs from the tall man, and the drunk went down and didn’t get back up. I rushed in, wrenching the winner’s arms behind his back and placing cuffs on his wrists, doing my best not to touch his sweaty skin as I pressed him into the ground. When he was back on his feet, there was something…different about him. His eyes looked hazy, clouded.

      “Valera root,” said the other soldier working my shift. “He’s an addict.”

      I frowned as I took in his lazy smile, the languid ease that hadn’t been there moments before. “Valera addicts don’t move like that. He knocked that man out in two punches.”

      The soldier shrugged. “He’s a big guy. He got lucky.”

      The Bastard criminal said nothing as I hauled him to one of the Oval’s detention centers, docile as a lamb as I placed him in a cell where he would await the Dursti police. I snapped in front of his eyes a few times, and he didn’t so much as blink. I scowled, then leaned near his face, so close that my breath tickled his eyelashes.

      “I don’t know what game you’re playing, Bastard,” I murmured to him. “But you haven’t fooled me. I won’t forget your face.” And indeed, I hadn’t.

      Now my eyes searched the room for evidence of drugs. “Not chasing the dragon tonight?” I asked, the slang term for valera use.

      “Not when working,” he said, arching a dark brow at me.

      I crossed my arms, looking him over. “You’ve got a lot of muscle for a valera addict.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” he said coolly.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Working, in case you’re not bright enough to tell,” he quipped. “I work in the Citadel during the day, and here at night.”

      “Doing what?” I demanded.

      His voice dropped. “What do you think I do here, Firstborn?” He leaned closer, his seductive grin hardening. “What do you think your officers would do to a Firstborn soldier seeking contact with the Sickle?”

      I refused to retreat, owning my space, jaw set. “Is that who I’ve been sent to for help? A Sickle agent?”

      He leaned closer still, getting within an inch of my face. “Why don’t you tell me why Vida sent you here?”

      I bristled at his mention of Vida. “Why do you think she’s the one who sent me?”

      He chuckled deep in his throat. “You’re famous, even among the Bastards. Especially among the Bastards. The star in an army of stars, plucked from the Oval. The realization of Durst’s dreams. And yet here you are, seeking out Bastard intelligence for help.” He picked up the drink he’d poured for me and took a long draw. “Perhaps you never should have left us.”

      I swallowed down the words I wanted to spit at him. “I’m looking for information about the Lastborn. About a plot against them.”

      I explained, in as little detail as possible, how the encryption had been left for me, and what I feared. The Bastard paced while I spoke, arms crossed, muscled forearms flexing all the while. He looked up when I finished, then gave me a slow, crooked grin.

      “So what you’re saying,” he said, watching me carefully, “is that you require the Reaper’s assistance.”

      My lip curled. “The plot against the children has likely been orchestrated by the Reaper.”

      He huffed, leaned against the wall. “If he were the one plotting against your sister, why would your friend send you to us? Besides, the Trade is only for us Bastards, after all.” He looked me over, dark eyes hard, glistening. “The human trade, the shame whispered in dark corners. So tell me, Bryn,” he said, a sensual smirk upon his lips, “do you really want to know what’s coming for your little sister? Or do you just want to acquit your conscience?”

      “It’s the same thing,” I snapped back, standing, tired of wasting the precious little time I had left. “I want to know before I leave so I don’t have to fear for her.”

      “Wrong,” he countered, and as he stood to his full height, I realized he towered over me, that I came only to his midchest. “So I’ll ask you again. What do you want? This time, think before you answer.”

      “I want the truth,” I spat, even as my traitorous thoughts whispered something else, something easy and soft. Tell me it’s a lie, the coward within me whispered. Tell me not to think about it for another moment, to worry about tonight, to put it to bed. Tell me to disbelieve my own eyes and ears. Tell me that I’m wrong. He must have seen it flash across my face. The raw, sharp openness left his eyes.

      “Alright, Firstborn. I’ll help you. A trade.”

      I pushed the money forward, every cent I’d managed to save over the last seven years. “This is all I have.”

      He chuckled, then pushed it back. “Money is of no use to me, especially that paltry sum. What you don’t have is time. If you want an answer before the sun sets, make me an offer I can’t refuse.”

      “Fine.” I steeled myself for what was coming. “What do you want?”

      He tutted, pacing around me, hands clasped behind his back. “Tsk, tsk. You give up too easily, Firstborn. I hope you’ll be more stalwart tonight.”

      “As you so kindly pointed out, I have no time,” I responded darkly. “So let’s not waste any more of it with pointless barter. Name your price.”

      He stopped. “But I could demand anything of you, Ruelle,” he purred. “Anything at all, for a sibling who means nothing to you. For a sibling who’s not allowed to mean anything to you.” I flushed with anger, and he chuckled. “Did I strike a nerve?”

      He had, because he was right. I had a promise to keep and a worry gnawing at my gut like a dog with a bone. I looked at the bed.

      What would it matter if I traded myself for information? My body had never really belonged to me anyway. It had been conscripted into battle long ago, before my first bleed. It had become a punching bag, a whetstone, an instrument of survival. A body could give, and take, and buy if needed. And if I could buy myself peace of mind with my body tonight, then so be it.

      “If that’s what you want,” I said, gesturing to the bed, “get on with it.”

      But the Bastard just chuckled deep in his throat. “You’re awfully amenable to this…trade. Almost as if you’ve heard the rumors about us Bastard born. About why we work the pleasure dens.” And godsdamn, his voice was a caress that sent something racing within me.

      He prowled closer, so near that I could feel every word he spoke. “They say our blood is still too sullied with that of the Arcanists. To sleep with an Arcanist is to sleep with the enemy. To be banished or executed. Yet those who do say the pleasure is so great, they don’t care. The echo of that pleasure runs within those of us Bastards less removed from our Arcanic ancestors. They say it’s why we do well in the brothels. It’s our natural calling.” His expression darkened.

      “I don’t plan on sleeping with any Arcanists,” I snapped. “I plan on getting what I want, however I can. So get on with it, or shut up.”

      “Interesting.” He offered me an inscrutable gaze behind the black mask. “Interesting that you would trade yourself for her. And you must mean it, because you’re here on the most important day of your life. Very interesting.” He rubbed his chin, then shook his head. “You’ll be delighted to know I have no interest in bedding you. Instead, you’ll owe me a favor of my choosing, at the time of my choice, no questions asked.”

      “Done,” I said, holding out my arm. “Go ahead. Bind it. Hurry.”

      I knew how things were done here in the Row, where people were poor. With no money to change hands, blood would have to do. He pricked his index finger, drawing a bead, then did the same to me. We each squeezed a drop into the container, the object Craft spelled to bind us. A yank tugged within me, a call I would have to answer once he wanted the promise fulfilled. I cursed him for forcing me into such an exchange. Mainly, I cursed my own foolishness.

      “Tell me,” I said, as soon as it was done.

      He sat, straddling the chair, looking into me. “What I tell you doesn’t go beyond this room, or you will die, and it won’t be pleasant. Do you understand?”

      I nodded.

      He exhaled slowly, a muscle tensing in his jaw. “We know someone is stealing the Bastard children. Our intelligence suggests that a high-ranking Dursti officer is colluding with the Arcanists to target them.”

      “Who?” I demanded. “Why?”

      “We don’t know. We only know he—or she—has a high enough security clearance to access confidential information: the location of bases, the movements of fringe military operations. What’s more, they disguise the messages to mimic Sickle intelligence. It’s clever work from a clever mind.”

      I stiffened. “Do you suspect Oberst?”

      He smirked. “Mennick’s spymaster-in-chief? Yes, we’ve considered him, but confirmed nothing. But while that’s the most disgusting plot unfolding, it’s not the most interesting one. Not by half.”

      My heart pounded within my chest. “What do you mean?”

      “We believe the same bad actors smuggling children from the Citadel are also behind a coup to unseat Mennick as chancellor.”

      I blinked, my stomach bottoming out. “What? Why?”

      “Hazard a guess.”

      “Mennick…he wants to eliminate the Long Night. Make the Bastards citizens at last.”

      His smile was tight. “Exactly. So we know it must be someone near the top of the food chain, if they intend to undermine Mennick.”

      My eyes went large. “If you know all this, then why haven’t you done anything about it?”

      His jaw hardened. “Don’t for one second assume what I have or haven’t done for this country.”

      My head swam. “Where are they taking the Bastard children?”

      “West, near the Arcania border and the Wastes.” The Wastes, the Dursti territory so decimated by Arcanist magic that nothing could survive there.

      “And what of my sister? The third-born?”

      “I’ve heard nothing about your sister, or the Lastborn being targets in the Trade. But the encryption you describe has all the hallmarks of the others.” He considered me. “What makes you think this message is legitimate, and not an attempt to unnerve you on the most important night of your life? I would think you had more faith in those who keep you safe.”

      “I am who keeps us safe,” I said in clipped tones.

      “So you are.” He said it so lightly, so smoothly, that he most certainly did not mean it. “In any event, I don’t know what happens to the Lastborn, and I can speak for everyone in the Veil when I say I’d like to keep my head attached to my body. I suggest you not mention the matter again, if you want to keep yours as well.”

      I cleared my throat, looking at the clock. “Our session,” I said with bite, “is almost up. I need to get back.”

      He tutted. “We have some time left still. And as you’ve asked me several impertinent questions”—he arched a dark brow—“I have one of my own.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Are you going to win tonight?” he asked, his dark eyes shining like the moon in the dim light. “Should I cobble together some coins, place my money on you?”

      I crossed my arms. “If you’re as clever as you think you are, then you know you’d be better off betting against me and paying a gang of Bastards to take me out. You’d get quite the payout.”

      He smirked. “I’ll see what I can organize in the next few hours.”

      My eyes found his. “Or maybe you’ll attempt to take me out yourself.”

      He clicked his tongue. “Now, now. Surely you can tell that I’m a lover, not a fighter. The advantage of whoring means that I’m one of the few Bastards who are spared the trouble of the Long Night. The Row’s workers are excused from the Oval tonight, so I’ll be nowhere near the Trial. But I do wonder…” He looked me over again with that enigmatic stare. “How does it feel to be the envy of every soldier in your class?”

      I let ice creep into my eyes, my voice. “Probably as good as it feels to be the most popular whore in the brothel.”

      He chuckled deep in his throat. “You’ve got spunk.” He cocked his head. “We’re more alike than you know, Bryn Ruelle. Both selling ourselves. Both paying with more than our bodies. But if it’s the podium you want, it will be yours. I imagine tonight is hardly your first kill.” I shifted in my seat, and he looked at me more closely. “Or is it?”

      I thought about lying, about denying it, but some part of me needed to confess. “I don’t like to hurt things.”

      His eyes softened slightly in understanding. “An unfortunate hang-up in your position.”

      “Yes. Very.” I reached for the dregs of the sakt he’d poured me and took a large swig before setting it aside and walking to the door. I turned, biting my lip. “What’s your name?”

      “Why?”

      “You know mine. It’s only fair that we’re on equal footing.”

      He paused for so long that I wondered if he would tell me at all. “Ash,” he said at last, the name rolling off his tongue.

      “Ash what?”

      His jaw tensed for just a second. “Just Ash.” He leaned back, looked me over. “I’ll reach out to my…other contacts. I’ll be in touch when I learn more. Tell no one you’ve been here, or that we met.”

      “And my…payment?”

      He grinned. “You’ll know when I’m ready to collect. Blood remembers, Bryn Ruelle.”

      Wonderful, I hissed within my mind. I turned, and it wasn’t until my back was to him that I felt it. A chill working down my spine. A metallic taste coating my mouth, there and gone so quickly, I thought I imagined it. And although I was the predator, the adept, lethal soldier, some base, animal part of me screamed within my mind: Run, it said. Run, before he eats you alive.

      I took two swift steps to the door and was nearly out of the room when his voice stopped me. “Bryn?” And something about the way my name passed across his lips made my gut tighten. I needed to get out of this godsdamned brothel before I took a swing at him, or stripped off my clothes, or both. The two feelings warred within me until Ash said, “If you really want to know what’s happening with your sister, look closer to home.”

      The hot, heady sensation froze and broke apart. “What do you mean?”

      He gave me a devious half smile. “Ask your brother.”

    
  
    
      
        Four

      
      
        And so it was that the Old Gods’ children came unto this world, three greater than the sum of their parts. The first, a child of war. The second, a child of knowledge. The third, a child of hope.

        —The Holy Book, Preamble, 7:14

      

      
        Asa

      
      Asa Ruelle had a problem, and it wasn’t the bomb in front of him.

      There was logic to a bomb. Meaning, purpose. It was dangerous, yes, but its triggers were clear, its limits known.

      What he did not know was what the girl nearest him was thinking.

      Like Asa, she was one of hundreds of students at Midborn University, all middle children destined for lives of academia. She’d sat next to Asa in the combustibles seminar for the better part of a semester. They’d never spoken, instead working in comfortable silence in the Makery, the tech laboratory where the Midborn’s most gifted tinkered and toiled. Now he watched her furtively in his peripheral vision, peering up from beneath lowered brows.

      Her name was Annet, and the first thing he’d noticed were her hands. Most of her bordered on plain at first blush, but he’d admired the long, careful knots she’d tied within the device she’d worked upon. It took a deft hand to carve a place out for oneself in combustibles. She had artist’s hands, delicate fingers that would have belonged to a pianist in a different life. Instead, they snapped down the visor on the helmet she currently wore, attending to the wires before her with careful ministrations as she welded the device shut, then carved a series of intricate runes against the fuse box, a clever combination of Old Arcanic and its newer derivations.

      Then there were her eyes, brown with gold around the iris. They were the eyes of a tigress, and he knew they missed nothing. Those eyes had allowed her to advance a year early, to skip ahead of the other fifth-year students and join Asa’s class. Clever. She was clever, and it made him nervous.

      He watched her while pretending to tinker with his own bomb. He’d puzzled out the solution to Professor Sorin’s problem an hour earlier: Devise a theoretical means by which a person located in the Citadel may detonate a device in the north. His classmates immediately began devising all manner of broad-range explosives, bombs that would reach the north but also obliterate the Citadel in the process. Asa grinned to himself. Where they used an axe, Asa used a scalpel. He’d finished the assignment in ten minutes, designing a clever runemarked fuse with a coordinated remote detonator, powered by Old Arcanic. It was old magic, simple, but Asa knew that the greatest creations were robust in their simplicity, and old magic worked as well as anything else. Magic was his enemy, but magic repurposed was Craft, and Asa was quite good at it.

      The current bomb before him was completely dead, a safe thing to toy with while he watched the girl. He barely listened as the other students were asked to explain the methods they’d devised, and the professor had to call his name twice before he stood to give his solution.

      Professor Sorin listened carefully as Asa explained his theory, nodding here and there, until a loud sigh sounded in the back of the room. Asa narrowed his eyes. Bea. She was always vying to be the sixth-year prodigy, at the expense of her fellow classmates.

      “You take issue with Mr. Ruelle’s approach, Ms. Lennox?”

      “His device would never work,” Bea said, narrowing her thick brows at him. “His solution presumes that there was a bomb in the north to begin with.”

      “And your solution presumed that you did not want to survive the detonation,” Asa said evenly. In the back, someone snickered.

      “His approach is weak,” Bea snapped to the professor. “And assumes materials outside of the prompt given to us!”

      “Precision is not weak,” Asa countered. “It confines the damage to a single location. I could design a bomb that would blow a crater the size of the Citadel from a league away, but it would make it hard for me to enjoy my tea afterward.”

      His classmates laughed. Bea frowned. Most importantly, Annet smiled.

      “Very creative all around,” said Professor Sorin. “But this round goes to Asa.”

      Bea grumbled; Asa grinned. Bea and Asa had a quiet standoff over who would receive top marks in every class. Asa was ahead, twenty-five to eleven. Not that he cared. Not that he was counting.

      The bell rang; students rose to leave while Asa fumbled with the fuse box on his dead bomb. Annet had already tidied up her station with the careful eye of an overachiever, centering her engraver precisely in the middle of her desk before heading down the hall and back toward her dormitory. Asa cursed beneath his breath. He shoved the fuses back into the device, vowing to untangle them later, snapped the compartment shut, then hurried out to catch her.

      His pursuit was interrupted by a woman’s voice. “Ruelle!” He stopped in his tracks as Professor Recht bellowed for him. “Asa Ruelle!”

      “I’m here, Professor Recht,” he said, raising a hand and moving toward her, down the hallway, and—most unfortunately—away from Annet.

      “A word, please, Ruelle. In my office.” She opened the door to him.

      Asa tried to hide his frustration as he entered, watching Annet’s head disappear into the distance. Damn.

      “Sit, sit,” she said, ushering him to a tattered chair behind her massive desk, littered with all the trappings of academia—scattered papers, hither-thither rune screens, a number of green-jacketed books, and sitting atop the others…a single book with a black jacket. Asa’s throat went dry.

      It had been books, of all things, that had triggered the proper beginning of the Great War. The Arcanists had seized control of Durst’s most beloved tomes, infecting entire swaths of texts—scientific journals, histories, even children’s books—with heinous, insidious propaganda. Books, once the hallmark of an enlightened society, had become the villain. The Midborn had been tasked with removing the corrupted tomes, and the poisoned knowledge along with it. A green jacket meant a book was free and clear of Arcanist propaganda, but a black jacket…that was forbidden. Unlawful possession of a black book would result in a hefty prison sentence, at best, and if you were found distributing such a book, well… Screens were the preference now, as they were Craft warded, rendering them impervious to Arcanic interference and misinformation.

      He was sure Recht had obtained this book through the proper channels, but that didn’t stop Asa from averting his gaze as he gingerly moved the stack from the chair, which squeaked when he sank into it, while Professor Recht watched him with hawklike eyes.

      She tented her fingers before him. “How are your studies going, Ruelle?”

      “Fine, Professor Recht,” he said, wondering what this was about, and when she would get to the point.

      “Your classes challenging you still, I hope?”

      He fought the urge to tap his foot. “Yes, Professor.”

      “And your career path? Have you settled on one?”

      Oh. Now they were getting to it. “I’ve settled on the healing arts.”

      “Healing, eh?” She furrowed her brow. “An atypical choice for a top Makery student.”

      “I’ve heard as much, Professor.”

      “No bombs? Explosives? Nothing you can blow up? No urge to make things go boom?”

      Asa’s voice was even but firm as he spoke. “Bombs should always be a last resort.”

      “Mmm,” she said, again studying him. “And is healing the subject of your dissertation?”

      He bobbed his head. “Yes, Professor. I’ve developed a series of runes that will assist healing in the field, even for those grievously injured. It’s based on Old Arcanic. It should be especially beneficial for those fighting on the front lines.” Like my sister will soon be doing.

      “Hmm. And this technology is ready?”

      “Nearly ready, ma’am. It’s been tested in the sick bays and is ready for field trials.”

      Recht picked up a nut from the bowl on her desk and plopped it into her mouth with a sigh. “Well, the Board of Regents has somehow gotten wind of your work. You’re to present your dissertation early, Ruelle. Third bell, end of this week. And no pressure, but members of the Board will be in attendance.”

      Asa felt like a brick had been dropped within his stomach. He opened his mouth to ask questions, but Professor Recht stopped him.

      “I don’t know any more than you do,” she said, holding up a hand. “Just that this project is your top priority.” She looked him over. “Quite a legacy, you Ruelles. Your Firstborn sister, Bryn, top in her year, and you, top of yours. Succeed on this, and you’re guaranteed your pick of assignments after you graduate. Hell, they may graduate you early for this alone.”

      Bryn. Seeing her face broadcast from every possible screen this past week had stirred up the old pain he’d stuffed down since she’d cut off contact, the hurt and confusion and disappointment. He shuttered the thoughts. “But Professor—”

      “But nothing, Ruelle,” she snapped in dismissal. “Be prepared to present. That is all.” Asa peered out the window, finding Annet’s brown head bobbing toward her dormitory. Recht looked out the window, following Asa’s stare to where the girl stood. “I placed money on your sister. I wish her luck in tonight’s Trial. And I wish you luck with wherever you’re going next,” she said with a cheeky grin. Asa blushed, then zipped out the door, hurrying down the stairs and out into the cold sunshine.

      Asa had first learned that magic was the enemy when twelve-year-old Bryn was stolen away to become a Firstborn soldier, the jewel in Durst’s military crown. He’d cried when he found her bunk empty—privately, of course. Weakness was poorly tolerated in the Citadel, even among the Midborn. But after she was gone, he’d gone to his bed in their shared room, pulled the blankets over his head, drawn his knees to his chest, and sobbed into his pillow like a toddler missing his mother. Bryn had never been warm, or soft, but she was his. He would crawl into bed with her every morning, absorbing her warmth before they left for lessons, Wren in the cot at the end of the room. It wasn’t much, but the three of them had been together. Something had cracked in his heart at the sight of her empty bed, her few possessions stripped away. Then he got up, washed his face, and schemed how he could join her.

      He was supposed to remain in his small dormitory on the Citadel’s fringes, reserved for the Bastard-turned-Dursti families that had prevailed in the Culling, for another two years and enter Midborn University at the standard matriculation age of twelve. A week later, the headmistress summoned him, and that’s when his life changed.

      She’d taken him to a room with a desk and a man. Asa couldn’t have looked more different from the officer seated across from him, who wore a Dursti military uniform, his jacket decorated with stripes and badges and accolades, and the long black cloak of those affiliated with Midborn University. Black, for depthless knowledge, its gold buttons glinting in the light. Asa wasn’t much more than a half-grown urchin, a scrawny thing with dirty-blond hair sticking up in peaks about his head, his legs like skinny tree limbs in overlarge pants.

      The main difference between Asa and the man, however, was a thing invisible to the eye. An air of power clung to the stranger, a static charge that made Asa sit a little straighter, speak a little louder, a mantle of strength that Asa longed to share.

      “Asa, I’m Colonel Rennard,” said the man, taking Asa in with curious, kind eyes. “I work with the Midborn, and I’m here to ask you some questions.”

      Asa didn’t know much about the university, but he knew it was a place of great secrets. “Are they scary questions?” Asa asked.

      The colonel smiled. “Nothing too scary, I hope. What would make you think that?”

      Asa hadn’t been able to meet the colonel’s eyes as he spoke, but he looked up now. “I’ve heard that if a student makes a mistake at the university, he’s fed to the wolves.”

      The man laughed, a sharp bark that caused his eyes to crinkle in the corners. “I assure you, nothing like that has ever happened. We might feed you to a rogue pack of puppies.” The man winked at Asa, who felt a small smile tug up the corners of his lips. Then he handed Asa a sphere.

      “What’s this?” Asa asked as he turned the object over in his hands. It was a collection of spheres, nestled within one another.

      “It’s a puzzle,” said the colonel. “For clever children.”

      Asa was no magician. He couldn’t manipulate energy, but everyone knew the feel of it, the prickling hum of pins and needles and warmth seeping against his hands where he touched the puzzle. “It’s magicked, isn’t it?” Asa asked with awe.

      “It is.”

      “But isn’t magic forbidden, Colonel?”

      The man smiled. “Nothing is forbidden to those who use it for good.”

      Asa knew he was right—knew that the magic the Midborn broke apart was to protect Durst. Once broken, it was no longer magic, but the science they called Craft. However…if he thought about it too much, it hurt his brain.

      It was then that the colonel scratched at his head, displacing the hat he wore an inch or so, and Asa saw it—the mangled bit of flesh that had once been the top of an ear, melted into a featureless blob, peeking out from beneath the brim. Asa quickly returned his attention to the toy.

      He shook it, flipped it, expecting the spheres within to obey gravity so he could cheat them into their slots, but they wouldn’t move. Strange.

      “It won’t obey the normal laws of this world,” the colonel said.

      “But it will obey magic?”

      “It will obey Craft,” the colonel corrected gently. “It will obey you, Asa. You need only speak its language.”

      Asa frowned. “But I don’t have any…Craft.” Or magic.

      The man blinked. “Don’t you?” Asa must have looked confused, for he continued: “Instinct is its own magic, and it’s strongest in children. Listen to those instincts, Asa. What do they tell you?”

      Asa peered up at the colonel. He was only ten; he very much wanted to impress him, and perhaps, if he did a good job…would he be able to join Bryn? He narrowed his eyes at the puzzle again, considering it. He knew his letters, of course; he’d been the first in his year to learn them. He understood words and science and math, but he was unfamiliar with Arcanic, the language of magic, the runes and symbols used at the university. He knew what many of them meant—a triangle for fire, an inverted triangle for water, a crescent for silver, and so on—but it was the sequencing that mattered. There was an order to magic, like anything else, but it was a language he didn’t speak. Yet.

      It can’t hurt to try, he thought. The university was right next to the Citadel. Right next to Bryn. Suddenly, he wanted to solve Colonel Rennard’s puzzle. Very much so.

      He let his fingers rest upon the toy, considering it, cocking his head to the side as he turned it over again and again. Energy is in everything, they’d told him in school. Even in magic. Especially in magic. He reached for the tiny pencil he always kept in his pocket, cradling the toy with careful fingers.

      He sketched the runes on the puzzle by instinct alone. The triangle with a line slicing through its middle, for air. A cross with a sphere at each end, for copper. Two waving lines, for motion. Two circles connected by a peak, to magnetize. A line drawn through them all, to bind. He hastily added a circle around them at the end, to contain the magic to this toy. Energy would spread until it met resistance, he knew, so magic probably did the same.

      He held the sphere out before him, staring, willing it into action, but nothing happened.

      The colonel’s face betrayed nothing, but Asa hadn’t missed how carefully he’d watched him work. “Clever. Very clever, Asa. But you’ve forgotten something.” The man pulled out a small object, the size of a thumbtack. “The spark.” The Colonel pricked his forefinger and squeezed until a drop of blood welled.

      “Sir, isn’t that…?” He couldn’t bring himself to say the word. Bloodcraft. Blood magic was forbidden, or so Asa had thought.

      “All knowledge has a price. All Craft has a price,” Rennard said with a meaningful look. Ah, yes. Craft, not magic. Asa had already forgotten. The colonel twisted his hand; the drop of blood fell upon the symbols Asa had drawn. The runes sizzled once.

      The three balls within the puzzle whirred to life. They leaped together, finding their homes within the sphere. The colonel beamed, smile wide, eyes bright. If Asa had been keen enough, he might have seen something else behind Rennard’s smile. But he was only a child, and the nuance of adult emotion was lost on him. He returned the colonel’s smile, pride sparking brighter than his reservations.

      “Excellent, Asa,” he said. “You’re every bit as bright as I hoped you’d be. You’re young, but you’re just the sort of child we’d like to welcome to the university.” The colonel handed him a bar of something sweet and delicious. He’d never had chocolate before, but it was as dark and complex as he’d imagined, and he dreamed of it for weeks after. He scarfed it down greedily while the colonel spoke with the headmistress, making plans for Asa’s transfer.

      A week later, Asa left for Midborn University. He spent the first two years in a special Makery fellowship for gifted children, before rejoining his class at the standard matriculation age.

      Knowledge had become Asa’s currency. If the Firstborn were the Citadel’s blade, then the Midborn were the engine, churning them toward peace against an enemy with no name, no face, and no mercy, an enemy his sister would soon be fighting from the front lines—magic. And Asa very much needed to speak with Annet if he wanted to keep up the good fight.

      He did his best not to run as he followed her golden-brown head of hair. “Annet,” he called after her, tripping over his feet. Several heads turned, and he felt himself blush a violent crimson.

      “Annet,” he said, at last catching her at the base of the Glass Tower. It was Asa’s favorite place in the Citadel—the gleaming monument of glass spheres affixed atop one another, reaching high into the sky, each luminous orb memorializing a life lost during the war. It was an allegory, Asa knew, meant to convey that while life was fragile, the united Dursti were unbreakable. As his nerves must be for what came next.

      Annet turned her head, hair gleaming. “Asa,” she said in pleasant surprise, fixing her tigress eyes upon him. “Hello.”

      “Hello, Annet,” he said between pants. “May I have a word?”

      The corners of her lips drew up, and she smiled at him. “Of course, Asa.”

      They stopped, standing in the tower’s long shadow. “Did you—um, eh…” Now that he had her alone, he hardly knew what to say to her. “Did you enjoy the lecture last night?” he blurted out at last.

      “I did, thank you,” she said politely.

      “I thought your focus was nuclear magic. I didn’t know you took an interest in the old languages.”

      “Well,” she sighed. “I was interested in nuclear magic. I mean, I am, but I changed my dissertation’s focus. Language is so practical, and if we understood it, really understood it, wouldn’t that be of more value than bombs and weapons? We’re nowhere near understanding the range of Arcanic-based comm devices, or how they’ve managed to intercept our communications, and I’m focused on some element of it for my dissertation, but…” Her face wrinkled in a shy smile. “Sorry. I could prattle on about it all night.”

      “Prattle away,” he said, smiling back. “Uh, I was just wondering if you took any notes? And if I could borrow them?” he stammered. Gods, he was terrible at this.

      “Of course. I’ll drop them in your box tomorrow.”

      “That would be great.” He was back to not knowing what to say. She looked at him oddly, then turned to leave. “Or—” he blurted out again, running a hand through his golden hair. “Perhaps…perhaps we could grab a drink together sometime. A coffee, or sakt, if you like.” He felt himself blush from head to toe.

      “Asa,” she said softly, “it’s okay.”

      His blush turned to ice, freezing within his chest. “What’s okay?”

      She gave him an earnest look. “I’m not a tattletale.”

      Panic bloomed within him. “I don’t… I’m not sure what you mean, Annet.” She can’t…she can’t…

      She huffed a small laugh. “I saw the two of you together.” She laid a hand on his arm. “I won’t tell anyone, I swear.”

      The ice in his chest settled in his stomach. He thought they’d been careful—they’d agreed to be careful. Midborn University was nowhere near as strict as the Firstborn Army, but there was still a hierarchy, a collection of rules that could get students disciplined, or expelled. Student-faculty relationships were prohibited; Asa knew that. So did his mechanics professor, Jal Rasken. Asa was anything but a rule breaker, but he’d taken one look at Jal, the soft brown of his skin, the black of his eyes, and suddenly the rules didn’t matter at all.

      “You’re the star of your year,” Jal had tried to warn Asa in between stolen kisses. “Don’t risk your future for me, for this.”

      “Risk my future?” Asa said as he pulled away. “Are you mad?”

      “Are you? There are only five private-contractor spots available each year. Five, Asa. You’re more or less guaranteed one at the end of next year, but if you’re caught in a scandal, who knows.”

      Asa frowned. “Would it really be that much of a scandal if we were caught together?”

      “I’m a professor, Asa,” Jal had said, disentangling himself from Asa’s arms. “Your professor. It wouldn’t look good. An affair with someone older, within your department.”

      That annoyed Asa. “You’re twenty-three to my eighteen, Jal. I can make my own choices.”

      “You know what I mean. It’s hard enough for us as it is,” Jal said softly, both of them understanding exactly what he meant by us. “It would be easier if we ended this now. Before it really starts to hurt.”

      “Don’t be dramatic,” Asa said with a feigned attempt at laughter, ignoring the sinking feeling in his gut. “Everything’s going to be fine. It’s love, Jal. Don’t complicate it.”

      Jal’s head snapped toward Asa. “Don’t complicate it?” he repeated, eyes flashing. “This is not simple, and you know it. With your lineage, between you and your sister…you’ll be expected to continue the bloodline when the time comes, Asa. And what will happen to us?”

      Asa’s stomach clenched. It was the thing he couldn’t bring himself to think about, the task that was demanded of all first- and second-born children. That he would one day be expected to enter Durst’s breeding program and sire little Asas, as Bryn would be expected to birth little Bryns, whether that’s what each of them wanted or not. The thought of it caused sick to pool in his gut.

      “I won’t do it,” Asa said, fingers clenching into fists. “You know I won’t.”

      “You will, Asa,” Jal said bitterly, the dark pools of his eyes haunted. “You won’t have a choice. And I won’t share you. So don’t ask it of me.”

      “That’s years away,” Asa bit back, refusing to think about it. “Not until I’m twenty-five, at least. It may never happen.”

      But Jal simply shook his head, holding Asa’s eyes with his own. “This relationship has always had an expiration date. I don’t want to be destroyed in the process.”

      Asa promised to consider Jal’s words. He was logical, not given to emotions or rash decisions. But the thought of letting Jal go, of that spark between them snuffing out… He’d lost his mother, then the affection of his oldest sister. Soon Wren would disappear, and then who would he have? He’d be damned if he lost Jal too.

      They agreed to attend last night’s lecture as a pretext to meet up. Not for anything clandestine, but merely to share in each other’s company. Asa had been there five minutes when he realized he’d made a mistake, for there was no way he could be so near to Jal without staring. The curl of hair around his ears. The length of his long neck. Their eyes locked across the room, and Asa saw his own yearning reflected on Jal’s face. Jal nodded at him, then walked to the back of the lecture hall, where he slipped into a quiet room. Asa had followed.

      They had only minutes, but minutes became hours with Jal. The roughness of his palms as they pressed him against the wall. The softness of his lips, how they found the skin at the crook of Asa’s neck. The time passed far too quickly, and then they were walking back to the lecture, Asa’s heart dancing in his chest as he wondered when he might get Jal alone again. His fingers reached forward, briefly lacing through Jal’s…

      A door cracked behind him, another hidden alcove he hadn’t seen. He pulled his fingers back as Annet hurried out, trying hard not to look at them. Too hard. He’d known, in that moment, their secret was no more.

      But now, as he looked at her, those tigress eyes softened. “I know we’re not friends, Asa. I mean, not that I don’t want to be friends,” she said quickly. “Just that we don’t know each other well. I don’t know anyone well,” she said in a small voice, then shook her head. “Sorry. I’ve always been better with machines and fuses than conversation. Bombs are easy; people are…not. What I’m trying to say is, you don’t have to pretend for me. I’ll keep your secret.”

      He cleared his throat, blinking. Could he trust Annet? He didn’t know, but he didn’t have a choice. “Thank you, Annet,” he said softly.

      “But.” Her lips curled, and she grinned like an imp. “I will let you buy me a sakt sometime, if you like. Maybe Professor Rasken can come too.”

      “I would like that,” he said with relief. “Very much.”

      “It’s a date,” she said brightly. “And the next time you’re keen to observe someone, make sure she’s not a nuclear-magic fellow who knows when you’re pretending to work on a dead bomb.”

      He chuckled. “Noted. Next time I’ll make sure it’s a live one.”

      He was heading back to the Makery to clean up the mess he’d left, a lightness in his heart sparked by relief and the promise of a new friendship, when he spotted someone tearing a furious pace across the quadrant, the light glinting off her sun-streaked brown hair. Asa’s eyes popped wide. All the warmth left his body.

      That was Bryn, walking toward him at a clip.

      Asa froze. He hadn’t seen her in—what, a year? Two? Except on the rune screens, of course, but meeting her in person was different. He took in the height she’d gained since he’d last seen her, the muscle she’d put on, the angular cut of her jaw, which had lost its childish roundness. But that crinkle between her brows—that he recognized with startling clarity, and he know it meant she was really, very pissed.

      “What the fuck are you working on?” she said, placing hands on his shoulders and pushing him so hard that he staggered back a few steps. She’d always been strong, but as she was…she nearly knocked him over.

      Asa righted himself, his lips frozen in disbelief. “How…what…how about, ‘Wow, Asa, nice to see you after years of abandonment?’”

      “Don’t make me ask you again,” Bryn demanded. “The project. Your dissertation. What’s the subject?”

      Asa’s brows drew together. “Why do you want to know—”

      She shook him hard by the shoulders. “TELL ME. NOW.”

      He stammered. “H-healing. Using runes and Old Arcanic to heal, to protect soldiers in the field. To protect you!” he spat at her.

      Bryn’s breathing was heavy, anger and confusion and fear lighting her face. “That’s it?”

      “That’s it,” he said. His heart pounded.

      Bryn paced before him. She spoke mainly to herself when she said, “He said your project…that it was important to them.”

      Asa took a step toward his sister, noting the tension around her eyes, the new freckles dotting her nose, the heaviness that clung to her like a damp fog. “Who said that? Important to whom?”

      Her chest heaved as she spoke. “Are you working on anything that would hurt Wren?”

      “I would never…” Suddenly, Asa recoiled. “I haven’t seen you in years. You ignored all my letters, my notes, every attempt to contact you. You shut me out, and now you show up here, on the day of the Long Night, accusing me of doing work that would hurt our little sister?” His face grew hard. “Are you trying to be an asshole?”

      “I don’t have to try,” she snapped back. “I’m good at it.” She looked at the clock tower. “Just…don’t do anything that would harm her, okay?”

      “Thanks for the advice.” He was quivering, rage making him so angry he could barely speak. “Good luck with your Trial tonight, Sister. What a fun reunion this has been. I won’t forget it anytime soon.”

      Her eyes softened, and she looked like she was going to say something, to explain herself, but Asa refused to give her the satisfaction of listening. He turned on his heel. He left without another word. He didn’t let himself look back.

    
  
    
      
        Five

      
      
        The Long Night is the most controversial rite of the Dursti, and yet without it, the plight of the Bastards would be far worse, for from its proceeds, the Dursti build schools, hospitals, infrastructure in the Oval, without which the Bastards could not survive.

        —Ethics of the Bastard Plight, Jan Kurtz

      

      
        Bryn

      
      The sun began a bloodred descent across the horizon. I thought it was a fitting tribute for the night ahead of me.

      The Bastard named Ash had done nothing but unsettle me further. I looked around as I returned to the Great Hall, wondering if anyone knew I’d met with an agent of the Reaper, wondering what would happen to me if someone found out. And Asa…that was not the goodbye I would have chosen, but it was done. He didn’t understand. He would never understand what it was like to shoulder my burdens, in his soft university surrounded by quaint academics. I was about to strip down for the last time today when strong hands seized my shoulders and spun me around.

      “What the hell is going on?” Kir.

      I forced my jaw to unclench as I met his eyes. “Nothing.”

      Kir’s face tightened. “I saw Tasch leave the feast after you. Then you disappeared, and I thought… I’ve been searching for you for the last two hours. Where the hell were you?”

      I sniffed. “Taking a walk.”

      “Taking a walk,” he repeated with disbelief.

      “To relax,” I added.

      “To relax?” Kir said, tone incredulous. “Do I look stupid, Bryn?”

      I shrugged, doing my best to look bland, disinterested, while Kir examined me.

      He put his hands on my shoulders, gently this time. “Whatever is happening—whatever is weighing you down—you don’t have to go through it alone. For once, let someone help you.”

      I pulled away. “The last person who helped me was almost whipped to death.”

      Kir’s mouth was a thin line. “I’m not Asa,” he said evenly. “And that wasn’t your fault.”

      “You’re not the top-ranked Firstborn either,” I said coldly. “Maybe you should worry about yourself.”

      I turned my back on Kir and walked into the Great Hall, where dozens of booths subdivided the place. Broadcasters floated around the upper levels, chattering nonstop about who looked green and who looked ready, while the Sisters of the Night stalked the main floor, watching for foul play from beneath their shrouds. They’d been known as witches before the war, before they were forced to strike an alliance with Durst that cost them their magic and independence. Whatever terms they’d brokered included the long black gowns, the stiff, wide collars rising to their ears, the tight, gauzy shrouds clinging to their faces, and the adoption of a name from the Holy Book. Witch was a slur now, and the Sisters hadn’t forgotten it. Resentment poured off them in an almost-visible aura. I shuddered as one passed near me.

      My name was called, and I stepped into the booth with two Citadel administrators and one of the Sisters, her shroud revealing nothing of the person within. I stripped down within the booth, then endured an intimate pat down to make sure I wasn’t hiding any unauthorized weapons on my person. My clothes were taken away, and I dressed in the standard-issue Long Night uniform—black pants, black shirt, black boots—while the three of them watched.

      A Citadel administrator withdrew a long stylus with a sharp, needlelike tip, and another set of runes was tattooed against my opposite forearm, then confirmed by the inspector. If I was to be killed or disfigured, it served as an additional identifying feature. More importantly, it prevented me from running away. Some years back, a few fainthearted Firstborn had made a break for the southern border. They had been promptly caught and hung as deserters, and the runemarks had become a feature of subsequent Long Nights. There was nowhere I could go that Durst could not find me. There never had been, since the day I was born.

      Then the administrator pulled out a long needle and punctured my finger. He took the drop of blood and pressed it to a rune knife, which he then handed back to me. It was the only weapon allowed during the Trial, each keyed to the Firstborn who carried it, and the ultimate truth teller in tonight’s contest. Tipped in blue, it would leave a purple mark wherever it met blood. The rune knife would count down every vital wound issued, every kill made, geolocating the deaths and reporting the data back to the Citadel. Later, each kill would be checked against the weapons to ensure no cheating, but for tonight, the statistics would be pumped into pubs and taverns, onto every available rune screen so the Citadel could watch in real time, drinking like sots while the body count racked up. I stowed the blade in my thigh sheath, ignoring the twisting feeling in my gut. There was nothing to do but wait.

      I searched for peace in my body and mind, and found none. I thought of Wren, of cryptic half messages, of Hirsch and Mennick, of a brown tattoo snaking up a well-muscled forearm. I thought of Asa and the goodbye I’d been too cowardly to make, of death and dishonor, and of the cost of things left unspoken. Someone passed around a flask of liquor, and I took a long draw.

      I looked around the room at the many knives sheathed in holsters on thighs, at the faces I had known most of my life. And though we were trussed up as fearsome, black-clad soldiers, all I could see was a room full of children, some who laughed and made jokes with friends, others who were queasy, green, and quiet. Who would survive? Who would die? Who would sit atop the pyre, and how many red cloaks would they burn tomorrow?

      Then I turned toward the west, where beyond the river, our enemies waited. The flask came around again, and I hated how my hands shook as I threw back another gulp. I forced my mind to recall long lists of dead soldiers, to think of Black Sky and vicious enemies, to remember uprisings within the Oval from the renegade factions of Arcanists hiding within it. And I thought how nothing was as terrifying as a person desperate to convince herself of her own rightness, as I was doing now. A calm settled over me. The liquor worked my strained nerves. I twisted my hands, preparing them for the dark and bloody work they would do in an hour’s time.

      I was ready.

      One of the commanders spoke to his unit, a short, blunt speech about remembering who they were, why they were here, that the Old Gods would guide their blades to the Bastards who deserved death, and not to shame themselves. I saw an ash-blond head towering above the crowd, and my legs turned to jelly. It was Mennick, only a hundred paces away. All I had to do was put one foot ahead of the other, walk over to him, and report what I suspected, what I’d learned from Ash. But then I thought of the red cloak, and the North Sea, and the way brine would smell in the air. I planted my feet. I didn’t move. I didn’t choose my sister or the deep, suffocating feeling that sat somewhere in my gut. I chose glory. I chose myself.

      In an hour’s time, I would regret it.

      And, gods, Kir was my friend, one of my best friends, if I could call anyone that. I searched for his head poking out from the crowd. I needed to apologize before it was too late. But then someone shoulder checked me, bumping into me so hard, I nearly fell. I turned in time to see a brown cloak with a long black braid falling over it.

      Vida.

      She did not speak, did not even make eye contact. She bowed her head, a Bastard making a silent apology to one of her betters, then forced something into my hands as she melted into the deepening dusk. My heart hammered. I uncurled my fingers, and there it was—a scrap of paper with a hurried scrawl upon it. I deciphered the message. Meet me in the Oval after the cannons fire. Our spot. Don’t be followed. Hurry.

      The sound dropped out, the quiet ringing within my ears, as something within me dropped down, down, down, like I’d come to the top of a steep hill and thrown myself off, only for my stomach to catch up when I hit the rocky bottom below. But then the crowd parted, and I didn’t have time to weigh what Vida had written as a long lean figure strode through.

      Anyone could have collected me. Anyone could have left me at the drop point. But of course, he came.

      Oberst.

    
  
    
      
        Six

      
      
        In the beginning, before the Unification of 845, before the Great War of 908, there were no Dursti, no Arcanists. There were only people.

        —A Brief History of Durst, L. Hawks (Blackbooked in 915 and removed from circulation)

      

      
        Oberst

      
      Oberst had taken a dislike to Bryn Ruelle the first time he’d seen her.

      He’d been little more than an overgrown boy himself, orphaned and alone after the Great War, when he began instructing the Firstborn. He’d grown up near the Black River in a family of carpenters, a neat, tidy place full of chisels, lumber, saws. They survived the most brutal years—raids, disease, hunger—and that’s what made the end so cruel. The Arcanists burned their village on the eve the ceasefire was called. The enemy didn’t need flame or kindling when they could wield fire from their fingertips; they didn’t need bullets when they could slice a man open with a flicker of thought.

      His baby brother wailed while his parents stowed Oberst in their root cellar. They were slaughtered while he looked up through the slats beneath, his infant brother ripped from his mother’s arms and tossed dead into the street. He remembered an Arcanist peering down through the space around the door, locking eyes with him, then turning to leave; that, perhaps, was the part that had stayed with him the most. He’d been too inconsequential to bother with, not worthy of the death delivered to his family.

      Eventually, he broke the cellar door free and wandered the streets, crying and lost in the burning haze. The town butcher scooped him up, ran with him on his back to the Black River, where a group of surviving villagers formed a line to ferry the children across. Some drowned, swept away in the dark current while trying to save the children. Oberst was lucky. He made it across and became a ward of the state.

      A grizzled ex-soldier took Oberst in, taught him to fight, hunt, defend himself, though he could do little more than point a rifle in the right direction. But Oberst was cunning; a fire burned beneath his skin that could only be sated with Arcanist blood. He lied about his age, enlisting at thirteen. And on that fateful day, when the Arcanists descended like a swarm during Black Sky, he did not hesitate. He grabbed his father’s rifle—the only piece of him he had left—and cut them down as they scythed across the horizon, the bodies falling like drops of navy blood. The Dursti celebrated, cracking open casks of sakt and filling the streets till sunrise, but not Oberst. Rogue gangs of Arcanists waged war at the border. Organized violence churned within the Oval. Hirsch lived, and until he was dead, the war would never end, and the Arcanists would not stop. Magic could not be stopped. It was a festering disease, one that they must stomp out, root and branch, if they wanted peace. Mennick had offered him the post of his choosing once he came of age, but he knew where his true talents lay. He seized the chance to lead the newly formed, state-sponsored military academy, where he would shape the eldest children entrusted to him into instruments of war too strong to be destroyed.

      Then there were his…other duties. What was required of him as Mennick’s spymaster. The Blade, they called him. To be hunted by Oberst was to die, quickly if you were cooperative, slowly if you were anything else. He made sure it took far more to destroy his own soldiers. He could break the Firstborn, or let the enemy do it. He knew the lesser evil.

      Something had cracked inside him. In the quiet places where there should be noise or joy or sorrow, there was nothing but a great, looming darkness. It had been smothered by the war, by a cold, wet blanket over the festering embers of his heart, and it was that heart that he gave to the Firstborn. The clawed, bleeding thing that could no longer discern the line between right and wrong, good and evil. That was one thing he could give to the soldiers entrusted to him: the will to survive. He pounded it into every inch of them, and none could see the kindness in it. Certainly not Bryn Ruelle.

      He’d watched her grow from a scrap of a girl to a woman, pushing her harder than the rest. Perhaps there had been a time when she hadn’t loathed him, but then he whipped her brother, leaving bright crimson stripes across his back, and he watched the bone-deep hatred bleed across her face, bleed into the warm brown of her eyes like a thick fog. He felt how every crack of the whip, every cry from her soft brother was a knife to her heart, but he’d had no choice. If anyone else discovered Ruelle’s attachment to her siblings…it wouldn’t bode well for her, or for them. He knew he deserved her hatred, had earned every inch of it, but he didn’t care how badly she despised him, so long as she learned what it took to survive. And that was why he must be the one to see her off.

      Besides, he had something to tell her.

      “Ruelle,” he said, in a voice that was at once smooth and harsh, but she was already watching him with that inscrutable gaze of hers, that mixture of distaste and…something he’d never been able to name. “It’s time.”

      She saluted but said nothing as she followed him to one of the transport vehicles. She looked well enough—the black uniform left her looking taller than she was. Paler, harsher. Her sun-streaked hair was pulled back at her nape, and in her face, he thought he saw apprehension, and disgust, and fear.

      The sun had nearly set, a red ball of fire descending into the jagged horizon, the mountains sharp as wolves’ teeth against the light’s blistering farewell. She climbed into the truck, barely looking at him as they drove to her section of the Oval’s perimeter, where the highest-ranked soldiers would be dropped at intervals across the Oval like spokes along a wheel. She stared out the window as the sun sank lower, pulling the inky veil of dusk across them both. The temperature dipped as they drove in the open vehicle, wind lashing at Ruelle’s hair, pulling sections of it free.

      The words slipped from his lips before he could stop them. “Do you know why I’m driving you, Ruelle?” He glanced at her, his dark eyes cutting across her form before returning to the road.

      She said nothing, but he noticed how her jaw flexed, how she avoided his eyes. “No, sir.”

      “I thought the most celebrated Firstborn of all time deserved an escort to her send-off.”

      Her jaw tensed, but she didn’t respond.

      “Nothing to say to your Captain?”

      “What would you like me to say, sir?”

      He glanced at her, and he noticed how carefully she avoided looking at him. Too carefully. “What do people customarily say when they may never see each other again?”

      Ruelle didn’t take the bait. “That seems unlikely, sir.”

      “Oberst,” he said. “You can call me Oberst today, Ruelle.”

      “It wouldn’t be proper to call you by your common name, sir. I know your preference for order.”

      It was Oberst’s turn to grind his teeth. Since the moment he’d become a man, he had cowed and broken anyone who’d had the nerve to cross him. Everyone except her. Even in her most compliant moments, her streak of rebellion remained. He hated it, and admired it. He looked away from the road long enough to glare at her.

      “Godsdamn it, Ruelle. Then I order you to call me Oberst until this drive is done.”

      “Fine…Oberst.”

      Silence fell between them once more. He’d thought through a dozen versions of this conversation, and he’d imagined it going any way but this. He cleared his throat. “I know I’ve been…hard on you. Harder than you deserved.”

      “Is that an apology?” She stared at him, into him, as she always had.

      “No,” he bit out. Indeed, it wasn’t. He would never apologize for pushing her, for doing whatever it took to harden her.

      She huffed a laugh. “Don’t worry. I’ve barely noticed the extra lashings.”

      “I never whipped you.”

      “Yes, you reserved that honor for my brother, Oberst.” She said it with sarcasm, as if his name were a curse. But the way it rolled from her tongue, the sound of it on her lips…it sent something burning within him. He gripped the steering wheel more tightly, knuckles white upon the leather, forcing himself to keep driving, not to pull over right there.

      He’d never been good at…this. At talking, expressing himself. Perhaps it would have been different, he could have been different, if he’d grown up in a different world. If he’d had parents, and bandages placed upon skinned knees, and fighting with sticks as the hallmarks of his youth. Instead, he’d had war. He spent the rest of the drive in a brooding quiet, while the heat of her bled across the space between them.

      The time passed too quickly. Somehow, they were at the drop zone, the perimeter section where he’d deposit Ruelle to whatever horrors the Oval had to offer. He parked the truck and turned, bracing himself to speak. He knew she was waiting for it. He saw it in her gaze, in the way her brows raised a hair, in how her nostrils widened, as if scenting a predator. But she didn’t budge. Didn’t lean away from him. She hated him, but she’d never feared him. She owned the quiet until it was Oberst who looked away. He knew his gaze was haunted as he found his voice.

      “I’m not permitted to be near the Oval during the Trial. None of the officers are, in case someone gets an urge to…interfere. So I will be at the Citadel, like every year, waiting for the results. But.” He paused. “I would like something from you before you leave.”

      She drew her dark brows together. “What could I possibly give you right now?” He could have sworn her gaze darted to his mouth before finding his eyes.

      “Your word,” he said.

      Her eyes went wide for a moment before she narrowed them, furrowing her brow as she did when she was angry. “My word?”

      “Your promise,” he said. “Your promise that you’ll survive.”

      Disgust washed over her features. “Do you have a bet you need to win, Oberst?”

      “I have never once bet on the Long Night,” he spat out. In all these years, Oberst had never even watched the leaderboard in real time. No, he would sit alone, on the roof of the solarium, as he did every year, smoking and drinking and waiting for the sun to rise, waiting for the dead to be announced. His dead. “Betting on the Long Night is…a tasteless practice.”

      Ruelle arched a brow. “Tasteless?”

      “Betting on the lives of soldiers is barbaric,” he retorted, and he was surprised at the vehemence, the anger in his voice.

      “‘Barbaric.’ Now there’s a word that’s never passed your lips.”

      This was going all wrong. He dragged a hand through his hair. “Think of me what you will. I would never bet on the lives or deaths of my own.” My own. Was that what she was?

      “Why do you care what happens to me?” Her voice was as flat as her eyes, but behind them…he saw some yearning there, as if she needed to hear that she mattered to someone. She wouldn’t hear it from her spoiled golden-boy brother, or her strange sister, or from any of the soldiers who’d had the hearts beaten out of them. He opened and closed his mouth, searching for the words, asking himself why Ruelle was a wound that wouldn’t heal.

      He cleared his throat again. “Because you’re my favorite,” he said finally, in a voice that was so unlike his own, he hardly recognized it. “Because I don’t want to hunt down the Bastard foolish enough to kill you.”

      “Be careful,” she said slowly. “You sound almost as if you care.”

      Care. He tried to speak, but nothing came out.

      A flush crept up her neck, the hallmark that she was about to do something terribly foolish. “From the moment I met you,” she said, her voice low and even, “you’ve been nothing but cruel.”

      “Yes,” he answered, breathless.

      “Hateful. A sadist. I owe you nothing. And if I die tonight and it causes you pain, that will be worth it.”

      He searched for something—anything—to explain why he’d done what he’d done. He finally settled on the truth. “I’ve been cruel,” he managed, “because you must learn to bear it. Because others will be worse.”

      She slammed the truck door shut behind her. She was right, of course. She owed him nothing. But that didn’t stop him from watching her as she disappeared between the trees while the last of the sun dipped below the horizon. The open promise hung between them.

      He leaned out the window, calling after her: “Your word, Ruelle!”

      “How about five words? I’ll see you in hell,” she said with a sneer. “Goodbye, sir.”

      Oberst bit the inside of his cheek. He thought about running after her, but he knew how it would look—weak, pathetic, unhinged. So he sat in the truck, repeating the words as if they were a prayer.

      “Survive,” he said to himself again and again as the last of the light left the sky. “Survive, survive, survive.”

    
  
    
      
        Seven

      
      
        The righteous hand of the first child knows friend from foe, good from evil, innocent from enemy. Its justice is swift, brutal, learned. It does not err.

        —The Holy Book, Sacred Instinct, 16:7

      

      
        Bryn

      
      I knew the official moment the sun had set, marked it by the faint buzz that fell away. The wards set across the Oval—to keep them in and us out—died. Somewhere, a single cannon sounded.

      Far away, taverns were full. Bookies had locked in final bets. Dursti were cheering, everyone anxiously awaiting the ping the leaderboard would make when one of the top ten made a kill. And while they cheered and drank, I slunk into the Oval on silent feet, my slim knife drawn. For the Citadel, an evening of drinking and celebrating had started. For ten Firstborn soldiers, the Long Night had begun.

      Vida would not have contacted me tonight, risked my life and her own, had she not solved the encryption and learned something earth-shattering. My stomach churned. I took a deep breath and forced my body to relax. Split your mind, split it again. In one distinct section, I placed my gut-twisting fear for Wren. In another, I stowed the burning look in Oberst’s eyes as I’d turned my back on him, a look full of want and longing and something sharp I couldn’t name. And in the forefront of my mind, I placed the only thing that mattered for now: Find Vida. Make a kill. Survive. I begrudgingly thought the last word, but Oberst was right. I had to survive.

      Every nerve within me was on fire as I stalked forward to the location Vida had mentioned. Our spot—the old tobacco barn where Bastard children played, where I had played before the Culling, in a foggy, distant life I barely remembered. I moved mechanically, my brain keeping tabs on every bit of sensory input around me, every snap and crunch and whisper of movement, every flicker in my visual field, while the rest of my head rotated through the same thoughts over and over again. Find Vida. Make a kill. Survive.

      The Oval was so named because it was, in fact, an oval, hundreds of acres of hillocks and hollows and farmland where the Bastards hacked out a living. A thick, forbidding forest surrounded the perimeter of the Oval, laden with trees and brambles, with a gated entry point that the chosen Bastards used to enter the Citadel. They were prevented from leaving the Oval today—and every day—by the runemarks inked into their flesh at birth, which controlled access to the Citadel. I’d memorized the map months before, memorized the settlement located in the north, the crudely erected dwellings scattered at the southern edge, the nomadic camps where Bastards slept in tents, which would all have been moved and hidden for tonight’s Trial.

      Something gnawed at me as I worked across the terrain in silent, terrible steps, looking for a living, breathing human I could cut open. My blood quickened. A dense foreboding settled upon me, the kind I’d heard seers mention before tragedy erupted. Was it for Wren’s life? Or Kir’s? Or my own? Death, Mennick had said. Mine, or someone else’s?

      I heard them then—quiet footfalls, crunching grass, hushed voices. A small group. They were large, male. My stomach dropped out. Kir had been right; I should not have hunted alone.

      I scurried up a tree, moving like shadow incarnate, my knife sheathed at my side, warm and waiting. Most success in the Long Night came by avoiding notice. At least, that’s what I told myself as a group of Bastards, not much older than me, passed below. My heart pounded, the tree rough against my palms, as I looked down.

      There were three of them, the smallest a man younger than me. A boy younger than me. Even from my perch, it was impossible to miss the fear in his eyes, the way his hands shook as he held the machete, a tool used to hack down bushes and clear fields on any other day. The other two were taller, with muscled arms and tanned faces. One carried a sickle. Field workers, then. They whispered together, looking around nervously, the tallest one forcing the smallest to walk between them.

      Find Vida. Make a kill. Survive.

      Win. Yes. Yes, I would.

      I pulled it from my pocket—one of the midsize stones I’d scooped up during my trek. I tossed it behind where I stood, behind them, where it landed on the earth with a muffled thwump. In the silence, it was as loud as a thunderclap. The sound had the desired effect—they scampered forward, away from the noise, the danger. I waited until they’d left the base of the tree, waited until I could no longer hear the cracking of branches or the soft crunch of grass.

      Then I jumped down, landing silently as a cat in my supple boots. And I followed.

      I knew the landscape ahead—the shallow creek, the way the high ground would swallow up the clearing, forcing them into a bottleneck to stay together. Did they know the soil beneath them was iron rich, that a subterranean river flowed through the veins of the earth, just below their feet? A thousand bits of iron and metal, trapped within a million water droplets. No, they didn’t, not any more than they knew the runes to bind, to trap, to transform the world around them into a cage. They hadn’t studied the geography of the Oval for months, mapping where the rock shelf leveled out, which areas were impossible to climb. But I had. I would herd them, and I would take them.

      I darted, slipping like a wraith between the black trees. I scratched a rune series into the tree—runes to magnetize, to contain, to link—then darted to the next, moving in a semicircle. Dart, dart, scratch; dart, dart, etch, marking each step of my trap, spinning an invisible web. Scratch, scratch. I drew my cage sky-high, hell deep. Their backs against the rocky shelf ahead, they would have nowhere to run. They’d be trapped. And I would do what I’d been born to do.

      They were easy to track, especially the young one, who managed to make noise even when he was still. He had a wild, nervous air about him, and I wondered how old he was. Was he closer to Asa’s age, or Wren’s? I followed until I was a hundred paces behind them. Fifty. Thirty. I inhaled. I would take out the strongest man first, the one carrying the sickle. The second man would be distracted trying to defend the youngest, leaving him open and vulnerable, and after he was gone, it would be only too easy to…

      To kill him. A scrawny boy, younger than I was, fighting a trained soldier. Fighting. It would be no fight at all. It would be slaughter, plain and simple. I clenched my fists, while within me, everything slowed down, down, down.

      Bon mort. It would be a good death for these three. Quick, easy. I knew how to do it humanely, to minimize suffering. I would not relish it. Did the farmer relish bleeding a pig to feed his family? No—it was not cruelty that would force my hand. It was necessity. It was survival. Survive. What of my survival? What would I become if I couldn’t do it? I had already lived the life of a Bastard. I would never do it again.

      But then the tall one whispered to the young one, loud enough for me to hear it. “There’s no one here. I’m taking you back home. We’ll take turns patrolling, and one of us will guard you and Mother.” They were brothers, then. Three of them. They walked a little farther away, and my legs…they wanted to follow, but they refused.

      Go after them, my mind screamed. Go, you fool! But my legs would not budge. My hands, one of which held my knife—when had I reached for it?—were shaking, and it spread to every part of me. A vein throbbed in my temple.

      I waited for that feeling the officers had promised—the feeling of rightness, of knowing, of the Old Gods whispering enemy or friend in my ear. But there was nothing. Nothing in my head or heart, none of the promised intuition. A better soldier would have known what the silence meant: Go. Take. Kill. But I felt only disgust, revulsion at the thought of warm blood coating my hands. Wrong, everything inside me screamed. Wrong, wrong, wrong.

      I listened to their footsteps fade, listened until their breathing was lost to the wood’s quiet, and all I could hear was the hammering of blood within my veins. I carved a rune into the base of the giant tree behind me—the symbol to release—then collapsed there, my body freezing. I stayed like that, shivering, unable to move for what felt like a lifetime. I wiped away tears, steeled my godsdamned traitorous nerves. Then I left to meet Vida.

      There would be others, I told myself. Many others, and once I got started…it would become easier, wouldn’t it? Split your mind. Split it again. My body moved automatically, my senses registering the songs of crickets, the hum of frogs, nervously searching for the soft footsteps against the earth that would signal someone hunting me, or worse—someone I had to hunt.

      The cannon wrenched the night again, a double boom that meant the first hour had passed. The Long Night had begun in earnest, and the entirety of the Firstborn had been released into the Oval. Even from afar, I could hear whoops and yells, hoots and hollers. I thought of Kir, of Nikt and Karis. Were they together? Would they go for clean, easy kills? Did they have the sickly feeling in their guts that I now carried in my own? Or were they anxious, excited, guided by divine forces that had forsaken me, relieved that they had but a final task to complete before they were true soldiers?

      And inside me, within me, was a small, nasty voice. You want this, it said. Stop lying. Stop pretending you won’t do anything to win. You’ll do anything to prove yourself, to prove you’re more than the lowborn child of a nobody, even if it means putting a knife in the belly of your own people, becoming the thing you hate most. I hated that voice, because it was right. I was a soldier before anything else. I would find Vida, and after…

      I adjusted my trek, heading downhill now, toward the hollow where Vida would be waiting. It was as quiet as a stone, but I was focused on finding Vida, and I didn’t hear the quiet for what it was—a warning.

      Every now and then, a voice punctured the night, followed by muffled noise. From far away, a scream sounded, but was quickly silenced. The hair on the back of my neck stood at attention. Who was it? One of mine? One of theirs?

      They’re all yours, whispered the nasty voice.

      Something about the scream focused me. I heard every flap of wings, every cricket’s chirp, every whisper of wind as I moved, running now, to the far barn, only to be brought up short by a quiet, muffled noise that split the night more clearly than a hundred screams. For coming from the far barn was a wet, raspy sound. A heavy breath. A whimper.

      No.

      I took off at a dead sprint, not caring how much noise I made or who saw me. I ran like hell for the barn, praying to all the gods, old or new, that I was wrong, that I’d misheard…

      Then I saw it. The lump of a body, silhouetted against the darker ground. The long dark hair spread out like a satiny curtain, flowing around a bloodless face, stretched across the cold earth.

      “No,” I whispered.

      I stumbled forward into the barn, telling myself my eyes were playing tricks on me. It was not Vida sprawled out on the ground; no, my dark-adjusted eyes were deceiving me. It was not Vida who lay panting on the cold earth, rolled onto her side, drawing heavy wet breaths.

      “No,” I whispered again, as if from afar, rushing to kneel beside the body. “No.” I rolled her over, staring into her dark, glassy eyes.

      “Vida.” My voice broke. There was no sound outside me, but inside my head, it was so loud, so very loud. My ears rang. Time seemed to stretch indefinitely as I looked into her too-bright eyes, as I beheld the blood on her lips and the pallor of her skin.

      “Bryn,” she whimpered.

      “You’re alright, you’re alright, you’re alright,” I repeated automatically. “You’re going to be alright.” I had patched up more than my share of injuries in the field; I could do this. I would not fail Vida. I would not let her die, no matter what it cost me. I moved careful hands down her shoulders, neck, looking for the wounds, moving my fingers lower, down her torso, her abdomen, until I found a patch of wetness, a knife wound slashing through Vida’s thin dress.

      A long purple gash against her ragged dress.

      The tears gathering at my lashes slid down my face, rolling to the corners of my mouth. Everything beyond me froze, time suspended, as the terrible realization latched into my brain like a thousand daggers. Vida grasped my lapel, forcing my ear down to her mouth.

      “He’s coming,” she said, her wet rasp filled with urgency, her eyes too glassy. “Leave me, Bryn. Run.”

      A shiver erupted up my spine. I put one arm under Vida’s shoulder, trying to hoist her up, but she whimpered in pain.

      A crack of brush broke behind me, as if the attacker was too excited, too arrogant to bother with stealth. No, I screamed within my head. No, no, no, no, no…

      “Run,” Vida demanded.

      I did not think. I pulled Vida up, grunting as I hoisted her over my shoulder, barely feeling her weight as adrenaline pumped through me, and I took off running with everything I had.

      Branches snapped. Boots thundered. Tree limbs whipped across my face, whistling as I ran with Vida, now a deadweight over my shoulder. Survive. Oberst’s voice whispered to me, mingling with the tree limbs scratching my face, the stray roots reaching for my ankles like bony fingers, and all I could think of was how I’d run this drill dozens of times, sprinted with weighted bags over my shoulders and across my back to prepare me for carrying a wounded soldier, and what a poor imitation it was for the chaos and fear of actually doing it.

      But then one of those rogue branches latched its gnarled hands around my boot. My body went flying, and Vida came down with me. We landed hard in a tangle of limbs, Vida atop my back. Vida, a deadweight. Too still. Too heavy. I grunted, rolling her off. She didn’t move. I pulled back her shoulder and looked at her. Blank eyes stared back at me.

      “No,” said a pathetic, whimpering voice. I was shocked to find it was my own. “No.”

      I moved my hand to her pulse, blinking at her too-pale face, her dead eyes, her skin that was already cold. Was I screaming, or was the sound inside my head? I didn’t know. I couldn’t tell. The blood flowing from her abdomen had slowed, as if it knew its mortal work was done. “Vida, wake up!” But my voice was swallowed by the tall grass we’d landed in, by the moonless night, by the thick blanket of sky and the spent summer all around us. And I didn’t need to feel the dead pulse beneath her neck to know that whatever lived within Vida had slipped away while I ran. She was gone, and I was alone.

      No, no, no, no, no…

      Thump. Thump. Behind me, footsteps rumbled.

      No. I was not alone.

      The tall grass shivered. The footfalls shifted—slow, weighty, dropping like stones against the cold earth. Some animal part of me registered the danger. I crouched, knife drawn, eyes wild and furious as I huddled before Vida, turning toward the sounds emanating from the brush. Then a voice came across the darkness, keen as a blade drawn across a whetstone. I recognized it at once.

      “Hello, little sparrow.”

      My stomach dropped. I didn’t need to see the face to know who stood there, who had followed Vida to get to me. Who had killed her to get to me. I shot to my feet, standing between Vida’s corpse and the monster that approached, even though she was gone, and I was alone. Alone.

      Then a pale face appeared from between the trees, like a monster creeping from a cave, and I hissed at the sight of him.

      Tasch.

    
  
    
      
        Eight

      
      
        As light grew in the world, so did dark. The Old Gods bade the first children to take up arms in the Great Hunt, and destroy those vile and wicked things that had crawled forth from the earth.

        —The Holy Book, Beginnings, 14:19

      

      It was Tasch, but worse. His mouth was set in a crazed grin, the whiteness of his teeth glinting against the darkness. Gone was the arrogance, the pride that usually set his lips in a permanent sneer. No, that was madness written upon his face, in the set of his jaw and the gleam in his too-bright eyes. He was chewing and sniffing furiously, as if… Coca. He’d taken coca root. Drugs were forbidden during the Trial, but there was nothing he wouldn’t do to win. And I couldn’t help but wonder when the tether within him had frayed, snapped, when he had broken, and what had been the thing that had done it.

      “You,” I choked out. “You did this.”

      His grin deepened, showing his dimples. “I did.”

      A terrible roar filled my ears. “You fucking filth. Vida was one of us. She was our friend.”

      “She was your friend,” he snapped, his voice sharp and cold. “She was nothing to me.”

      My breathing hitched. My hands balled into fists. The knife was a thing at once too light and too heavy in my hand. I tightened my grip around it, muttering a single word: “Why?”

      He took another step forward, black boots crunching against the grass. “I could have made a dozen kills by now, but only one of them would lead me to you.”

      And the confirmation that I was the reason Vida lay dead… something twisted in my gut. “You killed her to get to me,” I whispered. My back hit something solid—when had I backed into the tree behind me? “Why?”

      “You can be bright when the occasion calls for it.” He pulled out a second blade—an ordinary knife, long and cruel and waiting for me. “When your father is as important as mine, all it takes is a simple bribe to have a guard perform a subpar pat down.”

      “Why?” I repeated. “What the fuck do you want!”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Tasch asked.

      My breath quickened. “Killing me won’t make your father proud.”

      Something mean and sharp tightened his eyes. “No. But it will make me feel better.”

      “Leave, Tasch,” I demanded, “before you do something else you regret.”

      “And who’s going to make me regret it? You? A bird of a girl?” His laugh tore through the night. “The only thing I’ll regret is if you’re not wearing your cloak on the pyre tomorrow.”

      I tightened the grip on my knife, loosened my wrist, barely registering the way I trembled from within, but my hands…they were still. They were ready. The forest sounds were somehow too loud and too quiet. Vida’s dark form was a lump before me, so still on the earth.

      “I’m going to kill you,” I heard myself choke out, as if from far, far away. “I’m going to make it slow, and painful. You’ll piss yourself before it’s over. But first, I want to know why.”

      “Because my bookie placed a large bet just before the polls closed that you won’t survive the Trial.” He grinned. “I’ll be a rich man before the night is over.”

      “You don’t need money,” I snapped. “Tell me why!”

      The veil fell from his face. The sharp grin disappeared, and beneath it was raw, burning hatred. And jealousy. And pain. “Because you’re a lie. Because your whore mother produced you in the Oval and you’ve managed not to die, I’m supposed to worship you, to pretend you’re my better, that you are Durst’s godsdamned future. They’ve forgotten what you Bastards really are—Arcanist filth we haven’t had the courage to destroy. But they’ll remember after today. It will look like you were felled by Vida, by one of your own, a Bastard you thought was a friend, because that’s what your people do.”

      “I am Dursti,” I said, voice shaking.

      He took a step closer, spittle gathering at the edges of his mouth. “You think I don’t see the way you look at them? The filthy Bastards that you watch with compassion and longing? You’re a traitor. All of you are traitors, and after tonight, they’ll see you for what you are. They’ll know you were looking for him.”

      My stomach sank. My throat went bone-dry. “You didn’t start following me in the Oval.”

      “Of course not, you stupid bitch. I watched you with Vida, saw you enter the Veil. I know you were looking for the Sickle, hoping to rescue that pathetic sister of yours, the freak.” He spat the last word. “The Lastborn will save us,” he mocked. “Lies. The world will see soon enough. The Dursti—the real Dursti—will save us.”

      “Wh-what do you mean?” I stammered, the knife in my hand shaking.

      “You think your sister is headed to some secret mission? That she’ll return and save the world?” He laughed. “You’re a bigger fool than I thought. Most of the Lastborn are dead, and your freak sister will join them soon enough.”

      Something uncoiled within me. “No,” I whispered.

      “My father hears everything, especially from the officers who are loyal to Durst. The noble Lastborn—the real Dursti—they will be the ones to save us. And the Bastard born that were forced upon us from the Culling…” He snickered. “You already know where they’re headed, don’t you?”

      I tried to find the words, but nothing came out of my mouth. I froze as surely as if I’d been tossed into an icy river and the current had dragged me down, down, down.

      “Your sister has been sold. Traded to Arcania. The little bitch will be lucky to survive the week.”

      “That’s not true,” I said, lips moving numbly. My fingers—I couldn’t feel my fingers. I couldn’t feel my feet. “Mennick would never allow that.”

      “Mennick is as good as dead.”

      “No,” I breathed.

      Tasch sniffed again, his pupils overlarge. “Did you think we’d allow that softhearted fool to survive? To integrate the Bastards, to grant them freedom and citizenship? Oh, you did, didn’t you?” He laughed. “You’re dumber than I thought. Mennick will be dead within the month. He’ll die, and his foolish dream will die with him. Your sister will be gone, taken before the sun rises. But don’t cry. You’ll be waiting for her.” Tasch’s eyes burned. “It will look like the Bastard killed you after your traitorous meetup went awry. I stumbled upon you, but it was too late. But don’t worry, I’ll make sure the Citadel hears of your treachery.” A cruel grin stretched his face. “I wonder how well it will go for your brother.”

      No, my mind whispered. It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be true. He was trying to get me off-balance. But the ticker tape…the encryption…Mennick. I had to get to Mennick, I had to tell him, had to warn him. Oh gods, Wren…

      A frantic, wild desperation thrummed within me. She would be taken, and I would never find her, not once she was in the Arcanists’ hands. My entire body hummed, the vibration bleeding into every inch of me, and I didn’t know if I was shaking, or if the world was shuddering and I was moving along with it, but I had to get away from here, had to find my way back to Wren, no matter what I had to do, no matter the cost…

      But I didn’t have time to think about the cost, because Tasch’s knife flashed. It scythed through the night as if in slow motion. The world blurred at the edges, my numb body frozen, as the blade’s jagged edge found my flesh, and Tasch stabbed me.

    
  
    
      
        Nine

      
      
        Throughout the Long Night’s history, Durst has placed a prize on the heads of those Bastards who were the strongest, possessed the finest physique, the sharpest intellect. In other words, who represented the greatest threats to its society. Some have called this little better than state-sponsored, organized assassination of political rivals. This author calls it smart.

        —A Brief History of Durst, L. Hawks (Blackbooked in 915 and removed from circulation)

      

      Instinct alone saved me. Instinct and a decade of sparring, as Tasch’s knife sliced across my shoulder. I grunted, but Oberst’s words rang in my head: If someone gets a knife in you, lean away from it. I jumped back, my shoulder screaming in pain, but I was alive. Tasch was big, but I was fast, and he would pay.

      I tucked into a tiny ball, dodged, and rolled beneath him. And then we were fighting, knives whirring, arms clashing, and there was nothing but survival. Survive. Had Oberst known? Had he slipped Tasch the knife? Survive.

      Rage, white-hot and scalding, burned through me. I feinted, and he bought it. He struck, slashing across my chest. Pivot. He hit air. Crouch. I moved to disarm him. Punch. He dodged and brought up his knife arm. My brains jostled in my head as Tasch landed a blow. The knife flew from my grasp; I rolled, seizing it, and was back on my feet before he could get near me.

      His foot shot for my abdomen. Grab. Maim. I caught his ankle and twisted as hard as I could, a howl of pain escaping his lips. Then he threw himself at me, and we clashed in a tangle of limbs as I clawed at him like a cat, nails meeting skin and eyes and hair, pulling and struggling to break free. I tripped him, forcing him on his back. My blade was at his throat. I could do it. I would do it.

      But for a moment—just a moment—Tasch’s brow pinched in a way that made him look younger, and suddenly he was the sad little boy I’d met eight years earlier, whose sole hope was to win enough glory to make his father love him. The knife shivered in my grip, and the rest of me shivered with it. Then I crunched my elbow into his nose. He screamed, cursing and wincing and bleeding.

      “I should kill you,” I whispered. “I will kill you, but not until I expose you for what you did tonight, and what you confessed. You’re going to tell Oberst everything you told me, and we’re going to find my sister. Right. Now.” I ripped the hem of my jacket, a makeshift restraint, sheathing my knife afterward. I pressed my knee into his back and wrenched his arms behind him, moving my head close to his in the process. But my shoulder was injured. I was too angry, too scared to be careful, and I came too near to Tasch.

      It happened so fast. One minute he was on the ground, the breath knocked from his chest. The next, the back of his head had slammed into mine, blood spurting from my nose, and Tasch was on his feet. He was Firstborn trained, after all; we never stay down for long. Tasch’s knife shot up, and I knew I was dead.

      In the moment before he drove the knife into my abdomen, it was Oberst’s face I saw. Oberst, furious at the promise I had refused to make, because some part of me had known I wouldn’t be able to keep it. And I wondered if he was the only person who would mourn after I was gone. I grunted at the slice of the blade, at the clean feel of the knifepoint connecting with my burning flesh.

      Not like this, I thought as the knife drove home. Not like this.

      My life flashed before me, no more than a drop in the great ocean of time. Would anyone stand before the pyre as I burned? Would anyone cry for me? A brother I’d pushed away; a sister I barely knew. No bonds to cry over, no mourners at my wake. The knife pressed deeper. I tensed, anticipating the pain, the mortal wound that would leave me a cold, still thing on the ground, just like Vida. My friend, who lay dead next to me. All my fault. All my fault.

      The knife pierced my flesh. Then it stuttered. Stopped, as if in slow motion.

      Tasch and I stared at each other, my own surprise reflected on his face.

      His pale eyes bored into mine. Eyes that had gone strangely glassy. His lips parted. His mouth went slack. His grip on the knife released, along with the pressure. I groaned as the weapon retreated. Then Tasch fell forward, barely missing me as he collapsed. But it was what was behind him that held my attention.

      A long, lithe figure. Olive-toned skin. A shock of dark hair, nearly as dark as the black he wore from head to toe.

      He was no Firstborn.

      It was the Bastard from the Veil.

      It was Ash.

    
  
    
      
        Ten

      
      
        The traitor’s blood sings, a song of violence, of seduction, of secrets that should never be known and must never be spoken.

        —The Arcanist Threat, V. Holtz

      

      He loomed over me as he bent to withdraw the knife from Tasch’s still form, no mercy in his eyes. Then he hurried to crouch next to Vida, reaching down to feel her pulse. A second passed. Ten seconds. His fingers relaxed, curling against her neck. He hung his head. “This should never have happened,” he said to himself.

      I was too numb, too shocked to do little more than stare, stumbling to a knee as I pressed my palm against the wound at my abdomen. “You killed him,” I said, dazed, staring into the depths of Ash’s black eyes.

      He stood, cleaned the blade against his dark pants, then sheathed it at his hip. “Yes. Now let me see that.” He moved deft fingers toward my abdomen, and perhaps it was shock, but I didn’t push him away as he lifted my shirt. I winced as I looked at the injury—jagged, two inches deep, trickling a steady stream of blood. “He hit nothing vital. You’re lucky.”

      Lucky. I was certainly not that. I yanked my shirt down, some of my sense returning. My head spun. “You killed Tasch. You killed a Firstborn soldier,” I repeated.

      “I did.” His dark eyes were unreadable.

      My lips were numb. My teeth threatened to chatter. When had I gotten so very cold? “Why?”

      He drew his brows together. “Because he was about to kill you.”

      “Why would you save me?” I said sharply, my knife hand shaking. “Why would you save any of us?”

      He took a step toward me, boots crunching the grass. “Should I have let you die?”

      “You should have. I would have.”

      He blinked. “I’m not so sure about that.”

      “Why were you following me?” I stumbled; my head had gotten too heavy for my neck.

      “Who says I was following you?”

      “Tell me,” I demanded, the knife in my hand quivering as I struggled to focus. “Tell me why.”

      “You want to know why I’m here?” he said, rounding on me, fire flashing in his eyes. “Look in Vida’s pocket.”

      I kept my eyes on him as I reached into the tattered pocket of Vida’s coat and pulled out a scrap of paper. The encryption I’d given her earlier. How had it been only hours before? And mixed in with my handwriting was the remainder of the message, decoded by my clever friend. The friend who had always been my better and who had died trying to help me.

      HIRSCH TO ACCEPT TRANSPORT DURING LONG NIGHT ON BEHALF OF ARCANIA. WREN RUELLE AND OTHER BASTARD BORN ARE PRIORITIES. DELIVER TO WESTERN WASTES BY THIRD BELL.

      My breath seized. My chest rose, but the air couldn’t get in. I stared at the long purple stain down Vida’s chest, at Tasch’s glassy eyes, their bodies cooling together. The world outside me blurred, and then all I could see was my sister’s face.

      “I helped Vida decode the message,” Ash said, as if from far, far away. “I realized too late that she’d left to meet you. I followed to keep an eye on her. But I wasn’t fast enough.” He brushed back a lock of Vida’s ebony hair. “She was a good friend.” A good friend who was dead, because of me. My head spun. Wren…

      “What time is it?” I demanded through chattering teeth.

      “It’s nearly second bell.”

      “Mennick,” I said, as if Ash weren’t there. “I have to find Mennick. My sister…”

      “He cannot help you. Mennick’s gone. He left before the Trial began.”

      “They’re going to kill Mennick. I need help,” I muttered. “Oberst…”

      “Will not listen. For all you know, he’s involved. Whatever this is, it’s deep, organized dissension. There’s no telling how far it goes.”

      “Wren…” I repeated. She would be gone in an hour, stolen by the Arcanists, sold into gods knew what, and I would never find her. My adrenaline surged, sending a heaving ache through my abdominal wound. I could feel the pulse, pulse, pulse of blood leaving my abdomen. I groaned, suddenly woozy, and my other knee slammed into the earth. I had to finish the Trial, then run like hell for the Citadel. But my sleeve was damp with my own blood, and I wasn’t going anywhere in my current state. I stared up at the darkness of the sky—when had I lay down?—my head spinning, as Ash knelt beside me. He gently lifted my shirt, and I was too lightheaded, too woozy to stop him.

      “Don’t,” I hissed, trying to push him away.

      “You can’t help her if you’re dead,” he said, placing his hand atop the wound. I flinched, teeth chattering. Cold—when had I become so cold? “Hold still,” he demanded.

      My consciousness ebbed. I forced myself to keep my eyes open, to stare at his face as a look of focus washed over him. Then something tugged at my hip, an itching heat, burning as it spread across my wound. Warmth surged through me from head to toe, driving away the ice that had settled inside my chest. Ash removed his hand; the tingling died. I sat up, the dizziness gone, and pulled back the waistband of my pants. The bleeding had stopped; the ragged cut was closed, the deep gash nothing more than a faint pink line, and I realized, all at once, what had healed me.

      Magic.

      I remembered the yearning I’d felt in the brothel. The pull against my blood. The fear I’d felt when my back was to him.

      “You.” I scampered backward on the earth, putting as much distance between us as possible, as a terrible truth settled within me. “Who are you? What are you?”

      But some ancient, animal part of me already knew. The part that knew predator from prey, friend from foe. My blood pounded in my head as Ash stood with unworldly grace, holding my gaze.

      “I am not your enemy,” he said slowly.

      “Tell me who you are!” I screamed.

      “I won’t tell you,” he said, his eyes never leaving mine. “I’ll show you.”

      His fingers traced down his face, along his temple, toward his jaw, and wherever he touched, the skin changed. Transformed, as if an invisible zipper opened along his cheekbone. The smooth olive of his flesh mangled. A jagged scar appeared, tracing from just above his eyebrow down to his cheekbone, disappearing behind his ear. The blood drained from my head.

      “You’re a magician,” I whispered. “You’re the Reaper.”

      “I am.”

      “And Vida…she…”

      He drew his hand up, and the scar disappeared, revealing smooth olive skin once more. “Vida was a good friend. She saved many lives before her own was stolen from her.”

      “She was working with you…helping you…” My thoughts spiraled and spiraled. My breath sawed in and out of my lungs.

      “Bryn,” he said, holding his hands out. “Look at me. There isn’t much time. I can help you. I can help your sister.”

      But my knife hand was shaking. “Stay the fuck away from me!” And something about the way his face was silhouetted against the darkness recalled the wanted poster. The Trial…the Reaper equaled thirty kills.

      I could still do it. With Tasch dead, I could win, and then I could run like hell for the Citadel, and Ash…he went taut, and I knew he had seen my every thought written across my face. Saw it in the way I steeled my gaze, how I planted my feet, wiping the moisture from my eyes. The knife in my hand quivered, and I remembered why I held it.

      He dropped his knife a hair, his voice soft and cold when he spoke. “I would be quite the feather in your cap. The Bastard Bitch, killing the Reaper during the Long Night. It would make you infamous. They would write songs about you, revere you for decades to come,” he said, as my grip on the knife tightened, and I began stalking around him.

      “Yes,” I whispered, my gaze locked to his.

      He mirrored my movements, two predators circling each other. “Are you going to kill me, Bryn Ruelle?”

      I set my jaw. “Yes,” I breathed again, voice quivering, and I hated it, hated my pathetic weakness. “I have to.”

      “Or what?” he demanded.

      “Or…or…” My nails dug into my palms. “I prove them all right. I become like you.”

      His gaze never left mine; he took another step toward me. “You are already like me. Bastard or not, you’re as much of a slave to Durst as I am.”

      “I’m nothing like you,” I snapped. “You’re a godsdamned criminal!”

      “Everyone in Durst is a criminal,” he said, his eyes hard. “Including you, the woman willing to pay a criminal to save her sister. The real question is, am I your enemy?”

      “Don’t you see?” I choked out, my voice ragged. “It doesn’t matter what I am, what I want. I don’t have a choice!”

      “That’s what they want you to believe,” he said. “I’ll ask you again, Bryn Ruelle. What do you want?”

      “You’re the enemy,” I spat.

      “Don’t let them choose your enemies,” he snapped. “We can fight right now. I’ll hurt you, and you’ll hurt me. You might even kill me. Maybe I’ll kill you. But where will your sister be?” He took a step closer, his eyes shining in the darkness. “Let me help you as I’ve helped others. If we leave right now, we may still stand a chance of saving her before she’s taken.”

      Taken. The third children were taken. But not the Bastard born…they were sold.

      I forced my knife hand to steady. Forced it not to shake as I looked at Ash. Rain began to fall, frigid drops coating my eyelashes, my nose. My breath erupted in frosty plumes; it was colder still within me. Ash reached out a sepia-tattooed arm.

      “Take my hand,” he said, slowly, as if I were a frightened animal. “Come with me.”

      Death, Mennick had said. How right he was.

      Just a little closer. Ash’s eyes were so wide, so open. Begging me to trust him. And I would. I let him see my hesitation, how I relaxed my knife arm. Let him hear my ragged breathing as I took another step near him. I moved as if I would sheathe the weapon at my hip. As if I had surrendered. I waited until I could feel his body heat, straining for me like light through a void.

      Then I planted my feet, and I lunged for him.

    
  
    
      
        Eleven

      
      
        One would think that after two decades, the Bastards’ loyalties would no longer be questioned. The Dursti memory, however, is long; the embers of mistrust planted in those days after the war still smolder. One wonders when that flame will finally die—or if.

        —Ethics of the Bastard Plight, Jan Kurtz

      

      
        Asa

      
      Asa was in the middle of his fuses and circuits laboratory when three soldiers marched into the room, each wearing long scarlet cloaks, their faces sculpted into cold, unreadable masks. The room stiffened. Asa was no soldier, but every person in the Citadel recognized those uniforms and feared them: They were the mark of the Keepers, the Dursti military branch tasked with upholding honor, the soldiers who would drag you kicking and screaming into the Oval if you disgraced your house. They strode past Professor Harlack, then stopped before Asa’s station. Something dropped in his gut. The man in front pushed a scroll at him.

      “Your sister is dead,” the first Keeper said without preamble.

      Asa blinked. His jaw slackened. His world slowed, then quickened all at once. The beaker he held slipped from his hand, shattering into a thousand glittering fragments. His numb lips tried to move, but they remained stitched together. His heart, his brain, his mouth had stopped working. Words fell from Asa’s lips, while his mind was somewhere else, hidden behind thick walls of glass.

      “Which one?” he heard himself ask, but some part of him already knew.

      “The Firstborn,” said the soldier. “During the Long Night.”

      “Did she…? Was she…?” He wanted to ask questions, but his mind was blank, his mouth full and sticky.

      “You will be escorted to the Rock at fifth bell for the Stripping,” said the crimson-clad man.

      “Wren,” Asa choked out. “What about Wren?”

      “The Lastborn have departed to complete their training. You will attend the Stripping alone. We will come for you at fifth bell.” The man clicked his heels together with a slight bow to Asa, then departed for the door with his retinue in tow, leaving Asa standing in a mess of cut glass.

      Asa’s mouth was full of cotton, his mind full of nothing. His ears rang. His body moved of its own accord. He stooped, head full of static, reaching for the glass shards with trembling hands. He plucked them up, bit by bit, not realizing he’d injured himself until blood welled in a neat line. Bryn. And all he could think of was his sister as a child, holding him after they’d lost their mother, and how there was no one to hold him now. He heard a whimper, not realizing that it had come from his throat.

      He must have frozen, and then there was someone crouching next to him. Annet. Annet was there, her pianist’s fingers wrapping something soft around his bleeding hand, her strange eyes finding Asa’s.

      “Asa,” she said. “Leave this. Come with me.”

      He nodded, obeyed. Asa didn’t remember the walk out of the laboratory, down the hall, the smacking of footsteps sounding against the tile. When he came to, he was sitting in a chair in a small office. Annet shut the door, stopped near him.

      “Asa,” she said again, clutching both his hands, her brow furrowed with emotion.

      “It’s…it’s my sister, Bryn. She’s…”

      “I heard. I’m so sorry.”

      “I… She… We weren’t close. She didn’t even like me.” He felt tears welling in his eyes, and he brushed them away, angry that he would waste them on Bryn, when she’d never cared for him. “We fought just yesterday. I’ve barely seen her since we were children, but somehow…” He cleared his throat. “It’s not supposed to hurt. It shouldn’t hurt.”

      Annet’s voice was soft. “It would hurt anyone, Asa. She’s your sister. There’s nothing to stop it from hurting.”

      No, it should not hurt him. It was why they separated families. Parents from children, sibling from sibling. This was war. It was better to break the familial bonds when they were young, before the attachment grew, before the hurt grew. But if that was true, why did it feel like Asa’s beating heart had been ripped from his chest?

      A hundred memories flashed across his mind. Bryn sneaking an extra dinner roll to him. The lashes she’d tried to take on his behalf. His mother beaming at the two of them, Wren yet to be born. Bryn, her arm around Asa while he cried into her shoulder after their mother died. Wren tricking Bryn into behaving like a child for once, twirling her around in circles. The separation, Asa crying like a baby when Bryn left for the Firstborn barracks.

      A soft knock sounded at the door. It opened, and a tall, handsome man entered. Asa knew his face, but his lips couldn’t piece together a single word for him. Jal. Asa forgot about the necessity of secrets. He only knew Annet had somehow slipped out of the room, and he was suddenly in Jal’s arms, stifling the ragged cry that echoed from his throat as Asa pressed his face into Jal’s shoulder, and screamed with all his force.

      Bryn

      Ash was fast. Bastard fast. Arcanist fast. But I was a trained soldier. I was lethal.

      I sprang, throwing my weight at Ash, knife drawn. He pivoted at the last second, rolling and landing in a graceful crouch.

      We stared each other down, two predators pawing the earth. I marked the vein ticking at his throat, the gleaming brightness of his eyes, the way his mouth turned down slightly at the corners, like a little boy. I wonder what he’d looked like as a child, if he had a mother somewhere who would mourn what I did next.

      We took off at a dead sprint, running head-on toward each other, two stars set to collide until they burned out, until I slid, slipping beneath him, slamming my elbows into Ash’s calves.

      He fell, grunting in pain, rolling and jumping to his feet, but there was something new in his face, something wary and watchful. There was no time to consider it; I twisted, and we fell in a clash of limbs, my hands punching, elbows jutting, striking ribs, flesh, bone. Ash’s magic lashed for my legs and hands, invisible manacles to shackle me; I fell to my back, but the anti-Arcanics that Oberst had drilled into me sprang to my lips, and the hold broke. Ash’s forearm sought my stomach; I swept his leg out from beneath him, then used his body weight as a lever.

      We rolled across the cold earth, each of us counterbalancing with the other’s weight, until he was atop me, his face inches from mine. I butted his head with my own, forehead colliding with his nose, blood spurting. Then my forearm struck up, up, up beneath his chin. I twisted, rolling him over a final time, wrenching his arm behind his back and hauling his torso upright. He went pliant, still.

      “That’s right,” I said softly. “You feel it, don’t you? My knife at your ribs.” I fisted my other hand in his hair, exposing his neck. “And now, your throat.”

      “I knew you were ranked first for a reason,” he said, spitting out blood. “Your captain taught you well.”

      “You big men are easy to get off-balance,” I whispered, tender as a lover. “Always throwing your dicks around.” I pressed the knife more firmly against his neck; a faint line of scarlet appeared. “If I feel the tiniest prickle of magic, you’re dead. You’ll help me escape. How. Why?”

      A grin pulled across his face, tightening the skin of his throat. “You’re not very trusting, are you?”

      “I can leave on my own. I don’t need your help.” I pressed the knife in another centimeter; blood dribbled down his neck.

      He grimaced. “I have people in the south. We can leave tonight.”

      “That doesn’t answer why.”

      “Because I can get your sister out if we leave now,” he said through clenched teeth. “Because they took someone from me too.”

      “I’ll snap your arm out of the socket if you don’t answer me. Who?” I demanded.

      “A sibling,” he bit out. “Stolen when I was a child.”

      Breathing heavily, I released him. He spun around with otherworldly grace. I looked at the bodies there, an enemy and a friend, now cooling together, dead because of magic. Because of me. Something built and built and built within me, some inner coil I’d held in check for years, barely restrained by rusty springs. And as I stared at Vida and Tasch lying together in a motionless heap, it snapped.

      My wrist tightened around the blade. I planted my feet. I sprang.

      Asa

      They came for Asa just as the fifth bell rang.

      Five figures cloaked in red, shrouds pulled over their heads, their forms without faces or gender. The Five Pillars of Durst, the strict religious sect that worshipped the Old Gods that Durst had been unable to abandon.

      One for honor.

      One for truth.

      One for courage.

      One for strength.

      One for discipline.

      The Five Pillars, whom Asa followed to the Chambers, the ancient hall where his sister’s name would be obliterated from the Hallowed Rock. Durst, a country she’d fought and bled for. A place that had whipped her, thrashed her, stripped his sister away bit by bit until he no longer recognized her. Ran her until all the childish roundness was gone from her face, starved her until she lost her cycle, and beat her until pain was an old friend and Asa was a stranger.

      The whispers had already begun—that a jealous, spoiled classmate had killed the best of the Firstborn. But he knew his sister, knew her to the marrow of his bones. She never would have been killed without subterfuge, and everyone knew it. He could see it in the faces of those who stared as he was paraded to the hall, in the BREAKING NEWS banners that had started to consume the rune screens displayed in windows, in the shouts from angry bookies who had congregated to hurl abuse at Bryn Ruelle’s brother.

      Asa hung his head, but within him burned a secret flame, white-hot rage. He’d made the decision as he wept on Jal’s shoulder. He would learn who had killed Bryn, and why. Then he would burn her killer to the ground. No matter what it cost him. No matter what he became. It was the only thought that gave him comfort as he placed one foot before the other, head bowed as he followed the Pillars, his heart full of bitter fire.

      They walked to the Chambers, the massive stone building situated between the university and the Citadel, Asa climbing the stone steps, where Crimson Day would take place in a few short days. So many of his sister’s peers would stand here, receiving Durst’s highest honor. But not Bryn. He felt a thousand eyes upon him as he walked to the Hallowed Rock, the massive stone tablet where the names of each Firstborn had been carved since the program’s inception.

      Footsteps shuffled; a voice echoed across the hall, six heads snapping to meet it. “Apprentice Ruelle, I hope you don’t mind if I attend.”

      Asa scanned the hall for the speaker, apprehension tingling at the familiar smoky tone echoing across the cold stone floor. When he saw its owner, he nearly choked.

      It was Chancellor Mennick.

      Bryn

      My knife plunged down and down and down, and I relished every inch of purchase it made against him, each drop of blood, every inch of flesh that tore free of its home…

      Oberst

      Oberst would kill the man.

      He could barely see, barely think around the news of Ruelle, and Mennick’s aide—the pale, spineless human who’d been sent to deliver the news—was a fucking fool who needed to die. The aid failed to appreciate the rage, the soul-sucking grief rolling off Oberst. He didn’t stop at handing Oberst the report; he prattled on like an overambitious would-be politician. His position as Mennick’s assistant was the only thing that kept Oberst from slamming his skull into the wall until blood gushed from every cavity in his face.

      “By all accounts, it was one of the most successful Long Nights to date,” squeaked the aid. “Few casualties, quick victories, all kills confirmed and linked to the Firstborn who made them. Most returned to the Citadel within two hours of beginning their hunt. The Firstborn Army will add three hundred and five new soldiers to its ranks. The deaths, however, were quite surprising,” he babbled, reading from the list. “Adair. Bracken. Chen. Phair. Rask. Ruelle—”

      “Do not speak their names again,” Oberst said in that too-still, too-quiet voice that had left the greatest of soldiers pissing themselves. “You are not worthy to have their names cross your lips.”

      The aid took on a puffed-up look and made the mistake of opening his mouth. “Captain, I am simply—”

      Oberst had him by the throat and against the wall before he could draw breath. “Do. Not. Speak. To. Me. Again. Shut the fuck up, or I will rip out your spine through your throat. Nod if you understand.”

      The aid gave a curt nod and pressed his lips together. Oberst released him, and he tumbled to the floor, a dark stain spreading against his pants.

      “Leave. Get the fuck out, and send the soldier at the door in your place.”

      The aid scampered away. Oberst breathed in and out, in and out, until he regained a modicum of control. He walked to the window nearest him, looking out over the gray sky that stretched above the Citadel like a dull blanket, clasping his hands behind his back. A curt knock sounded at the door, and he summoned the officer within.

      “How did it happen?” he asked without turning, still gazing out the window.

      This soldier, at least, knew to tread lightly. “It seems that Tasch Bracken followed Bryn Ruelle. It’s unclear who attacked first, but they both died from their injuries. A long-standing enmity, I’m told. It was…quite brutal. Ruelle is—was—a slight person, and then the wolves found them…”

      “I know what she looks like,” Oberst snapped as he turned, relishing how the man’s eyes widened, how he shrank into himself.

      Ruelle. He’d alternated between waves of rage and grief since he’d heard the news. It couldn’t be true, he’d told the inspectors, but they’d confirmed the body, confirmed the kill. Part of him wondered if she’d done it on purpose. One final act of defiance to vex him. The rest of him knew she was too proud to fail without a good reason.

      “The remains are in the usual place?” Oberst asked.

      “Yes, sir. In the crypt beneath the hall.”

      Oberst turned on his heel and walked away without another word. He would not believe it until he saw it himself. He was going to see his soldier, and he was going to see her now.

      No magic polluted the crypt beneath the Great Hall that had long held the Citadel’s dead. That was real fire burning in the torches that lined the stone staircase, descending into the crypt’s coolness. Oberst was glad for it; at the end of the day, it was magic that had killed Ruelle. Magic that had begun the war, that had forced Ruelle into the Oval.

      Step. Step. Step. Down and down he walked, his legs and thoughts in a spiral. Ruelle was too stubborn, too willful to die. Strangers who looked upon her saw only a slight, quiet girl. They didn’t know the tempest beneath. Ruelle did not bend for the earth; she tilted it beneath her feet.

      Down and down and down… But if it was her…could he school his face into an expressionless mask, into the nothing he needed to be? Or would he leave the crypt and find Bracken’s father, and rip the heart from his chest? He liked that option.

      Down and down and down. He knew better than anyone what she was capable of. He was perhaps the only one who truly knew her. He had molded her into the finely tuned instrument of destruction she’d become. No, he wouldn’t believe it until he saw her himself. Until he confirmed the kill.

      He’d reached the landing at the bottom when another set of footsteps echoed against the cool stone. Oberst swung himself into the dark beneath the stairs, his knife at the ready. He waited until the footfalls sounded on the last step, then sprang forward, only to run right into…

      “Chancellor Mennick,” Oberst said, so surprised that he forgot himself for a fraction of a second and allowed irritation and cold fury to wash over his features. Then he straightened, stood at attention, his mind churning as he wondered why the chancellor was here to look over the bodies of a few dishonored soldiers. Mennick’s aid toddled down the stairs after him, hiding behind Mennick like a frightened child.

      “I’m relieved to find you here, Captain. It saves me the trouble of summoning you. There is dark work that must be done, and you’re one of two people who can do it. We need those who knew Ruelle best to identify her. The brother will serve as one, and you will serve as the other.”

      I deserve to look upon my fallen in private, Oberst thought as he nodded. “Of course, sir,” he answered.

      Mennick extended his hand. “After you, Captain.”

      Asa

      “Chancellor Mennick.” Asa choked out the man’s name, then gave a curt bow as an afterthought. Oberst stood behind Mennick, his expression dark and shuttered. Asa couldn’t look at him without remembering the whip in his hand.

      “Please accept my condolences, Apprentice Ruelle,” Mennick said with a bow of the head. “I’m not in the habit of attending Strippings, but your sister’s death is a special tragedy.”

      Asa was too numb to think. “How was she killed?”

      “By Bracken’s hand,” Mennick answered. Asa thought he saw Oberst’s eyes tighten at the corners. “It pains me to require such a ceremony, but rules must be followed. I would like to stay, if that is all right with you, of course.”

      After what felt like a long pause, Asa found his voice. “Thank you, Chancellor. Of course, sir.”

      Asa walked forward, both sets of eyes upon him, Mennick’s gaze like a sad, heavy weight at his feet, Oberst’s sharp as glass. He was watching Asa, as if looking for…something. Asa did his best to steel his nerves. He realized, for the first time, that his hands were shaking.

      It was the longest walk of Asa’s life, as he moved toward the raised dais at the head of the room, his legs somehow shifting while his thoughts existed outside his body. Atop a long stone pillar lay a form wrapped in gauze, with a red cloak draped over it. His boots clicked against the stone floor, echoed by Mennick’s, who walked to the corpse with Asa. He wished with everything in him he could say goodbye to his sister alone.

      “Chancellor,” said the aid. “I feel the need to serve as the voice of reason about your attendance here. If anyone were to see you…”

      Mennick turned with a slowness that chilled Asa’s blood. Asa had only ever seen the politician, but this face…it was the soldier, the thin veneer of his civility peeled away. “These soldiers are my children. Fallen or not, they gave all they had to us, in service to this country. They are mine, regardless of how they died.”

      “No, o-of course not, Chancellor. I did not mean to suggest—”

      “Leave us,” Mennick commanded. “I shall say their final prayers myself. That is all.”

      The aid nodded and scurried out of the chambers, his skittering footfalls disappearing up the stairs. Then the crypt keeper pulled back the red cloak, and the room stilled.

      Asa reached the figure’s head, knowing what was expected of him, trying to find the courage to honor this horrible, cruel tradition. He looked to his right, where Oberst stood, his face stony as his eyes found Asa’s and held them. Asa closed his eyes for only a moment before slipping his fingers beneath the shroud, terrified of what he would see there. He took a breath. He lifted it. He stared.

      Oberst

      Every part of Oberst went still. It was a woman’s body. Long dark hair, sun-streaked ends. A number of stab wounds, some purple from a rune blade, some regular, stood out against her abdomen, but Oberst barely saw them for her other injuries. She had been mauled, badly. What was left of her face was indiscernible.

      Oberst forced himself to look at the body. It was a second that felt like an eternity, and then he found himself staring at the floor, at Mennick, anywhere but at Ruelle and her mutilated form. Mennick stood there, a great sadness in his cool-gray eyes.

      “Her marks?” Mennick questioned.

      The crypt keeper lifted the right arm. “The tracker inked for the Trial stopped responding.” He lifted the left arm, examining the inner bicep. “The rune identifier, however, matches.”

      “And her other identifying features?”

      “A scar below the jaw,” the crypt keeper read from the file. “Five piercings, two in the right lobe, three in the left. A broken nose that was reset. Stitches at her ribs…” He went on, detailing every scar or mark located on Bryn Ruelle’s body. “I’ve checked myself, sir. They’re all there.”

      “Leave us,” Mennick demanded. The crypt keeper nodded, and then they were alone.

      No one spoke for a long moment. It was Mennick who broke the silence. “You knew her well, Captain?”

      Oberst fought to control his expression, his shaking hands. Ruelle. How could that be Ruelle lying there? “I did, Chancellor.”

      Mennick brought the torch closer, and Oberst thought he saw…grief in his eyes. “Do you have any doubts that this is her?”

      Oberst’s skin prickled. “Should I, sir?”

      Mennick spoke as if Oberst were not there. “She was taken down so easily,” he said, as if to himself. He cleared his throat. “There have been soldiers who have tried to escape the Long Night. I don’t imagine Ruelle would be one of them, but…”

      “But?”

      “But if so, we would need to launch a manhunt immediately. To find her, to learn the truth of what happened.”

      Oberst searched Mennick’s face. “Do you have suspicions of foul play?”

      “Not at the moment,” Mennick said, staring down at the corpse, his voice swimming with suppressed emotion. “But I can hope,” he finished softly. Asa Ruelle simply stood there, a frozen, emotionless statue.

      Oberst choked down the screaming in his head. He approached the body, looking it over, walking from head to toe. It was Ruelle…and it was not. But then his eye snagged upon something—an intact bit of flesh along the still-present jawline. A spike of adrenaline shot through him. The brother. Oberst needed to get a closer look at her brother. He tucked a tendril of hair behind the ear, standing there for a long, long moment, controlling his face, his voice, willing himself into a neutral mask of calm.

      Oberst cleared his throat, meeting Mennick’s eyes. “It’s Ruelle, Chancellor.”

      Mennick clenched his lips into a thin line, and Oberst saw pain there, open and undisguised. “Asa,” Mennick said softly. “What do you see?”

      Bryn

      My knife plunged down and down and down, and oh gods, this was nothing like the other body. I was going to be sick; I was going to vomit. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, swallowing the sob that threatened to bubble up my throat. Split your mind. Split it again. I plunged the knife into the body—her body—pushing my feelings behind a heart of stone, as my arm moved methodically, all the while whispering, “I’m sorry.”

      Then I looked down at my bloodstained clothes. I stripped down, standing naked before Ash, who looked me over with cool assessment.

      “Do it,” I ordered.

      Asa

      Long dark hair. A pale face. Torn flesh, jagged teeth marks. Features obliterated by violence. Bile rose up Asa’s throat. His lip quivered. A tiny sound escaped before he composed himself. He felt a hand upon his shoulder, and he turned. Mennick. They stood like that for a moment, Asa’s entire body shaking, Mennick’s hand a weight atop his shoulder, Oberst watching them both with an odd, torn expression on his face.

      After a moment, he steadied himself enough to do what he’d come to do. He brushed back the dark hair, placed a kiss on the cold, ashen forehead. He replaced the shroud and nodded at Mennick.

      They ascended the steps to the dais, the Five Pillars surrounding Asa in a semicircle. Torches lit the room, the lamps fully dimmed. Asa willed his knees not to shake, willed his countenance into smooth, unruffled nothing, as he stood before the wall of names carved into the Hallowed Rock.

      Honor, the first Pillar, spoke. “Asa Ruelle. Midborn son. Do you know why you’ve been summoned here today?”

      “Yes,” Asa said, his voice a strangled thing that echoed across the empty room.

      “The Firstborn of your family has brought shame upon you,” said Truth.

      “She was timid when she should have been bold,” said Courage.

      “She was weak when she needed to be strong,” said Strength.

      “She was chaos when she should have been control,” said Discipline.

      “To be chosen by the Old Gods is to become one of Durst’s children. To be given a country. A family. Bryn Ruelle dishonored the gifts bestowed upon her by Durst. Now what was given shall be taken. Come forward, Asa Ruelle,” said Honor.

      He stepped forward, holding his hand out to Truth. “By blood it was done, by blood shall it be undone.” Truth pricked Asa’s finger, filling a paper stylus with his blood until the tip was saturated. Then Truth walked to the Hallowed Rock and began to write.

      Across Bryn’s name, Truth drew long scarlet runes in Asa’s blood. The infinity symbol; the runes for family and country; the runes for each of the Five Pillars; a line, striking through each; and an X, to obliterate. And within his heart, Asa burned and burned and burned.

      The stone hissed and smoked. It grew, filling the hollow places where Bryn’s name had been carved when she was only a baby who’d survived the Culling, when she was a shiny new thing full of promise, a tool to be used and discarded. The stone expanded into the grooves where her name was written, swallowing it until the stone had an empty spot in long columns of names.

      Then Courage handed him a torch. “Come forward, Midborn son. As light is to light, so is dark unto dark. Take the torch given to you. Light the flame, and bring your sister into eternal darkness. Lay her memory to rest.”

      Asa took a long final look at the figure on the pyre. Then he touched the torch to the gauze and set his sister ablaze.

      Bryn

      I stared at the cold sky, watching my breath leave in plumes, pointing out the litany of scars on my naked form so Ash could recreate them on Vida. Stitches here. A stab wound there. A broken clavicle, a broken nose. A few birthmarks, the smattering of freckles across my nose and shoulders from years spent in the sun. His fingers moved gently across Vida, recreating my identifying marks on her. I turned, and I didn’t miss the breath he sucked in when he beheld my back, the lump of lash marks there. Otherwise, Ash ignored my naked body, looking me over with cold efficiency. I supposed that nudity was nothing novel after years spent at the Veil.

      He held my right arm, sending electricity into the Trial’s tracking runes, then mimicked the features on Vida, and I realized that magic—not the Craft-based half magic that powered the Citadel—was a thing I’d only read about, that I’d studied but never seen until now. I’d expected something cold, foreign, the pain of an electric jolt. I knew I must be in shock, because instead, a soothing warmth kissed my naked flesh. I watched Ash etch every mark and scar upon my body onto Vida’s still frame, amazed—horrified—at the power he wielded, at the way it pulled and pricked against every inch of me.

      “I’ve short-circuited your runemarks,” Ash explained. “These should hold on Vida until the Stripping, but we’ll need to deal with your runes in case someone figures out that you’re not dead.”

      I nodded, pulling on Vida’s shabby tunic and boots. The night’s cold was nothing to that which had seeped into my heart. I grasped Tasch’s smuggled knife, staring down at the friend who had died to help me.

      “Call them,” I said to the Bastard beside me.

      Asa

      Asa stood alone while the body burned, while the air filled with char and smoke. The Pillars sang an ancient song, some ballad written to honor the Old Gods, while Mennick recited the final prayers from memory, but Asa barely heard them. Tears filled his eyes, but he did not let them fall with Mennick on one side of him, Oberst on the other.

      He knew it was over when the Pillars turned their backs on him. Mennick had slipped out at some point, but Oberst remained there, watching Asa with that veiled expression. No one stopped Asa as he turned and walked, alone, back to his barracks, half numb, sick with rage and grief.

      Bryn was dead. Wren was gone. And Asa was alone.

      Bryn

      Ash and I stood side by side, looking to the dark forest, the tangling tree limbs. He whispered once, words that turned to dust against my ears, speaking to the beasts that had endured since the Old Gods walked the earth.

      I heard them first. The soft crunch beneath massive paws. The quiet hiss of gentle breath. The prick and pull of ancient magic that sang from their every cell. I had no memory of seeing the flamewolves as a child. They weren’t as terrifying as I expected. They were worse.

      Five of them crept from the forest, and I recognized them only by the amber of their glistening eyes. Where there should have been silver-white fur, there was only darkness.

      “They’re only white in the light of the moon,” Ash said softly, in response to my unspoken question.

      They crept into the opening, camouflaged against the night, staring Ash down, and I wanted to ask them why. Why they had chosen me and whether they knew what a horrible mistake they’d made. The one in front growled deep in its throat.

      “Are you…telling them what happened?” I asked. “What to do?”

      “They need me to tell them nothing,” he whispered. “They can read human emotions better than the wisest of seers.”

      “Can you speak to them?”

      “In a way,” Ash said. “It’s more feelings than anything. Tonight they are…angry. They are repulsed by the Long Night. They hate what happened here.”

      I planted my feet, fighting the urge to run like mad away from the wolves, knowing I wouldn’t get far.

      Then they turned. They sprang, massive jaws chomping at the bodies there, obliterating features, tearing at flesh and bone. The sharp tang of blood hit the air. One of the wolves looked up, as if catching Ash’s eye, and emitted a low growl.

      “Back away,” he said beneath his breath. “Slowly.”

      “We have to hurry,” I whispered as we retreated, horrified but unable to look away from the bloody scene.

      “Yes,” he said. “But some things cannot be rushed.”

      I’m sorry, Vida, I whispered to myself. I’m so sorry.

      “Nothing can hurt her now,” Ash said as if he’d heard my thoughts, and I prayed to all the gods, new and old, that he was right.

      We backed away, eyes trailing the wolves until they were pinpricks in the distance. When we could no longer hear the tearing of flesh and the crunching of bones, we turned. We ran for the Citadel, two wraiths slipping through the dark, tumbling down the Oval through the moonless night, toward the Lastborn and Wren Ruelle.

    
  
    
      
        Twelve

      
      
        The third child is born of hope. The third child makes the earth anew. The third child is the font from which springs a great and glorious world.

        —The Holy Book, Preamble, 20:12

      

      The clock tower chimed thrice as my loping steps fell across the tidy cobblestone streets, the well-trimmed lawns. I moved carefully, every inch of me on high alert, but the Citadel was silent as a tomb. A soft yellow glow clung to the brick building that housed the Lastborn, bathing the guards there in buttery light. I breathed a sigh of relief. The majority of soldiers were on patrol duty, keeping peace at the pubs until the sun rose and the Trial ended, which wouldn’t happen for hours still. Guards stationed here meant children were inside. I crouched in the hedgerow outside the dormitory, my enemy beside me.

      “We can’t linger,” Ash said.

      “You’re not to give me orders,” I bit out.

      He turned to me, his face inches from my own, so near that I could see where stubble dotted his chin. “The runemarks affixed to Vida won’t last long. A day at most. If for some reason they don’t burn her tomorrow, the marks will fade. Someone will want to know where the real Bryn is, and they’ll track your runes like a hound hunting a rabbit.”

      I stared him down until he looked away, then turned, stone-faced, toward the building. “Her room is there,” I said, pointing to the second story, the window second from the left. “At least it was the last time I was in the building.”

      “When was that?”

      I whispered, “Two years ago.”

      Ash was silent for a moment. “There’s a set of service stairs against the southern exposure.”

      I nodded. “You lead. Don’t be seen.”

      “Four guards on this section of the barracks. Two for you, two for me,” he said, a crooked half grin pulling at the corner of his mouth. “Can you manage that?”

      “Can you?” I said as we moved closer. I flicked my fingers to Ash in a silent countdown. Three…two…one…

      The guards were bulky, all thick, showy muscle, but they were not Firstborn. They were regular soldiers, and I’d been taking down larger men since I was a girl. I knocked one unconscious, then pressed my hand in just the right spot between the second man’s shoulder and ear; he crumpled in a heap. I pulled them into the shadows as Ash did the same with his guards—I hadn’t seen how he’d done it, but they’d gone down without a sound.

      “How did you do that?” I whispered as we moved toward the door.

      “Magic, of course.”

      I wrinkled my nose in distaste. “Do you have a pin? I can pick the lock.”

      “Unnecessary,” Ash said, lowering himself before the handle. He crouched, whispering near the lock in a language I didn’t understand. The door gave a soft click. Ash turned the handle, and we were inside.

      I shut the door as softly as I could, looking down the corridor with its exposed brick, a long, worn rug spread across the floor, and the smells of chalk and hearth that I remembered from the early years, when I’d visited Wren more frequently. Cold, sterile light flooded the place, the kind used only at night.

      I knew the second I entered that I was too late.

      It wasn’t the look of the place—it was the feel of it. No press of a hundred beings huddled together in sleep. No sound, no warmth, just the cold open space of wood and stone, cradling the emptiness.

      “No,” I whispered. I moved at a brisk pace, ripping open the first door I found. I scanned the room. My blood froze in my veins. Empty.

      “No,” I said again, tearing open the next door. Empty. A small sound escaped my throat, something between a whimper and a cry.

      I didn’t bother with the others on that floor. I ran, no longer caring about stealth, not caring about who or what might hear me, flying up the staircase to the second floor, running down the hallway to the second door on the left, my feet skidding to a stop before it, vaguely registering Ash’s whispered words of caution, but I didn’t care. My hand yanked at the knob. I turned, ripping it open, and inside…

      Inside was nothing.

      Wren’s room was empty. No blanket covered the bed. No trinkets, none of Wren’s few possessions. The room had been stripped of her, as if she’d never existed.

      Gone. She was gone. My mouth opened and closed, like a fish gasping for air. The room was too bright, the air too still, and it wouldn’t move into my lungs, and she was gone, she was gone, they had taken her, stolen her, and, oh gods, was she still alive, was she suffering—

      “Look.” Ash pointed to Wren’s bed, to the tiny object that I had missed sitting there.

      A whimper rose in my throat.

      It was a tiny paper swan.

      I picked up the delicate thing, my hands trembling. “I made this for her when she was little,” I said. “I didn’t know she kept it.” The shaking spread up my arm, down my chest and through my torso. Had she known I would come searching for her, or merely hoped? I didn’t know. I would never know. Don’t let him take her.

      Then I was suddenly on my knees, with no memory of how I’d gotten there, and the sound that tore from my throat was barely human. It was ragged, feral. I screamed. I screamed until my throat was raw, not knowing who I was, where I was, just that she was gone, she was gone, and it was my fault, all my fault, for not stopping it, for failing her…

      “Stop it,” Ash said, grabbing me by the arms and shaking me, hard. “Stop it, Bryn.”

      And I tried, godsdamn it, I tried to split my mind, to split it until there was nothing left, to force it all behind the stone wall that lived within my chest, the thing that passed for a heart, only to find a raw, wet beating one.

      “We have to go, Bryn,” Ash said quietly, pulling me to my feet. “We cannot linger.”

      “I have to find my sister,” I cried between sobs.

      He grabbed me by the shoulders and shook me lightly. “Are you a soldier, Ruelle?”

      “What?” The world was too bright; his face was too near, and I could see every pore there, see the vein pulsing at his neck, the hint of a scar cutting across his jaw.

      He shook me harder. “I said, are you a soldier or not?” And his voice, it was not kind. It was firm. It was commanding. And something about it brought me back into my body.

      “Yes,” I heard myself say. “Yes, I am.”

      His eyes were hard; his hands dug into my shoulders. “Then act like one. You cannot fall apart. You want to save her? Survive. Escape, and rescue her.”

      Survive. Yes. I had to survive. Wren was not here. This was just a room, and I could not be Wren’s sister, not if I wanted to survive. I was a soldier. It would take a soldier to find her. To save her.

      Ash looked around. “I sealed off the room when you started screaming, but someone may have heard.”

      My voice came from far, far away. “We need to get out of here, and fast.”

      “Leave that to me,” he said. He looked to the clock tower, then back at me. “I hope you’re not afraid of heights.”

      Asa

      Asa didn’t remember the walk back to the barracks. Somehow his feet steered him to the bathroom. He promptly found the nearest toilet, where he retched until his throat burned and tears streamed from his eyes. A voice sounded behind him, and strong arms pulled him up, half carrying, half dragging him into his room.

      “Shut the door,” Jal said to Annet as he hoisted Asa onto the bed. “Asa,” Jal said, his eyes full of worry.

      Asa did not speak. Could not. His mind was a long, narrow tunnel, and the tunnel was spinning.

      Annet sat beside him, practically on his knee, taking Asa’s hand in her own. “Asa, are you okay?”

      Asa shook his head, searching for his voice. “No, I’m not.” Asa took a heaving breath, struggling to compose himself.

      “I’m so sorry, Asa,” Jal said, his dark eyes wide with concern. “I’m so very sorry about your sister.”

      He knew he shouldn’t say the words, shouldn’t trust them even to the darkest corners of his mind, but they bubbled up his throat and over his lips before he could stop them. “Don’t be,” Asa whispered, wiping away the tears leaking down his cheeks, staring into Jal’s dark eyes. “That wasn’t my sister.”

    
  
    
      
        Thirteen

        Wren

      
      Not even the moon was watching when they came for Wren Ruelle.

      There was no light illuminating the long bank of windows stretching down the Lastborn’s dormitory, nothing but the cold blue glow of a runic lamp, a whisper of swishing robes, and a firm shake to wake her. She blinked, heavy eyes latching on to movement. The Sisters of the Night glided through the space, rousing sleeping children with curt efficiency, faceless behind their shrouds. Their house mother was nowhere to be seen. The guards assigned to lockdown, missing. Even the shadows seemed to desert the children, pulling away from the Sisters to hide in dusty corners.

      Wren’s lone bag had been packed for days now, holding the few precious items she was permitted to bring. A change of clothes, a pair of boots, a comb she’d been told had belonged to her mother. A shell from the North Sea, stolen from the market by Bryn. A tiny straw doll, made by Asa.

      Once dressed, they stole away from their beds in tidy rows, heading toward the Black River. Wren’s brow scrunched. Shouldn’t they be going the other direction, toward stables, trucks, transport that could spirit them away? But with a Sister—armed with a pistol strapped to each thigh—before her, and another marching at her back, there was nothing to do but follow into the cold, quiet dark.

      The dark. Somewhere in the Oval, Bryn walked this same darkness, fighting for her life. At the thought of Bryn, her jaw began to throb. Pain is a warning, her nursemaid, Saskia, had liked to remind her as a child. Especially for you, Wren Ruelle. It was one of the many ways Wren had learned she was different, that she didn’t belong. Even now, the other children kept their distance from her, their fear a metallic coating on her tongue.

      Wren’s jaw gave another painful throb. Bryn. Something was wrong with Bryn. She opened her mind, listening to the chill in the air, the whispering quiet of pines, the wind kissing her face. Your sister lives, the voices whispered. But you, Wren Ruelle, must take care.

      They stopped in a narrow clearing. It looked like any other plot of grass, but if she ignored the rigid constraints of her mind, if she observed it with all of her, she found something…new. Different. Unnatural, like a bird struggling against the bars of a gilded cage. There—hidden in the grass, a glint of brightness stretched in a wide circle, sharp, foreign.

      The Sisters pressed the children together, squeezing them tightly within the circle nestled against the earth. Then Wren stepped forward, and a cold, clear voice rang out. “You.” It was a man’s voice. He watched from a distance, little more than a shadowed lump as he raised a gloved hand to point at her. “Over there.”

      She was taken to another, smaller circle, a few children tucked around her. She could hear more than see the Sister kneel beside her, followed by the clean swish of a knife leaving its sheath. The Sister squeezed forth a drop of blood, pressing it against the circle enfolding them. The metallic taste in Wren’s mouth deepened.

      The Sister righted herself, her voice colder than the breath that froze into puffy wisps when she spoke. “Hold very still,” the woman commanded as the circle began to glow like a lit fuse. “And close your eyes.”

      And just before she drew down her lids, Wren saw him—the silhouette of the man’s face, hood thrown across his head, a chin and jaw that looked…familiar. A glow erupted from the circle, burning her vision. A humming rattled her skin, melting into her bones. Then a sharp crack filled her ears, and the world fell away. All of her went whoosh, as if she’d suddenly been dropped from atop a mountain with nothing to catch her. Her stomach caught in her throat. The air squeezed from her lungs. Somewhere behind her, a child screamed.

      Just as quickly, it passed. Earth landed beneath her feet. Her stomach resituated itself in its normal place. Pine tickled her nose, and woodsmoke, and rushing water.

      But that was nothing to the feeling that accosted her once her feet again braced the earth. It tugged at her, pulled at her skin, her blood, the space between her bones. Riveting. Wrong. Wherever she was, she knew intuitively it was far, far from the place she’d called home.

      Wren Ruelle steeled herself. She cracked an eye. She stared, and stared, and stared.

    
  
    
      
        
          Part Two
          The Traitor
        

      
    
  
    
      
        Fourteen

        Bryn

      
      Bryn Ruelle is dead.

      That’s what I told myself after Ash scraped me off the floor of Wren’s tiny bedroom.

      That’s what I told myself as I raced with Ash up the clock tower’s service elevator, the gears and metal pushing in around me, constricting me into nothing.

      That’s what I told myself as I stood atop the highest point in the Citadel, the freezing wind lashing my hair, the ground far below a smattering of twinkling lights. I didn’t let myself think as Ash strapped a harness over his chest and back, then affixed me to the front of it. And when he counted down and ran along the thin catwalk there and flung himself off the roof, I went with him. I jumped off the dark edge, my hair flying behind me in a taut curtain, dark wings erupting from the Craft-made glider Ash wore, plummeting away from the clock tower, from the Citadel and everything I’d ever known.

      I’d only ever flown on a glider alone, never in tandem, and certainly never with an enemy. Idle questions flitted across my mind as the wind whipped my face, prying tears from my eyes—how had Ash managed to snag a glider; how many traitors lived within the Citadel; what would happen to the possessions I’d packed just yesterday, and how soon would they trash the few items belonging to my mother? It would all be gone, every last piece of her except the distant memories I clung to like a second skin. The cold seeped into every inch of me, Ash’s long form the only heat to be found, my mind numb as my fingers while we flew in a southeasterly direction, gliding past guards and barricades, past the walled stone gates, until the lights were glittering stars in the background that winked out. My skin tingled as we whooshed past the wards. Ash adjusted the angle, and we began to descend, the frost-covered ground rushing up to meet us.

      Then we landed, neither of us speaking as Ash quickly disassembled the glider and stowed it in his pack. The silence roared in my ears, in my head.

      “Which direction?” I asked.

      “South. We’ll be traveling along the wolves’ trail. Stay close.” He dug a woolly hat and a faded army coat from his pack. I threw them on, and we ran.

      We ran under the cover of darkness, and I pushed my body as hard as I could, so hard that I could barely breathe, could barely think. I ran until shards of glass bloomed in my lungs, until the purple stain on Vida’s chest was a pinprick of memory and the veins in Tasch’s eyes were buried far, far away. The wolves avoided us, although I could feel the hiss and tingle of magic, as if they watched from nearby. Maybe it would be a relief for one to grip me by the throat and clamp down until my consciousness snuffed out, putting an end to what should have happened at the Culling long, long ago.

      Somehow my legs kept moving, long after the twinkling stars warmed to a pink dawn, and we stopped at last at a tiny rocky outcropping. Ash produced a domed tent from his pack, the same ones the nomadic Bastards used in the Oval.

      “I’ve warded it,” he said. “It will render us undetectable to all but the strongest traces.”

      Ash started a small fire while I sat, numb and useless, wondering what the point was of my Firstborn years if I was going to sit there like a scared, sad lump. I clenched my fists. Survive.

      “Where are we going?” I demanded.

      “To a camp where we can remove that.” He gestured to the series of runes inscribed across my forearm.

      My gut twisted. “You’re going to jailbreak me?”

      He nodded. “It must be done. For your safety, and mine, and everyone whose lives we’ll endanger otherwise.”

      “That’s a crime,” I said. “Punishable by demotion, dishonorable discharge, imprisonment…”

      He cocked an eyebrow at me. “I think you’re well beyond that, don’t you?”

      My teeth clenched. “No one will come looking for me,” I spat out, my frigid hands warming before the small fire. It was one of the smokeless rune fires the Arcanists conjured, the dim blue flame producing just enough heat to take the chill out of my frozen bones. “Wren is gone.” Not that she would have bothered anyway. “Asa…he won’t. There’s no one who will think twice.” No one who would care, I didn’t bother adding.

      “Captain Oberst will care,” Ash said. “He will care very much that you are dead.”

      I stiffened. “How can you know that?”

      Ash poked at the blue flames, and they grew a bit higher. “I’ve seen how he watches you.”

      I stared him down. “Because you’ve been watching me?”

      He looked up, holding my gaze. “Perhaps.”

      “Why? For how long?”

      He hesitated, as if choosing his words carefully. “A few weeks now.”

      The pieces began to fall together in my mind. “Say it,” I demanded, a haze descending over me as my stomach churned. “You might as well tell me.”

      He exhaled slowly. “It’s part of my job to identify assets. It was part of Vida’s as well. She suggested you might be…cooperative. Sympathetic to the Sickle’s cause.”

      I closed my eyes, swallowing down the betrayal. “Did she know what you are?” He didn’t respond. “Did she?”

      “Yes. She knew, and she sent you to me anyway.”

      Something in my chest started to uncoil. All the strain, the shock, the pain and rage crawled up my throat. My hands shook. “Assets,” I quipped back, my voice as frozen as the ground. “Traitors, you mean?”

      His gaze was steady. “Seems I chose well.”

      “Fuck you,” I snarled.

      If he cared, it didn’t show on his face as he caught my eye. “It’s a compliment, Ruelle. I didn’t have to work you at all. You turned on your own.”

      “I have not turned!” I snapped. I closed my eyes. I forced a gulp of air down my lungs. Survive. “Tell me what you know,” I ordered. “What you held back. Leave nothing out.”

      He sat across from me, his dark eyes luminous in the fire’s cool glow, and stretched out his long legs against the bleached late-summer grass. I noticed for the first time that the tattoo wound up his neck, behind his ear. It glistened in the rune light. “For about a year now, we’ve known that someone within the Citadel was colluding with the Arcanists to steal Bastard children and take them west, to the Wastes. As I told you, this person—or people—carefully encodes their messages in such a way that it would implicate the Sickle in the event they’re decrypted. And we’re not the only ones who know something is off, if someone else was suspicious enough to leave the message for you to find.”

      “Was that your doing?” I asked.

      “No,” he said. “At first, we thought the disappearances were random, but they’re not. The kidnappers are picking off the children with close Arcanic ancestry. I bet you didn’t know that the Dursti historians track bloodlines. Not just for you full citizens, but for us Bastards too.”

      A sneer pulled at my face. “You’re not a Bastard. You’re an Arcanist.”

      “I am Dursti by birth,” he bit back, “and Arcanist by law. Just like you’re a Firstborn and a traitor. Perhaps that’s why the Dursti are particularly interested in your bloodline.”

      A tingle worked down my spine. “How do you know that?”

      “Because a Sickle spy in the Citadel put herself in tremendous danger to learn everything she could about the stolen children, where they were taken, and why.”

      I clenched my jaw. “Vida.”

      “Yes. She worked herself into a position in the genealogical archives, where she had access to the carefully guarded historical records. I asked her to pull what she could find about you, in case you proved to be an asset for us. It turns out the Citadel was tracking your mother’s bloodline very closely.”

      “What?” I asked, my cheeks heating. “Why?”

      Ash shook his head carefully. “I don’t know. But I bet it has something to do with why your sister was stolen.” He gave me a cruel grin, arched a brow. “Maybe you’ll quicken into an Arcanist too.”

      “Shut your filthy mouth. I’m nothing like you.”

      He shrugged, indifferent. “It’s not a coincidence that a child with a carefully monitored bloodline has disappeared. The Dursti historians document all manner of inconvenient truths.” He paused. “It’s how I learned my parents are dead.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. I’m sorry? That’s awful? You’re still a heinous criminal? I glared at him. “Or perhaps you know so much about the missing children because this is your doing. The Reaper’s work.”

      “Don’t be a fool,” he snapped, eyes flashing. “In case it’s not blatantly apparent, I am attempting to fight the Trade. Why the fuck would I lie about that?”

      “If not you, then who? What Dursti would collude with Arcania to sell children?”

      “We don’t know. We only know he—or she—is powerful enough to access high-ranking intelligence. We suspect the children have been transported using advanced Makery technology, the same that allows the Lastborn to disappear without a trace. We know that Durst has space-modifying Craft tech, which can move humans from one place to another. Based on what Tasch told you, Wren’s likely on her way to the Wastes, near the Durst-Arcania border. It’s rumored prisoners from the Great War are still held there.”

      I shuttered my eyes. It was so quiet here; there was nothing around us, not for miles and miles. No lights. No buildings. Just an infinite stretch of star-flecked sky, yet I could see Vida’s dead eyes as surely as if a rune screen rotated above me, replaying the moment again and again. “The Wastes are weeks from here. And they’re poisoned. Toxic. They’ll all be dead before we can get there!”

      “Unless it’s a lie to keep people out.”

      And the most important question, the one I was scared to ask… “How many children have you brought back?”

      “Of those sold into the Trade? Many. But the ones who go to the Wastes…” He didn’t finish, and it was answer enough.

      “Why? What do they want with her?”

      He clenched his jaw. “What do they want with any of them? We don’t know. But this is larger than your sister, and there’s far more at stake.”

      Up was down and down was up, and my head was spinning, round and round. “Why should I believe you?” I said, taking stock of the weapons around me. “This could all be a ruse to sell me off like the rest of them.”

      “And what do you know of what it would be like to be sold?” he said, his voice dropping. “I can promise you it’s nothing like this. Only someone who’s never known suffering would say something so ignorant.”

      My hands shook; I realized I was trembling all over. “You know nothing about me. I’ve been a soldier since I was a child, and I just gave up everything—everything I’ve ever known to rescue my sister!”

      “Yes, you sacrificed murdering defenseless slaves,” he said in a flat voice. “You’re a real hero.”

      I could have clawed his eyes out. “At least I don’t delude myself into thinking I’m some fucking savior. How many soldiers have you killed while saving lives? But that’s okay, isn’t it? Who gives a fuck if soldiers die?”

      “I made my choices, and I can live with them,” he said evenly. “Ask yourself if you can live with yours.”

      “I’m only here, with you, because I had no choice!” I screamed, not caring who or what might hear me.

      “Oh, you had a choice,” he said, leaning closer to me. “Don’t delude yourself, Ruelle. You could have killed me and gone about your business. Instead you’re here. Perhaps you should ask yourself why.”

      “I’m here for Wren,” I said, my voice stumbling over her name. “And when this is over—”

      “You’ll what?” Ash interrupted, his voice sharp. “You think you’ll go back to your unit, and they’ll welcome you with open arms? Wake up. You’re not some sad, stupid little girl. You’re the Bastard Bitch. You’re a soldier, a godsdamned good one if the Citadel is to be believed. You’re smart. Act like it.”

      I was suddenly in his face, inches from his eyes, his mouth, and I don’t know if I was screaming, if I’d raised my hand to strike him. I only knew that his face remained completely calm, unyielding, as he watched me explode, calling him every foul name I could think of, Bastard and traitor and whore. And he said nothing in response, and it somehow made me angrier, until I landed on enemy.

      His eyes flashed as he looked at me, and I knew I’d hit a nerve. “They don’t get to decide my enemies for me. If you’re smart, you won’t let them decide for you either.”

      “I will never trust you,” I spat.

      “Fine. Don’t. But you have to tolerate me until we reach the camp. Then I’m out of your life for good.”

      “And you’ll do what? Go back to terrorizing Firstborn soldiers? Back to getting arrested, snorting valera root?”

      “You are a sheltered little thing, aren’t you? The valera root is a cover. It’s hard to be a threat to the Citadel when they think you’re perpetually high.”

      “Give me the real reason you’re helping me,” I demanded.

      He rounded on me. “Because it’s what Vida would want,” he said suddenly. “She died to help you. She loved you.”

      I was so bitter, so raw inside, anger and betrayal and grief warring within me. “Because I was an asset. Because I was someone she could use.”

      “No,” he said, firmly but quietly. “Because she saw compassion in you. It was why she singled you out in the first place. To Vida, you were family. And what wouldn’t we give for our families?”

      Every part of me felt electrified, like even my blood was humming, but some of my rage had bled out. I was suddenly tired, the sort of fatigue that forces you to close your eyes. My mind needed to power down, protect itself from what I’d seen today. Vida. I couldn’t think her name, couldn’t see the dark curtain of her hair spread behind her, the pool of red beneath her…

      I was dizzy; my head was foggy, and what I’d left behind, what was lying ahead of me… “It would be better if we split now,” I said. “You go your way, I’ll go mine.”

      He turned to me, looking me up and down. “You won’t last a day alone here.”

      “What a stupid man you are.” My voice was flat, numb. “A stupid, egotistical man.”

      “I’m well aware of your habits, Ruelle. I know you’re a cultivated loner. That you refuse to work with people you don’t know. That you barely work with those you do know. But survival is a numbers game. Don’t gamble yours away. You can’t rescue your sister if you’re dead.”

      He had a point.

      I looked at him, exhaustion settling over every inch of me. I needed to lie down. I needed to forget, if only for an hour. “How do I know you won’t kill me in my sleep?”

      He shrugged. “You don’t. But you don’t have a choice. You look ready to collapse.” He was right, and I hated him for it.

      His voice came from far away as I forced myself onto my side, staring at the fire. I wanted the release of tears as badly as I didn’t want him to see me cry. But it didn’t matter because the tears didn’t come. I didn’t deserve them.

      “I am not a Darling at the Veil, you know,” he said. “I’m the doorman. But I’ve done…many things for intelligence. Perhaps there’s no difference.” His voice grew softer. “I am truly sorry about Vida. She was…the best of us.” He paused for a moment. “I felt someone watching us at the Veil. I never considered it was Tasch. I warned Vida, but she wasn’t careful enough, and neither was I. So, really, it’s my fault she’s gone, not yours.”

      But it was my fault. All my fault. I said nothing. I just lay there, waiting for my thoughts to slow, waiting to feel a knife slip between my ribs, waiting for moisture to gather at the corners of my eyes and to fall thick as honey down my cheeks. They never came.

      “This is the farthest I’ve ever been from the Citadel,” I whispered to no one.

      Sleep rushed in like a swift, dark tide, blanketing my thoughts, dragging me down into its warm embrace.

      

      ***

      Ash shook me awake three hours later. I kept watch while he slept, tracking the rise and fall of his chest, wondering if I should smother him and run like hell for the Wastes. Realizing that if I did, I would be dead before I made it there, and Wren would be… I didn’t finish the thought. He was right. I knew nothing of the world outside the Citadel. I had to remove the runemark if I wanted to survive.

      With his face softened in sleep, he looked younger. Gentler. I looked away. I didn’t want to see the humanity in him. It would make it harder to kill him when the time came.

      The sun was high above me when I shook Ash awake. He tossed an apple at me from his pack, and we drank from the waterskin he’d brought.

      I cleared my throat. “I take it we’re going to meet more magicians?”

      “We’re going to a refugee camp. Some are magicians. More are not.”

      “Who leads them?”

      “A woman named Kali.”

      “And who is she?”

      He arched a brow at me. “She’ll have to tell you that.”

      It was the extent of our conversation, and then we were off, tearing a blistering pace southeast, my body warming at the familiar feeling of pushing it too hard. We did not speak unless necessary, Ash occasionally barking out an instruction. “South here.” “Stay to the left.” “Just a bit longer.” I didn’t bother retorting, didn’t bother telling him I didn’t need his godsdamned orders and that I was the best navigator in my year. My body worked on autopilot while my mind was far, far away from the hillocks we traipsed, from the dew-soaked grasses, the songs of cicadas and crickets, owls and tree frogs. The landscape changed. Everything grew taller. Leaner. The trees, the hills, the dips and dents in the land. I realized, for the first time, how little I’d seen of the world, how little I’d experienced of my own country.

      The late afternoon was blistering when we at last crested a hill and looked down over an empty depression in the land. “We’re here,” Ash announced.

      I frowned, looking around. “We’re forty-five clicks southeast from the Citadel. Durthnab is due south. Baddat is a hard day’s ride away. But here…there’s nothing.” The nothing extended in every direction, dark trees followed by more grass, more birdsong and quiet. I wondered if Ash was more than a little mad.

      “That’s because you’re not marked with the proper runes. Kali has to draw them with her own hand. You’ll need contact with a rune bearer to get through.” He took my hand, threading his fingers through my own. His palm was rough, but his fingers were long, elegant, and I tried to remember if anyone had ever held my hand before.

      As we walked forward, some invisible barrier gave way. In the span of a blink, a hidden world appeared in a dizzying rush.

      I found myself in the middle of a small village. Huts dotted the area; livestock roamed, goats and chickens and a pretentious-looking cat, which hissed at me before darting away. The entire place smelled of cooking meat and woodsmoke and people living too closely together. A few children darted after one another in the distance, laughing as they gave chase. And there, waiting before the wooden fence snaking about the perimeter, was a woman.

      I would have marked her as a powerful magician from afar. Her magic crackled across my skin and coated my tongue. She was tall and lithe, her dark brown arms lit up with glowing symbols, runes that must have activated when the camp’s wards were breached. She smiled as her gaze fell upon Ash. But then her eyes—sage-green eyes that turned up at the corners—locked upon the Firstborn overcoat I’d stolen as we raced from the Citadel, and her smile fell.

      Crimson flashed before my eyes. I looked down at my chest, where a single red dot fluttered.

      It was the sight of Kali’s rifle, aimed at my heart.

    
  
    
      
        Fifteen

      
      
        The people known as Dursti and Arcanist tolerated one another for centuries, until their distinct cultures were forced into one nation-state by their respective kings. Had the Unification never taken place, it is possible that the Great War never would have followed. But power cares not for people. It cares only for more power.

        —A Brief History of Durst, L. Hawks (Blackbooked in 915 and removed from circulation)

      

      “Halt!” she yelled at us. “Come another step closer, and I will kill you both.”

      Ash released my hand; my fingers went cold from the loss of his touch. He held his hands above his head in surrender. “It’s me, Kali.”

      “It cannot be,” she said clearly, anger coloring her accented voice. “The Ash I know would not dream of bringing a Firstborn here.” She spat the word like it was a curse.

      My fingers itched to hold my rifle, which had likely been requisitioned since my death. Instead, I held up my hands slowly. “I mean you no harm,” I said. “I’m headed west to find my sister.”

      Kali acted as if I had not spoken. “Have you lost your godsdamned mind, Ash?”

      “I helped her escape during the Long Night,” Ash said slowly. “One of her own soldiers tried to kill her, was going to turn her over for asking for my help.”

      I chafed at the description, then realized…it was accurate. I had sought the Reaper’s help, whether I’d known it or not. I would have been executed for it. You still might be, said a small, overly honest voice. A terrible voice, one that suddenly wondered who had won the Long Night, who had killed the most defenseless slaves, who was burning at the pyre today, and what might have been if only I’d stayed. And the voice whispered: You can never go back; you can never go back; you can never go back.

      Kali’s rifle remained at attention. “One of her soldiers has killed everything I’ve ever loved.”

      “She needs your help. The Dursti believe her dead…for now. I need you to jailbreak her.”

      Surprise flashed across Kali’s face, her rifle dropping an inch before she righted herself. If I’d had my rifle, that’s when I would have taken her out.

      “You brought a runemarked Firstborn here?” Kali’s voice shook. “Are you insane? If anyone is tracking her, you’ve as good as brought them to our door!”

      “They think she’s dead,” Ash repeated. “No one is looking for her.”

      “No one is looking for her yet,” Kali corrected. “But when they do—and they will—they’ll come straight here.”

      “Not if you strip her runes first,” Ash countered.

      “She has nothing to offer me!”

      “She’s Asa Ruelle’s sister, Kali,” Ash said carefully.

      My head snapped around. “What the hell does Asa have to do with this?”

      But they ignored me, and began arguing in crisp Baddati. I could catch only every fifth word or so, but their tones and tempers said enough, and mine rose with it.

      “Stop,” I snarled, and my voice cut through the argument like a knife. “You save children, yes? Risk your life to do so? Well, my sister is a child too! Does her life matter? Or is it only Bastard children who are worth saving, you godsdamned hypocrites.” I took a step forward, not caring that she again raised her gun at me. “She’s been sold to the Arcanists, to Hirsch himself, and I’m going after her. If you won’t help me, fine. I’ll go alone, like I’ve done everything else in my life, but don’t waste another second of my time, and don’t you dare think about stopping me.” I turned on Ash, heart hammering against my chest. “This was a mistake,” I snapped, my face red-hot with rage. “I’m leaving.”

      Kali paused. “The Wastes?”

      “That’s where her sister was taken,” Ash answered. “Likely the same location as the other children.”

      Kali narrowed her eyes at me. “Why your sister?” Kali demanded.

      I stared her down. “That’s what I intend to find out.”

      “And you believe you can survive the Wastes?” Kali sneered. “The radioactive pit, the no-man’s-land? That’s where the pampered Firstborn hopes to go?”

      “The pampered Firstborn will be going there, with or without your help,” I bit out.

      Kali didn’t look away from me as she spoke to Ash in another language, an older dialect I recognized as some blend of Old Arcanic and Dursti, short, choppy words, lopped-off consonants. Kali glared at Ash. “I see you still have a death wish.”

      He gave her a slow smile that was at once lush and seductive, and I understood exactly how he was so good at gathering intel at the Veil. “That’s what makes me fun.”

      “It’s what makes you an idiot.” Kali turned to me, the sneer returning to her lovely face. “I’ll jailbreak you, Firstborn. I’ll help you cross into the Wastes.” She smiled, cold and cruel. “For a price.”

      “I don’t have any money,” I said.

      “There are many ways to pay that have nothing to do with money.” Her face darkened at the words.

      “Name your price, then.”

      Kali led us to a large canvas tent that served as her headquarters. Oil lamps hung from the ceiling on long golden chains; worn carpets covered the floor. She gestured to a giant map dominating the tent wall. “There are rescues I need transported to one of our safe houses. Drop the rescues, then pick up a package for me.”

      “What are we picking up?” I asked. “And from where?”

      “The package is of a…confidential nature. I won’t say more in case you’re apprehended. It’s being held in the Baddat Armory.”

      “The Baddat Armory,” I repeated, stunned.

      Kali continued as if she hadn’t heard me. “After you’ve collected the package, I’ll arrange passage for you to cross the river here, at the Gray Gap.” She indicated it, pointing to a wide section of the Black River, where the mountain chain broke. “Once in Arcania, it should be simple enough to cross into the Wastes.”

      “Arcania,” I said. I couldn’t help myself—I laughed. I pointed to the map, using my finger to draw a straight line from her camp to the Black River. “The Gray Gap is due east from here, a day at most. Baddat will take me three days in the wrong direction. Triple the time, the travel.”

      Kali gave me an innocent look. “Does the clever Firstborn have a better plan?”

      “I can get to the Wastes without stepping foot in enemy territory,” I challenged.

      “By all means,” Kali said, with a dismissive wave of her hand, “cut through the mountains instead. It will take you weeks, but maybe your sister will still be alive by the time you crest the summit and make it down the other side.”

      “Can’t your magic get us through the mountains—”

      “Everything has limits, child,” she snapped. “Even magic. Arcania is your only hope of getting to the Wastes before the next moon. Ash will accompany you to Baddat. From there, you’ll make your own way.”

      Ash’s mouth dropped open in surprise. “Kali. No.”

      Kali shrugged, indifferent. “You should have thought about that before you brought her here. She’s your responsibility now. Your problem. This mission is vital to the resistance. I need you to take the lead.”

      Ash barked at Kali in the same strange dialect. Kali snapped back, the two of them arguing until something in Ash surrendered, and I knew Kali had won. And while I sure as fuck didn’t want him to accompany me, I had bigger problems at the moment. “If we’re caught breaking into the armory, we—both of us—will be murdered. Executed. I can’t save my sister if I’m dead.”

      Kali smiled darkly. “Then I suggest you not get caught.”

      “And how am I supposed to deliver this top-secret item to you? I’m taking my sister out of Durst as soon as this is over.”

      “Let me worry about the return,” Kali said, with a smirk that unnerved me.

      “You don’t seem to—”

      “This is not a debate,” Kali snapped, her eyes flashing. “You are not in a position to negotiate. This is the price of my help. You can agree, or you can leave here in a body bag.”

      I stared Kali down, stared into the spring green of her eyes, feeling the fire of her magic singe my flesh. I refused to look away as I spoke the words. “Fine. Do it. Jailbreak me.”

      Kali blinked first, nodding at whatever she’d seen in my face. “Outside you’ll find a bathing chamber with a large tub. Wash quickly, and put this on.” Kali shoved a rough-spun shift at me. “Ash, go with her. Don’t let her out of your sight.” She sniffed, then frowned. “And get in the tub with her. You stink.”

      “I can bathe myself—” I began.

      “You will follow my instructions while you are here,” she interrupted, her expression full of steel. “You are not in charge, Firstborn. Now go, and be quick about it.”

      A muscle flexed in my jaw, but I grabbed the shift gown from Kali and strode to the bathing house, Ash trailing behind me. I stripped down without a thought, and Ash did the same. For all his swagger, he turned away from me as I disrobed, pointedly averting his eyes.

      “Let me make something abundantly clear,” I said as I kicked off my shoes. “I am not your sidekick. This is my mission. My sister. If we’re doing this, I will give the orders, and you will follow them without question. Do you understand?”

      He turned his head enough that I could see his profile. “This isn’t the fucking army, Ruelle. There’s no chain of command. We don’t have to get along. We just have to not kill each other before the job is done.”

      “My only job is saving my sister.”

      “And my job is babysitting you,” he retorted. “I think I’ve got the worst end of it.”

      I peeled off Vida’s filthy tunic, catching a glimpse of the length of Ash’s back—the olive skin flecked by a number of scars, the muscles shifting as he unbuttoned his pants and pulled them down, the swirling sepia tattoo that had a strange shimmer to it. I turned my head and looked into the tub, my stomach twisting at the thought of disappearing beneath the water’s black surface, and I realized…I was afraid. Afraid of what would happen when Kali pulled the marks from my skin. Afraid of how fast it was happening, afraid of the pain, of who I would be after the jailbreak was done.

      And perhaps because I was so petrified, so absolutely scared, I did what I did best when I was afraid—I started a fight. “Well, you’re already doing a shitty job,” I said to his back. “I thought you weren’t supposed to take your eyes off me.”

      He turned to me slowly, his gaze holding mine, his mouth quirking up in the seductive smile he’d used at the Veil. He was down to his black underthings. “Is that an invitation?” he purred.

      I huffed, throwing off the tunic. “What if it was?” I crooned, stepping closer to the heat of him. “Would you be more likely to follow my orders?”

      He gave me a grin so wicked, I nearly blushed. “I’m very good at following those orders, you would find.” He threw off his belt. “And I’m fully immune to seduction as manipulation. Especially when it’s being used as a distraction.”

      I gave my best false smile. “You’d be lucky to be my distraction.” I tossed my pants. “And I don’t sleep with Arcanists.”

      He turned fully toward me. “Yes, I wouldn’t want to sully that outstanding Firstborn reputation of yours with a filthy Arcanist.”

      He took a step closer, and his eyes traced my figure. I hadn’t removed my underthings, but I’d rarely felt as naked. Slowly, so slowly, he looked me up and down, his gaze ending on my mouth. And I knew I was feeling reckless and out of control because it set off something burning inside me, especially when he said, “And you’re right. I would be lucky.”

      Well. He was certainly better at this game than I was, a nugget I tucked away in the back of my mind. I didn’t miss that he looked away once more as I tossed off my bra and underwear.

      Any burning I’d felt disappeared when I jumped into the tank, the cold water rushing across my skin, causing everything to pucker. I would have taken my time despite the cold, had there not been a corpse in the north, moldering under a false name with counterfeit runes. I washed away as much of the dirt and filth as I could, scrubbing hard at my bloodstained nails while Ash did the same, his back pressed against mine, and I was grateful for the minimal warmth it offered.

      We dried off, and I pulled on the rough dress Kali had given me, watching water snake down Ash’s well-muscled torso, trying not to think of what came next, focusing on every droplet of water and its slow descent down the long lines of his back. When we were dry, I followed him back to a hut made from what looked like straw packed with mud. Its walls curved to a narrow opening at the top, drawing up smoke from the fire Kali had lit. A single table sat in the middle, and Kali stood behind it, eyeing me with grim focus.

      “Lie down,” she commanded, motioning to the table, and I complied, willing steel into my limbs.

      Whatever it is, I told myself, you’ve had worse. The lumpy flesh at my back proved that. Remembering that I was strong, I forced myself to relax. She began to rub some sort of salve along my runemarked arm, the sharp smell of unfamiliar herbs pricking my nose.

      “I know you’ve been taught to endure pain without complaint,” Kali said as she worked my arm in long strokes. “To suffer in silence. But I must warn you, this will hurt. If your people had only branded you, it would have injured your skin, the tissue beneath, but nothing more. But a runemark goes deep. Not just through skin, but through all of you.”

      I stared back at her. “I can handle pain.”

      Kali’s eyes were hard. “This pain will go beyond your body. It will be in your mind. In your heart. In every piece of you. Even after the rune has been broken, some hint of it will remain. This is the cost of a runemark. Remember that this is what the Dursti want. For you to suffer if you escape.”

      Something sharp pricked my flesh, strange runes and symbols she drew upon my forearm. “Understand, Firstborn, that once I’ve removed this, it cannot be undone. If you’re caught with a broken runemark, you’re dead. If you try to return to the Firstborn with a broken runemark, you’re dead. If they find out you’ve been jailbroken, you’re dead. It will never be safe for you again at your Citadel, with your corps, with your people. Do you understand?”

      I did not understand; not really. I knew I would not until it was done, that I could not fathom the otherness that would attach to me once the runemark was broken. But I also knew the deep pit of fear razing every inch of me, the instinct I’d stifled all my life. The little voice that said something is wrong as I watched Dursti and Bastards kill one another, as children disappeared and never returned, as I said goodbye to my own sister, wondering if I’d ever see her again. I held on to that little voice as my gaze locked onto Kali’s, and I whispered again: “Do it.”

      Kali looked down at me from where she stood, and whatever she saw in my face must have satisfied her. “I will need a second,” she said to Ash. “To brace the magic. Durst uses the darkest Craft to bind its best property.”

      I bristled at her words as Ash moved to my opposite side, his expression unreadable.

      “Bite down on this,” she said, placing a bit in my mouth, “and try to hold still.”

      Kali rolled my left arm outward, the sensitive flesh on the underside facing toward the ceiling. She brought the tips of her forefingers and thumbs together, making a diamond shape over the runemark situated on my inner bicep. “Just remember to breathe,” Kali said, her eyes softer than before. Then she whispered something, and the pain began.

      I had no memory of the mark being placed. Much of my childhood was like that, foggy, with little to ground me. But this mark was a sign of my belonging, a sigil indicating that I was worth something to someone, even if that someone was Durst, and the something indentured me to its war machine. It had always been better than the alternative—that I was nothing. Nobody. The runemark had grown as I had. It was as much a part of me as my limbs or features, as each hair upon my head.

      Now it felt like a thousand knives pricking at me, eating at my flesh like a swarm of angry flies. The pain began in the mark itself, spreading down my arm, radiating fire into my shoulder, down my torso, shooting for my extremities. Then it worked its way toward my chest, crawling into my heart, lodging there. I gasped, and the pain took me.

      And I was gone. I was beyond my body, outside of myself, recalling every horrible moment of my existence. Images flashed through me, sharp and raw, hurt recalling hurt, pain recalling pain.

      I was seven, scraping my knee, blood mingling with dirt and gravel. My mother, swollen with child, scooped me up, washed away the blood, and placed a clean dressing over it.

      I was ten with a broken arm, crying as the healers set it with careful fingers, crying for my brother, my sister, and there was no one there, no one to hold my hand, just the cold ministrations of strangers.

      I was thirteen with my first bleed, and no mother to ask how to manage it, the dark stain spreading across the seam of my pants while I tried to wash it clean in the bathroom, helpless and alone.

      I was fifteen, fighting off Tasch, snarling as the heel of his hand collided hard with my face, while the boys behind me shouted, Fight, fight, fight.

      The pain ripped across me, digging in as if refusing to let me go. Then it changed, hitched, the cut of it deepening. I clenched down on the bit. A hand squeezed mine. My back arched, bucking against the table, and strong hands held me down. “Harder, Ash,” someone called, and the memories barreled into me like an angry river.

      I was eight, and my mother was gone, she was gone, and in her place was the small bundle that had taken her life, a crying thing with a puckered mouth and red cheeks, so helpless and small.

      I was nine, and the Arcanists were parachuting in, scything across the sky in elegant lines, their horned masks cruel and brutal.

      I was nine, and Mistress Rosa had forced me into a cupboard so small that I couldn’t stand, just before someone burst into the room. The clean whip of a knife and a wet gurgling sound followed, and my eyes locked with the Arcanist murderer through a slit in the cupboard, while he smiled behind the mask.

      I was eighteen, watching Oberst lash my brother, learning I hurt the ones I loved the most, stuffing the horror down, down, down while Oberst placed another deep line of crimson across Asa’s back.

      I was twenty, and I’d failed at the only thing my mother had ever asked of me.

      I was twenty, and my brother was a stranger.

      I was twenty, and my sister was gone.

      Gone. Gone. Gone.

      Something broke within me, a whoosh as my body released. My back slammed into the table, and as suddenly as the pain began, it was over. It retreated from my limbs, vanishing into the runemark, taking my consciousness with it.

    
  
    
      
        Sixteen

      
      
        It is often said that the only recourse for a Bastard woman is childbirth and the controversy that is the Culling. Her entry into this rite marks her bloodline as brave and knowing; should her child survive, she ensures that her stature is elevated, along with that of the two additional children she is required to produce. Some would argue this makes childbirth nearly compulsory for the Bastard woman. History will judge the ethics of such a practice.

        —A Brief History of Durst, L. Hawks (Blackbooked in 915 and removed from circulation)

      

      When I came to, Kali was leaning over me, pressing a cool cloth to my temples. I groaned at the feel of it. Stark quiet sounded around me in the wake of the screaming, and I realized then that the screaming had been within my mind. I turned my head and saw Ash there, his expression grim.

      “How do you feel?” Kali asked, her voice softer than earlier.

      “Terrible.” My voice was a croak. “Like ten kinds of shit.”

      She huffed a laugh, but I didn’t miss the way she seemed to relax. “Then it worked.”

      I swallowed, my throat dry, strained. “The screaming. Was that—was it in my head?”

      Kali paused before moving the cloth to my shoulder, my collarbone. “It is normal to recall painful memories during a rune breaking.”

      I forced Kali to hold my gaze. “What did I say?”

      Neither she nor Ash spoke, and my unease deepened. Had I felt better, I would have flushed with shame.

      “It will help you to concentrate on something,” Kali suggested. But there was only pain in my mind, and the visions I’d seen during the rune breaking, and if I thought about that for another instant, I feared I would begin crying and never stop. A block of ice settled within my chest, sending me shivering.

      “That happens sometimes,” Kali said. “The cold.”

      “Tell me how you built this,” I said, my teeth chattering. “This place.”

      Kali frowned as she pressed the cloth more firmly against my flesh. “It is not a happy story. It will not help you rest, and rest is what you need now.”

      “Please,” I whispered, the ice deepening. “Distract me.”

      Kali’s ministrations stopped. “Distraction is the problem. You think you want to know. That truth is a balm.” She gave a derisive snort. “Those who’ve survived know better. They know truth is a burden. Everyone who comes here has the veil lifted from their eyes, but they are no happier for it. It does not always bring peace, touching the darkness.”

      The cold grew, spreading across me like a stain. Every second that passed was painful, and I wondered when it would end. I needed it to end. It hurt, but I forced out the words. “There will be no peace for me either way. Please. Tell me your story.”

      Kali clicked her tongue, but her voice softened. “I’ll tell you my truth, Firstborn. But you won’t feel any better for it. Perhaps that’s punishment enough for you.” She replaced the cool cloth with a warm one. I groaned, and Kali began.

      “I was twelve when a man approached me in the Oval. At twelve, I’d already lived on my own for long enough to be wary of anyone who showed me kindness. I’d had a dozen men try to take advantage of me in a dozen ways. I’d fought them all off. I’d even killed one.

      “But this man…he was different. His clothes were fine, his accent genteel. ‘Your eyes are like a forest,’ he told me. He said he could smuggle me to freedom, and I could pay back my debt to him over time. I went with him willingly, holding his hand as we walked to the wagon. A spider welcoming a fly.

      “It wasn’t until I saw the other children inside the wagon that I knew something was wrong. They took us to a bathhouse with running water. I remember the pipes—I’d never seen plumbing before. I was given a milk bath, to lighten my complexion and remove the sun’s stain. They combed my hair, brushed it until it shone, then dressed me in a long white tunic. I remember thinking I looked pretty. Someone would want me. And anything was better than being an unwanted Bastard urchin.

      “We were taken to an amphitheater, placed under very bright lights, where men and women examined us. Touched our hair, looked in our mouths. Then the bidding began, the adults shouting out numbers, haggling with one another. I fetched a high price, and I thought that was a good thing.” Her smile was cold. “I was a fool.”

      I would have vomited if not for the shivers. Was Wren being bathed right now, prepared for auction?

      “When it was done, three of us were placed in a carriage, dark cherrywood with a velvet interior. We’d been purchased by Monroe, a man old enough to be my grandfather. He’d made his fortune by bounty hunting Arcanists during the war, and the three of us…we were to be Monroe’s pets.” Her face hardened as she pressed the warm cloth against my neck while I listened, taking deep breaths to still my shaking.

      “The household acted like it was a wonderful thing. Three starved, unwanted children that Monroe had saved, children that he would pamper. Now we were loved. Now we belonged somewhere, to someone.” She gave a bitter laugh. “I’d never known love, but I knew what Monroe offered wasn’t it. I knew what I was. Property. I’d traded one form of slavery for another.

      “Monroe liked red paint on my lips, my hair ironed pin straight. I was clothed in the finest dresses. The food was plentiful. I put on weight, lost the gauntness of my Bastard childhood. But the cost…it was unbearable. I was something worse than what I’d been in the Oval. Worse than being invisible, unwanted.”

      My chills had slowed, but the icy grin that spread across Kali’s face was colder than what had been growing in my chest.

      “But what Monroe hadn’t planned was for one of his pets to develop magic. After months of improved nutrition, my first bleed came, and my magic appeared with it. I wept with joy for ten minutes after my hands started to glow. Then I began to plot.

      “By fourteen, I could light a spark from nothing. By fifteen, I could speak to the metal within the iron bars of my window enough to bend them. I worked on them for months, slowly weakening them from the inside.

      “I escaped the night of my sixteenth birthday. Sweet sixteen, Monroe had said. He held a party. I pretended to drink and made sure he had extra helpings of the wine he favored. After he passed out, I slipped back into my room and grabbed the bag of supplies I’d collected. I made the mistake of going to Monroe’s room one final time.” She grimaced. “Some…sick part of me needed to say goodbye. Instead, my knife found his throat.

      “I ran until dawn broke. No one came after me. No one sought me out. And that’s when I knew if I could escape, I could help others do it also.” She gave me a wry grin. “And so I have. I’ve done it every moment since then, and I will continue until the Old Gods see fit to take my last breath from me. And even then, in the afterworld, my spirit will destroy those who would steal a child’s innocence, until this world burns to ash.”

      I couldn’t look away from Kali, from the way her eyes blazed. And within me, buried in my chest, it was no longer cold. The ice had melted, replaced by a slow, deep burn.

      “Do you feel better?” she asked, cocking her head at me.

      “No,” I replied. “Not at all.”

      Kali gave me a crooked grin. “Good.”

      I opened my mouth, to say…I didn’t know what. “I’m—”

      “Don’t,” Kali said, cutting me off. “The truth is, Firstborn, you are as much a slave as I was. One day you’ll understand just how much, and you’ll want to peel the flesh from the bones of everyone who hurt you. And for that reason alone, it was worth helping you.”

      I pushed myself up, then fixed my eyes on her. “Tell me what you know about Asa.”

      She dabbed at my chest. “Our intelligence networks believe he plays a key role in the kidnappings, in what happens to the children afterward.”

      I blanched. “That’s not possible.”

      She raised her brows. “Isn’t it?” Kali pulled me to a sitting position. “We’ve received this intelligence from the highest sources. Your brother is important in this war. How, we don’t know. Perhaps you’ll be the one to discover why. Many things are not as they seem, Firstborn. Including the magic I pulled from your skin, and your body’s resistance to releasing it. You have a long journey ahead of you.” I knew she didn’t just mean the distance I would travel to the Wastes.

      I steeled my nerves and looked at my arm, expecting to see ruined, charred flesh. Instead the skin there was pink, as if it had been rubbed raw, but otherwise unharmed. I touched the mark, paler than before but still visible. The simple act of movement caused my head to swim. I closed my eyes, pushing the dizziness away.

      “She’ll need you today,” Kali said to Ash.

      “No. I’m fine,” I said.

      Kali smirked at me. “Let’s see how fine you are, Firstborn. Stand.”

      I grunted, then pushed to my feet, woozy. I stumbled, and Ash’s arm closed around my own, righting me. “I don’t need help,” I repeated, feeling almost euphoric in the pain’s absence. “I don’t need help.”

      Kali gave me a stern look. “Help is the difference between remaining vertical and a head wound. You will accept it, or I will give you a sleeping draught that will knock you out until tomorrow. Your choice.” She held my gaze. “Euphoria will descend upon you within the hour. You’ll think you’re fine, but don’t exert yourself. By nightfall, you’ll feel the full effects of the jailbreak. Rest while you can. Tomorrow, you’ll begin repaying your debt to me. Until then, I will permit you to remain here under the following terms: You will surrender your weapons. You will remain with Ash at all times. You will do exactly as instructed. And if you don’t”—she stared me down—“I’ll cut your throat myself.”

      I nodded, knowing she meant every word of it. I walked to the tent’s flap, turning as I rubbed my forearm. “Why did it hurt so badly?”

      Kali’s eyes were heavy when she spoke. “Because magic is a poison.”

      

      ***

      Once I left Kali’s tent and managed to remain upright, I felt oddly buoyant. As if I’d drunk an entire bottle of sakt and had yet to develop a headache, as if my head were an overlarge balloon that had detached from my body. I donned the clothing Kali gave me—pants and a shirt and a pair of boots, all of which had belonged to another refugee before me. I could smell that person on the clothes, a faint musk and something of lemon and brine. Where was that person now? Had they, too, defected from Durst? Or had the Dursti intercepted them and lopped their head from their neck, as they’d done to other deserters? I would never know. I didn’t want to.

      I followed Ash around the camp, euphoric from the jailbreak, marveling that magic could conceal such a place: the many fires, issuing wafts of steam and the aromas of cooked meat; the tents, some simple lean-tos, others elaborate dwellings; the air of tension, of hope and desperation that clung to the place. I saw it in the many faces, old and young, brown and white, new and scarred. The hope of something more, something greater than where they’d come from, and the fear that they’d never see it.

      “How did Kali save so many?” I asked as we walked.

      “She infiltrates the Trade by pretending to be a smuggler.”

      I couldn’t stop looking at all the people, people I would have studied with suspicion but for the jailbreak high. But now…now I was one of them. And as I watched them go about their business, laugh with neighbors, fuss at their children, whisper in hushed tones, I wondered if we were that different at all. “How did you meet her?”

      “My first rescue was a mother seeking refuge for her daughter. There’s always an uptick of activity before the Long Night, when parents try to get their children to safety. I’d heard there was an Arcanist smuggling people across the border. I was able to track her magic.” He grinned. “She was pissed when I found her, so mad that an overgrown boy had discovered her secret. But we’ve worked together ever since.”

      “Do they all go to neighboring countries?”

      “Many do. There are other camps like this one. But sometimes the safest place to hide is in plain sight. We rotate among the camps at random to avoid detection, and deposit many in Baddat, where there are so many urchins that no one looks too closely. A safe house there is expecting them.”

      We accessed the orphans’ section through a gate. Soldiers stood there, equipped with rifles and pistols and severe expressions they wore like armor.

      “Kali won’t risk the children,” Ash said as the guards waved us through. “The guards are under orders to shoot anyone without question at the first sign of danger. Try and appear unthreatening.”

      I did my best to relax my shoulders as we walked through, the guards nodding at Ash and giving me hard stares.

      “How many will we be taking?” I asked, trying not to think of my sister as I heard…laughter, of all things. Despite the guards and fences, despite the sweat-drenched air, children were laughing. I didn’t know if it made me feel better or worse. We passed through an additional checkpoint, into a walled outdoor space, where a small group kicked a ball.

      There were six of them.

      Cala, fourteen, who I would come to learn had been stolen from the Oval and bought by a man three times her age.

      Ralto, her younger brother, who’d attacked the men stealing his sister. They’d taken him out of spite and broken his arm and nose to boot.

      Yves, a pretty teenager with hair like a field of wheat, sold years earlier to a rich merchant with a penchant for young boys.

      Saran, a teen androgyne bound for a pleasure house in the east.

      Ian, who’d grown too old for his last pleasure house and was being transferred to another.

      Eugenie, twelve, with a far-off look in her eyes that reminded me so much of Wren, I wanted to cry.

      I followed Ash, forgetting that my sleeve was rolled up and my runemark was on display, but the children did not miss it. Yves gasped. Cala screamed and stumbled backward, pushing her brother behind her. Eugenie whimpered. The older children took positions in front, violence in their eyes as they stood like a protective wall before the smaller ones.

      Ash introduced us, describing me as a soldier who had left everything behind to save my sister. I supposed it sounded better than the truth: that I was a chickenshit deserter who would be dead if Ash hadn’t saved me. But the rune breaking had left a lightness within every piece of me, and my face settled into a sanguine expression while I stared around the room, in awe of what Kali had built.

      The children were a shy, quiet group, with haunted expressions and a host of nervous habits. Children unnerved me, with their hugs and laughter and penchant for blunt, unfiltered truth. I hung back while Ash explained where they would travel and how long it would take. They would be smuggled to Baddat in the backs of carts, under piles of wood, or jugs of liquor, or carts of livestock, if that’s what it took to get them free, but they would be freed. Ash softened as he spoke with them. The timbre of his voice, the way he teased and laughed, was easy, relaxed. I envied him. I had never been pleasant, or charming, or good with people and especially not children. I stood behind him, doing my best not to look scary or cross. They avoided looking at me apart from little Eugenie, who gave me a shy smile.

      I was relieved when we left the children’s camp, relieved I could no longer feel their large fearful eyes upon me. “They liked you,” Ash said.

      I might have been euphoric, but I wasn’t a fool. “They were terrified of me. They could barely look at me.”

      “True, but that’s better than usual for most of them.”

      “They like you,” I said. “They seemed to trust you.” But not me, I thought. I was the enemy, and they’d already been fooled once.

      Ash caught the tenor of my thoughts. “Many of them were sold by people they believed cared for them. It will be a long time before any of them trust again.”

      I kicked at a rock as we walked through the camp’s main thoroughfare. “Was life that bad in the Oval?”

      “They didn’t all come from the Citadel. But…” He turned, his eyes locking onto mine. “Do you remember living in the Oval?”

      I thought. “Not really. Just…glimpses. After the Culling, we were placed in housing separate from the rest of the Oval, just outside it, but as far as you could get from the Citadel. I never belonged to either place.” To anywhere, to anyone. And I still don’t.

      He nodded. “I was born there. There are places within the Oval that are their own war zones. These children have endured the worst of it.”

      “Who betrayed them?”

      “Some were sold by family members. Some were kidnapped by rogue soldiers.” He gave me a wicked grin. “None of them will be doing it again though. They’re all dead.”

      “Good,” I said. “I hope they all suffered. I hope you took a long time doing it.”

      “Careful,” Ash said with a raise of his brows. “You almost sound like a rebel.” His eyes darted behind me. “And I don’t think they all hated you.” Ash was suddenly very busy, stopping to speak to a family of three about how they were faring and what was next for them. A small hand tugged upon my tunic.

      I looked down to find a set of dark eyes staring up at me. It was tiny Eugenie, the smallest of the children. She must have followed me from the children’s camp.

      I cleared my throat. “Hello there,” I said to the girl.

      “Hello, Firstborn,” said the child.

      I tried to settle my face into a smile, or something approachable, as Ash seemed to do. “You can call me Bryn, if you’d like.” I said the words carefully, making my voice as gentle as possible.

      “Bryn,” the girl repeated. “I saw your picture on the screens, before…”Before Eugenie was taken. “You were the favorite Firstborn soldier.”

      “I was,” I said. Was. Past tense. Over. Done.

      Eugenie looked me over, scrunching her little nose as if inspecting me. “And you were one of the best?”

      The corners of my lips drew up. “One of the very best.”

      She cocked her head. “Then why are you here?”

      “Oh.” I sniffed, bit my lip, the euphoria clearing away my black mood. “Well, it’s complicated. But I’m going to rescue my sister. She’s been taken by bad people.”

      Eugenie’s eyes took on a hollow look. “As I was taken?”

      My throat thickened. “I don’t know. But I’m going to find her, and save her.”

      Eugenie nodded. “That’s good. That’s very good.” The child wrinkled her nose again and gave me a coy look. “I was wondering, do you think you can teach me how to fight?”

      I couldn’t help myself—I was so taken aback by her request that I laughed, the sound ringing across the open camp, the feeling of it strange on my face. I caught Ash watching me from across the courtyard, biting his lip as if to hide his grin. Then I cleared my throat, looking at the child. “Well, it takes a long time to learn to fight. I’m not sure we have enough of it.”

      “I want to be a great soldier one day, like you. I want to fight the bad guys.”

      Something in me cracked. There is nothing great about me, I wanted to say. And some of us are the bad guys. Instead I offered, “I’m not sure we can accomplish that in a single day.”

      Eugenie crossed her arms. “Well, surely you can teach me something today. Because if I knew something…” She looked at her feet. “Then they couldn’t have gotten me. The bad men.”

      I might have cried if it weren’t for the jailbreak, for the serotonin flooding my brain. I bent down to the child’s level. “Of course I can. What would you like to learn?”

      “To shoot a rifle.”

      I gave her a nod, holding back my grimace, looking deep into Eugenie’s dark eyes. “It’s not a rifle that makes a soldier.”

      The little girl’s eyes were so wide and soft, I couldn’t look at them for long. “But I want to be a great soldier, like you.”

      My heart throbbed. I tucked a strand of the girl’s hair behind her ear. “It takes more than a rifle to be a great soldier. It takes judgment, strength, ethics. There are far finer things to be in life.” Disappointment bloomed in the child’s eyes. “But,” I continued, and Eugenie seemed to perk up, “a great soldier also knows how to throw a knife. It doesn’t require strength or size, but rather skill and focus. Perfect for a girl of your age. Would you like to learn?”

      “Yes!” she squealed, clapping her hands.

      Ash led us to a field of hay bales at the camp’s edge, where I showed Eugenie how to set her feet, mark her target, flick her wrist so the knife spun just so. The child was precocious. By the end of the practice, she was hitting the bale more times than she was missing it. Once, she struck it right down the middle.

      Dusk was falling when we finally stopped, and the three of us walked back to the children’s camp, depositing Eugenie at the gate.

      “You’re a natural, Eugenie,” Ash said. “I hope we never meet in a fight.”

      “Of course not, Mr. Ash. We will always be on the same side. And so will Bryn.” Then she startled me by reaching her arms around my waist and giving me a hug, a warm, wonderful thing that left my chest buzzing. I looked back as we returned to the tent Kali demanded we share, waving at Eugenie, whose eyes sparkled in the deepening twilight.

      As we walked away, Ash stared at me, a puzzled look on his face. “Kali would have allowed it, you know. Teaching her to shoot. She believes everyone should know how to defend themselves.”

      “Even the children?”

      “Especially the children. You could have shown her the basics. Why didn’t you?”

      I sniffed, clenched my jaw. “Because the world doesn’t need another child with a rifle in her hands.”

      We looked out over the camp together. Dusk fell like a thick blanket, illuminating the gray plumes of smoke and the muted conversations and the quiet fear that focused the place like a north star. A group of children still played outside the tents, adults calling them to bed. Already the sky was growing a delicate pink in the west, a searing orange cutting across it. I thought of the Citadel and the torches lighting, the stillness that hung over it in the evenings and the safety I’d felt when I closed my eyes every night. I wondered if I was trading one lie for another.

      “They’ve done so much to get here,” I said, more to myself than to Ash. “But are they free? Can we ever be free from our past?”

      Ash looked at me, his dark eyes glowing in the dimming light. “I don’t know. But we can try.”

      A child’s laugh pierced the deepening twilight, and I hoped against hope that Ash was right.

    
  
    
      
        Seventeen

      
      It was an hour later that my bones began to hurt. I didn’t remember walking back to the tent, but I awoke on a cot there, shivering, Ash and Kali hovering over me, Kali whispering to Ash before disappearing through the flap door.

      “Drink this,” Ash said, handing me a small vial of green liquid. “It will help with the pain.”

      I waved him off, shivering beneath the thin blanket someone had laid over me. “I don’t like drugs.”

      “It’s made from a plant, if that makes it better.”

      I lifted my head out of the blankets and sniffed at the small glass Ash handed me. Another chill shook me, and I threw back the pale green vial before I could wonder at its contents. It tasted of mint, lemon, and some spice I couldn’t name.

      Ash pressed his hand across my forehead, then took my pulse with a surprisingly gentle touch before nodding. “You’ll live.”

      “I feel terrible,” I said, teeth chattering.

      “I’ve seen many rune breakings. Yours was harder than most.”

      “Why?” I asked through the rigors.

      He held my gaze. “Because you didn’t want to let go.”

      I didn’t ask how he knew that or what it said about me. I closed my eyes for a moment, and when I looked up again, he was sitting there, watching me in the darkness.

      “I saw, you know,” he said softly. “Glimpses.”

      “Of?”

      “Of your life. The flashbacks. What you endured.”

      I swallowed. “How?”

      “Rune breaking is a sort of healing, almost like drawing poison from a wound. You take some of it within yourself. If you’d had the presence of mind, some of my emotions would have tinged your thoughts.”

      The shivers racked me. “So I would have felt how much you adore me?”

      He chuckled. “Exactly. The fallout from a runebreak sends an echo through the breakers. And since I braced Kali’s magic…”

      “Oh” was all I could manage.

      His dark eyes glittered, arms crossed over his chest, while he studied me with an enigmatic expression. “You suffered.” It wasn’t a question.

      I shifted, pulling my knees to my chest. “We all did.”

      “You more than most. I didn’t know…” He exhaled, as if choosing his words. “Life has been cruel to you.”

      My teeth chattered. “Were you expecting sunshine and roses?”

      He smirked. “No. I don’t know what I expected, but…it’s easy to forget that you had no choice in becoming a soldier.”

      “I’ll be sure to pass your objections on to Mennick.” Ash chuckled, and I asked, “Who is orchestrating the coup against him?”

      “I don’t know, but you can bet it’s all connected.”

      Another shiver seized me, and gods, I was cold. In my chest, in my bones, in every part of me. Ash watched me with a curious expression before sighing and easing off his cot. Then he settled behind me, spooning me and pulling the blanket over us both.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I hissed through chattering teeth.

      “You’re shaking the entire tent.”

      “Go away,” I snarled. “I don’t need your help.”

      “You’ve said that before, and you were wrong then too.”

      I started to complain, but the heat from his body crept through the blanket, as the tonic melted into me, leaving my limbs languid, my head buzzing. I relaxed into him, all of me seeming to release at once. The light in the tent glowed, the world softening around me.

      “Ash,” I said to no one in particular.

      “Bryn,” he replied, and I could hear the smile in his voice.

      “What is this drink Kali’s given me?”

      “Something to ease the pain.”

      I wiggled my hand in front of my face. “I like it.” I giggled. “Ashhhhh,” I repeated, drawing his name out at a lazy pace.

      A deep laugh rumbled from his throat—when had he pressed his face so near my neck?—before he scooted away, putting some distance between us. “It sounds lovely on your tongue.”

      My lips tugged into a smile. “I am good with my mouth.”

      “Do you always deflect from real conversation with seduction?”

      That observation made me a little self-conscious, but the tonic’s stupor was washing over me, and the thought flitted away before I could care. “Usually.”

      My eyes grew into heavy, half-lidded things. The shivering slowed. I turned to face Ash and, deciding he was too far away, scooted closer to him. He looked at me carefully, like I was a wild, dangerous thing, but he was so warm, his skin glowing in the tiny rune light within the tent. His form seemed to blur around the edges. It reminded me of the spun candy I’d once seen, crystalline and soft, the sharp edges smoothed away, of the sea glass they’d passed around during lessons, warping the light into a kaleidoscope of colors. Beautiful. The light was beautiful. He was beautiful.

      “You’re staring,” he said.

      You’re beautiful, I thought.

      I must have said it aloud, for he chuckled and said, “I see the drugs are taking effect.”

      “No,” I said, as I realized the source of the halo around him. “Magic. I can see the magic around you. It’s…”

      “Yes,” he said softly. “There’s nothing to describe it.”

      I looked at my hands, at the shimmer around them as well. “Is this how you realized you had magic?”

      “Not quite.”

      “How?” I asked, transfixed by the lights and colors, the invisible world suddenly laid bare to my ordinary eyes. “How did it happen?”

      Ash’s eyes were far, far away for a long moment. “I was twelve or so when it began. It found me in the dead of night. I was lying awake, thinking about a girl I’d seen. The magic quickens like that, when adolescence begins.

      “There were many girls in the Oval, but this one was different. It was like the veil had been removed from my eyes, and for the first time in my life, I could see. I thought of what it would be like to touch her shoulder, to press my lips to hers, and that’s when it happened.”

      I was aware of every inch separating us, aware of his soft breath and the crinkle between his brows.

      “There was this…tingling in my palms. I drew them to my face, watching as my skin glowed. The glow became an ember; the ember became a burn. It hurt like hell. It spread, sweeping over me like a thousand stinging bees. Thankfully, my mouth froze with the rest of me. I was lucky I couldn’t scream, because someone would have come, and they would have seen. I don’t know if it lasted hours or minutes. But when it receded, I was different.”

      He held out his hands. “I remember opening my eyes, and everything seemed too bright. The night had a weft, a weave to it. It was strongest around me. I poked, and the weave rebounded.

      “I spoke to the magic. Spark, I thought. The weft at my palm concentrated, rushing toward me, and suddenly there was a flame in my hand.” I stared at his eyes, his expression unreadable, and I wondered if that’s how I looked, a blank mask hiding the raging storm within. “It was the loneliest moment of my life. I was already nothing, but now…now I was the enemy. A Bastard, and a magician. An Arcanist by law. There was no place I was welcome. No place I belonged.”

      “Was it difficult to hide?”

      “It’s always difficult to hide who we really are,” he said, staring at me, then huffing a laugh. “But for me? Yes. It was incredibly difficult. It hurt not to use the magic. It was an old Bastard woman who saved my life. ‘What’s wrong with your magic, boy?’ she asked.”

      “What did she mean?”

      A look passed over his face. “She didn’t explain. I never learned if she was a magician, but she pushed me into her tent and inked these on me.” He gestured to the tattoos snaking down his arms. “It helped control the magic and hid the bloodsong. It’s the only reason I’m still alive.”

      He pulled something from beneath his shirt collar. “And she gave me this.” It was a necklace, a leather strap with a flat stone on it, with a series of runes inscribed there. “Whatever the stone is, it was some extra bit of protection that controlled the bloodsong. Even now, I never take it off.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      His jaw clenched. “Because few people have cared for me.” My eyes threatened to burn at that. He tucked the leather strap back beneath his tunic, and I forced my attention to the luminous skin at his neck, the subtle glow of his skin. He was no longer talking, and I was still staring. He chuckled deep in his throat. “You should rest.”

      “I’m not tired,” I said.

      “You’re a bad liar.”

      “It’s true. I am.” I giggled. I was surely high.

      I’m not sure how I did it, but suddenly, I was tracing the olive skin of his arms. My mouth found his neck; I inhaled, scenting the salt of his skin, the woodsy smell that clung to him. I could feel every breath he took. Feel the slow, steady beat of his heart. Feel the heat of him, like a balm against me. Then I slid my hands to his chest, down his muscled torso, until I found the hem of his shirt. I lifted it, my fingers tracing the hot skin of his back.

      Ash pulled back slowly. “What,” he crooned, eyes running over my face, “are you doing?”

      “Sit up,” I whispered in a voice so firm and warm, it sounded nothing like me.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Because I asked nicely.”

      He did, his face unreadable. I climbed into his lap, hitching my leg over his hips until our faces were perfectly aligned. Until I could see every fleck of gold in his eyes. Then I leaned in and kissed him.

      His lips were soft and full. I opened my mouth, our tongues tangling, his darting in light and careful, and my blood surged. I kissed him again, harder, relishing the groan that rose from deep in his throat, while around us…something stirred. A song that seemed to wind between us, filling the empty places within me.

      “I thought you didn’t bed magicians,” he said, breathless, as I nipped at his lower lip.

      “I’m willing to make an exception,” I whispered, moving my lips to the hollow beneath his jaw. I reached beneath his shirt, and his hand caught my arm, his grip gentle but firm.

      “You’re not yourself, Bryn,” he murmured.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Call me old-fashioned, but I only sleep with women in full possession of their senses.”

      “I don’t get off on being patronized,” I whispered against his neck. “But sleeping with my enemy?” I nipped at his neck. “That sounds delicious.”

      “It’s forbidden,” he said, his voice rough, his mouth inches from mine.

      “Should I care?” I asked. And I didn’t. So much of me had been stripped away in the last few hours; what was another broken boundary, another debasement of who I’d been? It was nothing. I was nothing. I was a cloudless sky, and I was floating away. “I know what I want.”

      His hands slipped to my low back. I arched into him, and he groaned deep in his throat. “And what is it that you want, Bryn?” His breath at my neck left me hot, feverish all over.

      I leaned into him, needing to touch as much of him at once as possible, my hips grinding against him in a way that made it very apparent what I wanted. “You. I want you.”

      “You want me,” he asked, his voice a whisper against my throat, “or you want to escape?”

      “Does it matter?” I purred, rolling my hips again. He bit his lip, a small groan escaping, and godsdamn, what wouldn’t I do to hear it again. “Do you care why? Because it doesn’t feel like it.”

      He gripped my hips—firm, practiced, and I knew instantly what he would do, how he would do it. He inched me forward, the tension almost painful, and then…flipped me onto my back, pinning me there, both of us breathing heavily. He looked down at me as he said, “Part of me doesn’t care at all.” He gripped my chin, leveling me with his gaze. “But more of me does.”

      I stilled against him, the heat within me turning to cold. “Why?”

      His expression was guarded, his voice soft. “Because I’ve given my body away more than I care to admit. And I suspect you’ve done the same.”

      I swallowed, feeling myself flush. “I’ve never had to…do what you have.”

      “Your body hasn’t been your own since the Culling. Durst just uses it in a different way.”

      I was high out of my mind, but even that didn’t stop me from flushing head to toe from the harsh truth, from the rejection. “Alright” was all I managed to say.

      Something was deflating in me, like a punctured balloon, and I suddenly felt small, and sad, and lonelier than I’d ever been in my entire life. Ash looked down at me, studying my face, as if searching for something within it.

      “Have you ever been with someone when it was more than need?” he asked. “When you cared for each other?”

      Something in my chest twisted. “No. Have you?”

      “Yes.”

      I forced myself to hold his stare, to not get lost in the godsdamned beauty of him and his perfect features and the press of his hips as he leaned his weight against me, at the magic weaving around him. “Was it…is it different?”

      “It was for me,” he said softly.

      I stared into the darkness, wondering why my chest was collapsing with each breath. “Was it someone special?”

      “She was special, yes. We cared for each other. She caught a fever a month later and died.”

      I wasn’t sure why my cheeks continued to burn, but they did. “I’m sorry.” The words tumbled out. “Two soldiers a few years ahead of me formed attachments. When they turned twenty-five, they were each forced to continue their bloodlines with others. It ripped them apart. I’ve never seen the point of caring.” And I don’t know how.

      It was then that I felt it—a pull sharp enough to tear my focus away from the fullness of Ash’s lips, tugging at me through the tonic, the wards, the tent. Something slithered across me, wormed its way into my blood and bones. Light flickered in my vision, sharp flashes of red.

      “Tracking lights. From the Citadel,” he said. Ash lifted my runemarked arm as if looking for something, then exhaled. “Do you feel anything there?”

      “No,” I said, sickness pooling in my stomach. “But I feel it against the rest of me.”

      He nodded. “The jailbreak worked, but you’ll always feel the pull if someone activates your runemark. Someone in the Citadel is searching for you.”

      “Hunting me, you mean.” It’s what we did to the Bastard who tried to escape, to the rogue soldier who attempted to defect. And I didn’t know whether to be terrified that someone was searching for me or gratified that someone, anyone out there, questioned whether I was truly dead. And I wondered who that might be. If the person demanding the search had gray eyes and a hardened gaze. Hope and fear and longing warred within my chest, but the tonic kept me from caring.

      Ash moved to his cot, the loss of his body heat nearly painful. We lay apart, facing each other, and I wondered about the things that had led him here, turned him into the Reaper. About the family he’d lost. About what it took for someone so broken to open his heart to another. A question formed on my lips. “John. The Sickle code word,” I said. “Who is he?”

      There was a long pause. “It was my father’s name.”

      I lay there, the searchlights reaching for me like shadowy fingers, music I couldn’t name playing throughout my mind, until my eyes shuttered, and I fell into a dreamless sleep.

    
  
    
      
        Eighteen

      
      
        As all life derives from blood, so does all magic. While blood magic is strictly forbidden, a bright-line test for the bloodcraft prohibition has never been established. And yet, what is the pricking of a finger, the press of that blood against runes and Craft, if not blood magic?

        —A Brief History of Durst, L. Hawks (Blackbooked in 915 and removed from circulation)

      

      
        Asa

      
      The Citadel was as happy as a nest of angry wasps, and Asa’s last few days there had been hell.

      People were pissed. Really, truly angry, in the way that they only were when forced to part with large sums. Bitter gamblers swarmed Asa the moment Bryn’s death was announced, enraged at the amount of money they’d lost, cursing and condemning him—and Bryn—to die a slow, painful death.

      “Your bitch sister cost me a fortune!” they would scream. “Bastard trash! Pathetic!” Or Asa’s personal favorite: “Go back to the Oval!” Never mind that he’d watched his sister—or someone glamoured to look like his sister—burn to nothing but a pile of dust days before. Annet and Jal hadn’t asked any questions about his announcement that it wasn’t Bryn’s body, thinking him riddled with grief, and Asa hadn’t said any more about what he’d seen beneath the shroud. He didn’t think anyone would believe him, not even Jal. He wasn’t sure he believed it himself.

      The mourners were somehow worse. Asa had taken to wearing a hat when he did have to go out, but inevitably someone in tears would find him, lamenting the tragedy of Bryn’s death. He wondered if they found his reaction odd, pained, and not for the reasons they assumed.

      The Citadel, for its part, had yet to release an official statement about Bryn’s demise. The delay had made things worse, stoking rumors that a team of Bastards had killed Bryn, causing more fighting and attacks within the Oval.

      Then there was his dissertation, which he’d presented in a sweat-soaked haze before Chancellor Mennick, Colonel Rennard, the entire Board of Regents, and a few of the generals. He explained how the base runes of Old Arcanic could be used to advance healing, how the right combination of language and magic could save lives when a healer wasn’t available. He moved automatically through the presentation, while assistants pulled forth a dozen notepads and scratched rapid notes on the minutiae of his research. It went smoothly, at least as smoothly as could be expected when you’d burned a stranger’s body a few days earlier, and no one knew but you.

      When Asa called for questions, a general piped up. “Is it possible to get a real-time demonstration?”

      “Of course, sir.” The general’s Bastard attendant—who would be expected to endure the injuries—approached Asa, cowed acceptance on his face. Asa quickly pulled out his knife and drew it across the skin of his own forearm.

      The cut was deep and stung like mad. He took the stylus, dipped it into dripping blood, and inscribed a series of symbols just below it, ignoring the tears that stung his eyes at the sizzle erupting against his injured skin.

      For a long moment, nothing happened, just the dripping of blood as the room held its breath. Then the skin knit itself back together, the angry gash shrinking to a neat line of crimson, fusing once more to a clean patch of pale skin.

      When Asa looked up, several jaws had dropped.

      “Does it work on more severe injuries?” a member of the Board blurted out.

      “What about chronic injuries?” someone else chimed in. “Asthma? Cancer?”

      “I haven’t had the chance to test it on patients with chronic medical conditions, but in theory, it could be adapted to such ailments.”

      One of the generals frowned at him. “And how did you happen upon this discovery, Ruelle? Your work, brilliant though it may be, approaches the prohibition on bloodcraft,” he said, mustache twitching, his decorated lapels winking. “It’s one thing to use blood for a Craft spark, but using blood as the basis for magic…”

      “We transfuse blood to heal,” Rennard intervened before Asa could respond. “We sample blood for analysis. We draw blood upon infants when we inscribe their runemarks. The use of blood in Craft-based magic has always been a question of nuance, as opposed to an outright prohibition.”

      “But where is the line?” the general challenged. “And who decides when it’s been crossed?” He pounded a fist on the table for emphasis. “I would like to know what is happening behind the hallowed doors of this university, and precisely how Ruelle managed this discovery!”

      How indeed… Asa was about to flounder for an answer when a slow smile stretched across Rennard’s face. “Peace, General. We all know the risk of blood-based magic. As head of Midborn House, I can assure you that we have always tempered progress with ethics. I’m sure we can expect the same of Apprentice Ruelle.”

      Asa caught Mennick staring at him curiously. “What about when applied preemptively?” Mennick asked. “Could blending blood and language in this manner prevent injury?”

      Asa’s mind churned. “I have not tested that theory.” Indeed, he felt a bit dumb for not even considering it. “But I would expect that with the right runic combination, we can greatly mitigate injury before it begins.”

      Mennick’s eyes seemed to glow with hope. He stood, extending a hand to Asa, pride shining in his face. “Truly remarkable, Apprentice Ruelle. Your work will change the tenor of this war.”

      Asa felt the blush creep up his neck. “Thank you, Chancellor. I hope so.” And it was a mark of how strange life had become that not a single person asked about his sister, or mentioned her death, or offered condolences, when beyond these walls, there was nothing else the world could talk about.

      When the important men had left, and Asa had packed up his books and papers, he walked back to his barracks, head down and hat pulled low, dodging anyone who looked his way. He had a splitting headache; he needed a beer, or a coffee, possibly both to get through the day. Every screen flashed with news of the Long Night, and he wondered how much more he could endure—the rumors, the gossip, and the harassment—before he cracked.

      He was nearly to Midborn House when a voice echoed down the courtyard, sharp as a blade whistling through the air before it found your chest.

      “Asa Ruelle.” The voice froze him midstride.

      He turned slowly. A lone figure strode toward him; steel-gray eyes locked onto his. “Captain Oberst,” Asa said, tone clipped. Asa would never forget the whip cracking, the feel of his skin slicing apart, and the broken expression on Bryn’s face after it was done.

      Oberst’s eyes roved across Asa’s face in a way that made him want to take a step back. A large one. “These are the remaining personal effects belonging to your eldest sister.” He pushed a small box at Asa. “I thought you might like to have them.”

      Asa took the proffered box. I might like to see you fed to angry wolves, he thought as he accepted it with a bow of the head. “Thank you, Captain.”

      Oberst fixed him with a look. “Her death is a great loss to the Firstborn.”

      Asa kept his face smooth, expressionless, but within his mind, he screamed. “I appreciate your remarks, sir,” Asa said softly. You sadistic bastard.

      “What will you do, now that she’s gone?”

      Continue to hope you die a slow, painful death. Some awareness tugged at Asa, prickling against his skin. “I will continue my studies here at the university and hope my efforts help bring peace.”

      Oberst watched him so carefully, as if scrutinizing every inch of him, that Asa flushed from the weight of it. He forced himself to stand there, refusing to be cowed by the violent captain, a mild expression upon his face.

      “You know,” Oberst said, stepping forward and dropping his voice, “you are quite like her.”

      Asa refused to take a step backward. “I’ve never seen a resemblance, sir.” They’d always been a collection of opposites from the day Asa was born. Asa was light while Bryn was dark; he was muscled while she was lithe; he was sunny while she was sour. Had been sunny. Right now, he felt ancient, heavy as a bag of rocks.

      “Not in looks. In manner.” He took another step nearer to Asa, who forced himself to hold his ground. “The expression behind your eyes. The tilt of your head. Even the set of your jaw.” He took Asa’s chin between his thumb and forefinger, turned his head this way and that. Asa sucked in a breath. He could see every hair on Oberst’s face, see the soft thump of a pulse beneath his neck. Oberst brushed a finger against Asa’s jaw, then released his chin.

      He chuckled. “Perhaps I’m seeing what I want to see.” Asa didn’t miss the grin that Oberst fought, the quiet triumph in his too-bright eyes. “Take care, Asa Ruelle.” He turned on his heel, his long cape billowing behind him, while Asa stood, too shocked to move.

      Asa returned to his room, shutting the door carefully behind him, then sitting on his bed. His head dropped into his hands. He rubbed at the sawdust in his eyes, at the fog in his brain. Then he strode from Midborn House, sans hat and not giving a damn who saw him, to the pub to meet Jal and Annet. He needed a godsdamned drink more than he ever had in his life.

      “Just had a lovely exchange with Oberst,” he said as he threw himself down, explaining to them what happened.

      “Oberst…stroked your face?” Jal said, his brow scrunched.

      “He was…looking at me.”

      Annet grinned. “Maybe he has a birthmark fetish.”

      Asa froze. His birthmark. Gods, he’d forgotten about it, forgotten how well Oberst had known Bryn. And if he had been looking at Asa’s face, that meant…

      The pub’s screens changed; a BREAKING NEWS banner cut across them, and above it, Bryn’s picture. Asa stiffened, hung his head, pressed his fingers into his eye sockets. “Not again.”

      “A thorough recreation of the scene and a postmortem examination revealed that Firstborn soldiers Bryn Ruelle and Tasch Bracken were murdered by the Reaper,” said the newscaster. “The motivations for the attack are unknown, although it is believed he sought retribution against the Firstborn army for its success in thwarting the destruction of the northern camp. The criminal is still at large. A manhunt has ensued…”

      The Reaper. Asa’s head shot up. Not Tasch, as Mennick himself had confided. One oddity, even a large one, he could deem an outlier. But two oddities… He grabbed another glass of sakt from the table, not caring who it belonged to, then sucked it down. After he wiped his mouth, he turned to Jal and Annet. “I need to speak to you both in private.”

      

      ***

      Jal and Annet demanded Asa again go over how a fake Bryn had burned during the Stripping, and Asa was very near to losing his temper.

      “Tell me again how you are certain,” Annet said.

      “I’ve already told you,” Asa said, tone clipped. “Four times.”

      Jal and Annet just stared at him. He took another swig from the bottle of sakt Annet had forced into his hand, then explained for the fifth time how he knew his sister was not dead.

      “The three of us all have a birthmark beneath our chin.” He pointed to his own, hidden right below the cut of his jaw. “Bryn took a bad fall when she was six. Whacked her face on the edge of a table. It left a long cut beneath her jaw. The scar swallowed up the birthmark, except for the bit below Bryn’s ear. The body had a scar below the jaw, but no birthmark. It wasn’t Bryn.”

      “And you’re sure—”

      “I’m sure,” he snapped. “I know my sister.” Asa hung his head in his hands. “I’m sorry. I’m tired. I don’t know whose body I burned, but it wasn’t Bryn’s. It was someone who’d been marked to look like her. Oberst suspects the same. It’s why he was examining me.”

      Annet frowned. “But how could someone mark up a corpse?”

      “Magic,” Asa said. “It must have been a magician imitating the marks.”

      Jal bit his cheek. “So, if that wasn’t your sister, then where is she?”

      Asa rubbed his eyes. He had always been able to rely on his mind to puzzle out a problem. “I just need to think for a bit.” He sat, hands over his eyes, forcing himself to relax, his thoughts pushing the recent events into tidy boxes. The Long Night. The Citadel. Bryn’s accusations. Oberst manhandling him. Wren. Tasch Bracken. The Reaper. His thoughts whirled, finding no purchase against the input he threw at them. He needed sleep. He needed to eat. He opened his eyes, his gaze settling upon a picture of his mother. It was all he had left of her, a picture and fuzzy memories. He looked at it, and something clicked deep within him.

      “Wren,” Asa muttered. “The Long Night. The Reaper.” He stared into the distance as things tumbled into place.

      “Is he always like this when he’s thinking?” Annet asked, frowning.

      “Normally there’s more muttering,” Jal said.

      Asa stood, began pacing. “At the Stripping, Mennick said that Tasch Bracken killed Bryn. And now, days later, the Citadel announces that the Reaper killed them both.” Asa continued his pacing, his mind moving at a clip. “The last time I saw Bryn, she was angry at me. She asked me if I was working on a project that could hurt Wren. Wren was taken that same night. Then today, Oberst was stroking my face.”

      “So he was stroking it,” Jal demanded, crossing his arms.

      “Don’t you see?” Asa said, throwing his arms wide. “Oberst knows! Bryn must have found a magician who, I don’t know, doctored another body to look like my sister. And then she left.” He whirled around to stare at them. “She left to help Wren.”

      “But why, Asa?” Annet asked, brows drawn together.

      “I don’t know!” he said. “I have no idea why, but Bryn was frantic, terrified that my work was somehow going to harm our sister. It’s not a coincidence. She’s alive. She’s looking for Wren. She knows something we don’t. And I’m going to help her.”

      Jal’s eyes went large. “What? How?”

      Asa set his jaw. “I’m going to talk to Felix.”

    
  
    
      
        Nineteen

      
      
        The question must be asked—how has Durst survived in geopolitical isolation, without trade, vital resources, and the benefit of global knowledge? What is happening beyond its borders, and when, if ever, will the Dursti be truly free? The inquiring mind will only find more questions, and no answers.

        —A Brief History of Durst, L. Hawks (Blackbooked in 915 and removed from circulation)

      

      
        Bryn

      
      When I awoke the next morning, the pain from the rune breaking was gone, replaced by the humiliation of having thrown myself at an Arcanist. I didn’t care about the rejection, but that I’d tried to sleep with the enemy…it was a Dursti’s ultimate dishonor. Shame boiled inside me, mixed with dark gratitude that Ash hadn’t allowed me to cross that line. I made a point of leaving early to wash, where Kali found me and ordered me back to her tent.

      “These,” she said, as she used a long pointed stylus to inscribe symbols on my flesh, “are your transport runes. They will allow you to cross the Black River into Arcania. My contact in Baddat will activate them once your work for me is complete. And these,” she said, drawing a second series below them, “are binding runes. They will tie you and Ash together until you make the pickup in Baddat.”

      “You said nothing about binding runes,” I retorted as she finished inking the sepia-hued marks into my flesh.

      She shrugged. “You might get the funny idea to run away again, to not honor our bargain, and I can’t have that.” Ash and I locked eyes as he entered the tent, and I quickly looked away. “The runes keep you tethered to Ash until you’ve procured what I need. Once your business for me is concluded, either of you can release the connection at any time.”

      I looked up at her. “And how do I know you’ll hold up your end of the bargain?”

      She gave me a sugary smile. “Some things we must take on faith, Ruelle. Besides, what choice do you have?”

      “If you don’t,” I said evenly, “I will return here, and I will kill you.”

      “I would expect nothing less,” Kali said. “Good luck, Firstborn. May you find everything you’re looking for in the west.”

      I left through the tent flap without another look in her direction, muttering “Go fuck yourself” under my breath, to which Kali yelled behind me, “The words you’re looking for are thank you, Kali!”

      

      ***

      An hour later I was gaping at the wagon before me.

      “No,” I said.

      Ash smirked. “Yes.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “Oh, but I am.” He knocked on the false bottom. “It’s been magicked so that it’s wider than it appears from the outside. You’ll soothe the children during the trip.”

      “I highly doubt that,” I sniped. My blood was thumping, my stomach hollowing as I looked at the tiny, cramped space. “Why can’t I ride up there with you?”

      He arched a brow. “Well, if you haven’t noticed, you’re supposed to be dead.”

      I swallowed. “Can’t you, I don’t know…magic me so I look like someone else?”

      He leaned in and gave me a wicked grin, dropping his voice. “Do you want to sit with me because I’m so beautiful?”

      I sniffed primly. “Those were the drugs speaking.”

      He gave me a sensual smile. “Are you sure?”

      “Very,” I bit out.

      He was suddenly so close, I could feel the heat of his body. “You know, there’s still the outstanding promise between us. Maybe you can fulfill it by telling me how beautiful I am every day for the rest of our time together.”

      I seethed. “Doesn’t your ego get enough stroking from all the intelligence you extract at the Veil?”

      His answering look was sinful. “Oh, I’ve been called many things by women, most of which I shouldn’t repeat in front of a lady. But never beautiful.”

      “It won’t happen again,” I snapped, looking at the compartment and steeling my nerves. “How long is the trip?”

      “Five, maybe six hours.”

      I closed my eyes. I was far, far away, flying above the trees, open sky all around me, and—

      Ash touched my shoulder, pulling me out of my visualization. “Hey. What’s wrong?”

      My throat bobbed. “I am…wary of small spaces.” I swallowed. “It-started-when-I-was-a-child,” I said quickly, running all the words together. “During Black Sky.”

      “What happened?”

      I looked away. “I was in the schoolhouse when the Arcanists arrived. My teacher pushed me into a closet, then barred the door to the room, but…one got in anyway. He killed Mistress Rosa while I watched through the door. He saw me but…he left.” I cleared my throat. “Anyway, I hid in the closet until someone came and found me. I was trapped for hours, unable to stand, Mistress Rosa’s body right outside the door. Haven’t liked small spaces since.”

      “How old were you?” he asked softly.

      “Eight.”

      His expression darkened. “I saw a relic of that memory yesterday, in your rune breaking.” His voice dropped. “Hiding a scar is one thing. Changing an entire person is a different story. I won’t be able to tell if the magic slips, and you wouldn’t be able to feel it. I’m sorry. We can’t take the risk,” he said gently.

      I exhaled. “It’s fine. I can handle it,” I said, crawling in, nails digging into my palms.

      He looked at me curiously, but said nothing else. Ash loaded the children into the cramped space. They pressed themselves as far away from me as they could, except for Eugenie, who nuzzled against me. Then Ash placed the false bottom on the wagon. The reins cracked, and we were off.

      I closed my eyes, as I had dozens of times before when confronted with a small space. You’re not trapped, I said to myself. Not trapped, not trapped, not trapped. My eyes were closed. I split my mind. I was not here. That was not a floorboard above my head—it was the wide-open sky, and the heat, the stagnant air was not from the press of bodies—that was the sun on my face as I stood before a crashing ocean. The sea breeze licked my skin. Not trapped, not trapped, not trapped, I repeated. But there was no air in the cart, just like in the closet, and the tiny slats in the wagon, they were so similar to those in the closet door, and if I looked through them, I would see it, again and again…

      But when I leaned my head back against the wagon’s hard wood, a cool breeze rushed in through the gaps, tickling my face, rustling my hair. And when it didn’t touch the other slats, I realized it wasn’t some fortuitous direction of the wind. It was Ash, helping quell my panic.

      We rode for hours, and it was nothing but the gentle rock of the wagon, the occasional whinnying of horses, children huddling in a cramped space. I kept my eyes closed as long as I could, savoring the breeze at my face, until Eugenie tucked herself beneath my arm and promptly fell asleep. Her warm body pressed against mine was soothing until the sun rose and the heat that crept in became stifling. Slowly, the sounds outside changed. Now other wheels churned along next to us, and other voices punctuated the silence. City noises erupted, and Eugenie sat up to peep through the tiny crack in the floorboard. My bladder had grown very, very full by the time the light around us grew dim, as if we’d gone inside. The wagon stopped. Dipped. Footsteps sounded next to us, and the compartment above us opened.

      “We’re here,” Ash said. I held my breath as the children left the wagon one by one, forcing myself not to shove past them, gulping down the open air when I emerged into what looked like a cargo space. Against one wall was a tiny round window. I ran to it and gasped.

      If the Citadel was order, clean lines, and tidy streets ending in hedgerows, then Baddat was its opposite. It sprawled beyond the window, a collection of peaks and towers and angles, jutting out in tiers and terraces, in towering buildings of warm-colored stone that rose into the sky. But as my eyes drew downward, the wonder stopped. Crudely erected dwellings dotted the streets, the people within clad in tattered clothes and broken expressions. Children skirted around garbage piles; people slept on little more than tarps. But the feel of the city, the buzz against the earth…

      “It’s magic propping it up,” said a woman’s voice. “Very old magic, from before the war.” I turned to find a bright-eyed woman watching me. A halo of silver hair grazed her shoulders; lines creased the corners of her sharp eyes. She watched me, arms crossed, a dozen rings encircling her slim fingers. Ink snaked up her knuckles, disappearing beneath the sleeves of her gown. But none of that was what scared me. It was her magic, its aura so strong, I immediately took a step back. There was no question on which side of the river she’d been born.

      “Bryn, meet Rana,” Ash said as he entered the room.

      “You’re an Arcanist,” I said, looking her over.

      Rana gave me a tight smile. “And you’re the Bastard Bitch.” Something passed across her face—heavy, unreadable—while her magic coiled around me, watching me the way a spider does a fly.

      I looked away from her oppressive gaze, noticing we were inside a small shop, a two-story place with fabric and hats and dried flowers hanging from the walls. I toyed with a bundle of silk, wrapped around a spool. “You’re a clothier,” I said. “My mother’s family were clothiers, back in…” I didn’t finish. Arcania. A place I never thought I’d claim. Were some of them still there, relatives I’d never known? Cousins? Distant aunts? I’d never thought to ask. Rana watched me carefully, as if I were a dangerous predator she needed to put down.

      “It’s a good cover,” she said eventually. “I have many apprentices who come and go, dispersing wares across the city. No one looks too closely at us.” She motioned to the room next to us, where tiny voices babbled. “I’ll find work for the older ones. The younger children will remain here until we find suitable homes. The rest we will smuggle to Arcania.”

      “Arcania?” I said, shocked. It was Eugenie’s face I saw as I turned to Ash. “How do you know this woman isn’t part of the Trade?”

      Her eyes hardened; her magic lashed, violent, angry. “‘This woman’ has been fighting the Dursti corruption since before you were born, girl.”

      “I know fuck all about you. You could be trafficking children, selling them off to Hirsch for all I know.”

      “Selling children to Hirsch,” Rana repeated slowly. Her lips thinned, trembled; her face drooped like cut flowers. For a moment I thought she might cry, or scream at me. Instead, her cheeks puffed. Her shoulders trembled, and laughter exploded from her lips.

      My surprise froze me. “Why the fuck are you laughing?” I demanded when I found my voice.

      But once the crazy bitch began, she couldn’t stop. She chortled until tears streamed down her cheeks, her body bent in half as she struggled to draw breath. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” she eventually managed to wheeze.

      My heart pounded in my chest. “You think it’s funny,” I said, as she howled. “Funny that Dursti children are being sold? Funny that—STOP FUCKING LAUGHING.”

      The laugh in her throat died as abruptly as it started. She stared at me, tears still shining upon her cheeks, and said, “I laugh so I do not cry. And someday, so will you. What has been done to your sister is not at all funny, Firstborn. It is an abomination.” She stepped nearer and dropped her voice. “The worst thing in all the world is the truth, Bryn Ruelle. And it is coming for you.”

      I did not like the way she said my name, the way she looked at me. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “Just yesterday you believed that Arcanists were your greatest enemies,” she said evenly. “Today, your sister’s life depends upon the aid of those enemies. Without us, you have no hope of saving her. What else will you unlearn before your journey is done?”

      “I will save my sister on my own,” I said fiercely. “And no one’s going to stop me.”

      I expected Rana to challenge me, to tell me I was a filthy Dursti soldier. Instead, she held my gaze. “Good girl,” she said softly, lifting her chin.

      There wasn’t much talking after that. Ash and I unloaded the wagon and gathered a few items into our packs. Part of me wanted to linger, to say goodbye, but who would want to hear it from me? I knew the answer.

      I was nearly out the door when a pair of arms wrapped around my waist from behind.

      “Don’t go.” It was Eugenie, staring up at me with wide dark eyes. “I don’t know Rana.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I know. But you’ll be safe here. You’re free, Eugenie.”

      Eugenie frowned. “But how can she keep us safe? She looks like a grandma.”

      I cracked a smile. “She looks like a badass grandma.”

      “Is she safe?” Eugenie asked, her tiny hand gripping my arm, her eyes wide. The fear in her eyes made my gut twist. “Is it safe here?”

      I thought about lying, thought about saying, Yes, of course. Instead, I knelt to look at the girl. “The truth is, I don’t know,” I said. “But Kali says we can trust Rana. Do you trust Kali?”

      Eugenie bobbed her head. “Guess so. Besides, it can’t be worse than there.”

      I didn’t ask about there, and she didn’t explain. Instead she hugged me, wrapping thin arms around my torso. I stiffened for a moment, then hugged her back, delicately, as if she were a bit of fine crystal that might break.

      “Will I see you again?” she said into my shoulder as she squeezed me. “Someday?”

      I managed a tight smile. Split your mind. But I failed. It was hope that answered when I said, “Of course.”

      I knew by the time we returned from surveilling the armory, the children would be gone, distributed safely around the city. I felt eyes on me as we crossed the street; I turned to see a small dark head looking out the window and, behind her, a silver halo of hair, watching me. I raised a hand in farewell, and Eugenie smiled and waved back. I prayed, for once, that hope won out.

      

      ***

      “That is where Kali’s godsdamned package is waiting?”

      We stood in the shade of a massive tree, hidden in a forgotten clump of bushes. It was warmer here in Baddat, almost hot. Sweat beaded at the nape of my neck as I looked though the binoculars again, scowling and cursing Kali—and Ash.

      “I knew it was an armory,” I said to him, “but I didn’t know it was this well secured.”

      Ash shifted where we stood. “They’ve tightened security somewhat since I was last here.”

      “‘Somewhat’?” The structure of the building was similar to my own armory—the stone walls, the U-shaped layout, the heavily armed guards, but the security there… “It would be easier to rob the treasury.”

      I pulled a small pair of Craft-made binoculars from the packs Rana had provided us, and the area around the armory immediately lit up with color and lines invisible to the naked eye. “A dozen level-three soldiers,” I said, scanning the perimeter. “Complex runic systems, a combination of old and modern variants etched over every entry. Two mini-guns at the roof.”

      “There’s nothing mini about those guns,” Ash said. Indeed, they could blast off artillery at breakneck rates thanks to Midborn successes in decoding Arcanic.

      I panned across the perimeter. “They’ve even rune protected the damned statue of the Lost Lords.”

      Ash gestured to the flag, flying at half-mast. “It’s the anniversary of their disappearance,” he said. “Can’t have some derelict pissing on it today, of all days, can we?”

      I frowned. “This is a level-three, maybe a level-four facility. Whatever we’re getting for Kali, it’s a high-security object. It’s going to be guarded and warded inside.” I lowered the binoculars, biting my lip. “There are more soldiers here than outside the Lastborn’s barracks in the Citadel. This building isn’t meant to accommodate so many. You can tell by the formations they’re rounding in. They’re cramped together. That’s not how it’s done.”

      I thought for a moment, trailing the binoculars along the soldiers standing there, assessing how many officers bore Firstborn bars on their lapels. My eyes alighted on the symbol of a white pine tree, worn by four, five, six of the other soldiers.

      “Those are northern soldiers,” I said, turning to Ash. “The fires in the north…the Arcanists attacked the northern camp just last week, and they burned down most of it. It’s no coincidence those soldiers are now stationed here. They’re guarding something, something from the northern camp. Something important.” Some deep knowing clicked within my mind, the fitting together of two puzzle pieces. “The Source Book. That must be it. It’s here.”

      I could see Ash turning the thought over. “It’s possible.”

      I turned to him, lifting my brows. “You really don’t know what we’re picking up in there?”

      “No. We keep certain intelligence from each other in case one of us is captured.” And tortured. And brutally murdered, neither of us bothered to add.

      “She did say you have a death wish.” I cursed under my breath. “How the hell are we going to get inside?”

      Ash scanned the perimeter, his eyes moving to the row of shops. He froze. “We have a bigger problem than getting into the armory.” He pointed left, toward a pub with a huge screen against its nearest wall, large enough that we could see the image flashing there. On it was the Reaper’s picture.

      WANTED, read the script scrolling below the image of the Reaper. FOR THE MURDER OF FIRSTBORN SOLDIERS DURING THE LONG NIGHT. Then after, a video clip. Of him. Hirsch, standing before a podium, his voice fierce as he said, “Arcania expressly denies any responsibility for the attacks that took place during the Long Night.”

      I gaped. “What the fuck.”

      “They’re reporting that I killed you,” he said, jaw hard. “It’s smart, really. Lessens the blowback from your death. Casts suspicions on the Arcanists. Stirs up anti-Bastard sentiment.”

      I couldn’t respond. My breath was frozen in my chest. I could only stare at the picture and the lie beneath it. “It’s well-known that soldiers have killed one another during the Trial,” I said. “Why are they spinning this? Who is spinning this?”

      “Whatever it is, there’s a larger game at play. We cannot get caught, Bryn.”

      I clenched my jaw, thinking furiously as I ripped open the rucksack Kali had left for us. Within was a pair of spelled handcuffs, a rune pistol, a pair of trim black pants, and a tight-fitting jacket. Gods only knew what had happened to the soldier who’d once worn them, but they were clean, and pinned to the lapel—which was replete with the bars and stripes of a decorated officer—was a note addressed to me in Kali’s handwriting: Play the good soldier, Firstborn.

      I thought hard and fast while I pricked my finger, keying the pistol to my blood. “How much do you trust me?”

      Ash looked at the handcuffs, as if he saw my idea reflected in his eyes. “Not enough for that.”

      “What happened to your death wish?” I smirked and dangled the cuffs. “Getting in won’t be the problem. It’s getting out.”

      “Shit,” Ash said as he looked at me. “Shit.”

    
  
    
      
        Twenty

      
      
        No single conquest changed the future of Durst more than its discovery of the Source Book, that most guarded tome of Arcania from which every notable Dursti creation since can be attributed. Its impact upon the militarization of modern Durst cannot be overstated.

        —A Brief History of Durst, L. Hawks (Blackbooked in 915 and removed from circulation)

      

      “Halt,” the soldier called as I strode through the gates. My prisoner—a black bag over his head—I pulled by the arm, his hands clasped in spelled handcuffs behind his back.

      It was well past midnight, and the four soldiers standing guard outside Baddat’s armory had that bored, hazy look that I knew too well from a long, dull shift. They would rotate off in a half bell, as I knew from the day we’d spent watching them.

      “Your runemark, soldier,” the guard demanded.

      I stiffened, letting every ounce of ice creep into my voice as I looked at the man with steel in my eyes. “Is that how you address an officer?” I said, doing my best impression of Oberst. I pulled back my overcoat to reveal the stripes on my lapel, and the three of them moved to a salute.

      “Officer on deck!” he announced.

      “At ease,” I said coldly. “Next time, use your godsdamned eyes before you open your mouth.”

      He nodded, swallowing. “I’ll need to scan your runemark, ma’am.”

      I pulled up my sleeve, and I didn’t miss the way he sucked in a breath. My arm was nothing but charred flesh, the faint impression of the runemark visible beneath the burnt skin.

      “Arcanist filth did it a month ago,” I said, pulling down my sleeve. “You’re welcome to try and scan it.”

      His face wrinkled in disgust at the melted flesh, magicked there by Ash. He squirmed. “Ma’am, I can’t let you in without credentials. I need your name.”

      “My name is above your pay grade.”

      Then he looked at the badge on my lapel, and he went paler still when he saw the black sphere. “You’re an…”

      “Obscurer? Yes.” The most secret of the Dursti soldiers. Even the Firstborn never learned what they did. Oberst was the only one I’d ever known.

      The soldier began sweating, and I was delighted. “I’m sorry, ma’am, I’ve never met an Obscurer, but…”

      “Let me make this clear, Jahns,” I said, reading his name tag. “Open the door for us, or Chancellor Mennick will learn who you’ve turned away.” Then I ripped off the shroud covering Ash.

      The soldiers gaped.

      Ash had removed his glamour, his long scar stark and brutal in the sterile light bleeding from the armory’s rune lanterns. His face was covered in a medley of cuts and bruises. The black eye and split lip, I’d done myself.

      “Is that—”

      “The Reaper? Yes, it is. Caught trying to arrange passage south. He’s been sedated and his magic dimmed,” I said, pulling the shroud back over Ash’s head and elbowing him hard in the ribs for good measure—a bit harder than necessary. Ash staggered; I grinned. “He’s perfectly pliant…for now. But he won’t stay that way for long. Now. Let us in like good little boys, or I’ll make sure that you, Jahns”—I turned to the others—“and Sloane, and Marks, will be the names I report first when referencing who turned the Reaper away.”

      The men looked back and forth among themselves. I gave my best cold smile—a smile I’d seen Oberst wear on a thousand different occasions. The guards convened, muttering to one another. Then a sizzle coursed over me as the wards released. The door hinges groaned, and we walked right in.

      I turned back to the guards. “No one is to know he is here. Do not speak of it, to anyone, or I’ll be wearing your entrails as scarves.” The door slammed shut behind them, and we were alone. I practically sagged in relief.

      “You’re a vicious bitch when you want to be,” Ash whispered beneath the shroud.

      “Thank you,” I said softly. “If this is like the Citadel armories, the high-security items are contained in the lowest level. Move.” I jerked him forward with the merciless grip I’d used countless times when dragging Bastard prisoners to the Pit.

      As I walked down the long corridor, I could almost imagine I had never left. That this was my arrest, my uniform, my prisoner. Two flights of stairs, turning at the first left, following the exit signs, then a sharp right to the service elevator. We stepped inside, and I ripped off his shroud, steeling my nerves. I’d known it was coming—the long ride down, to where the armory kept its secrets, so far beneath the surface that no Arcanist could magic them away. That didn’t stop me from hesitating before I pressed the button. The gears clanked, and we plunged into the earth.

      I exhaled slowly, then turned to Ash’s handcuffs, my thick fingers entering the runic series that would open them. Sweat beaded on my forehead; my breathing hitched. I’m in a cool, wide lake…

      Ash looked down at me as I worked through the runes. “Are you okay?”

      I closed my eyes for a second. “It’s a long way down.” My breath grew shorter. Tighter. The cuffs clinked off, and Ash rubbed his wrists. I crouched to scoop them up, using the opportunity to hang my head between my knees. I’m standing at the sea, and it spreads out and out and out, endless sky above me, and—

      “You were good up there,” Ash said, as if to distract me. But all I could do was nod and close my eyes. “I can feel the wards below.”

      “Clear the ones on the service elevator first. That’s our escape hatch.”

      His eyes took on a look of concentration, and I focused on that, on the hum and press of his magic as he disabled the wards intended to keep us out of the armory’s most secret lair. “Done.” He looked at me, at how pale and clammy I’d become, while the elevator picked up speed, whizzing downward.

      Down and down and down, where tons of earth pressed against me, around me, above me, the thin frame of the elevator’s steel cage my only protection. And…gods, I couldn’t go back up, could I? It was my job to get us out, my job to find my sister, and there was nothing, nothing around me but six walls, no air, and a weak, half-formed plan. Sweat slicked down my back. I couldn’t go up, I couldn’t go back, I was trapped, I was—

      “Bryn,” Ash said. “Look at me.”

      I opened my eyes, and the space was too bright, every feature of Ash’s face too near, and too far, and I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t—

      He gripped my shoulders, so gently. “What can I do?” he asked, concern lighting his eyes. “Tell me how to help you.”

      “Distract me,” I begged, the air coming too fast, too slow into my lungs. “Anything. Please.”

      There was a millisecond pause. He raked his eyes across my wild face, my too-bright eyes. His lips parted. Then he grabbed my face and crushed his mouth to mine.

      The kiss was not gentle. It was power and dominance and demand, demand that I forget myself, that I focus every ounce of my attention on him, and godsdamn it, I did. His full lips collided with mine, his tongue sweeping into my mouth and working against my own in long, teasing strokes. One hand braced the cold elevator wall behind me, while the other hiked up the hem of my shirt, finding purchase against the small of my sweat-soaked back. His fingers dug in, pressing my hips toward his. I gasped, and he pressed me more fully against the elevator wall that zipped like a falling star down into the armory’s dark belly, and all I knew were the places our bodies connected, the way his hips ground against mine, the sheer force of Ash’s will, demanding I forget, forget, forget. And I did.

      I forgot where I was, who I was, forgot my name as he sucked my lower lip into his mouth, kissing me with a fury that stole my breath and set something burning within me. His fingers curled into my back, his tongue claiming, insistent. There was no space for an ounce of fear. There was only him, and his mouth on mine, and godsdamn, he knew how to use it.

      Then the elevator stopped. He pulled his lips from mine with a pop. I righted myself, drawing in a deep breath.

      “You said ‘anything,’” he murmured against my mouth.

      I couldn’t think, couldn’t move. “I did,” I managed to mumble.

      His fingers released their grip against my skin, leaving cold in each place they’d touched me. “That worked better than I thought,” he said as he took a step back.

      “Too well,” I said, realizing that I’d brought my fingers to rest upon my swollen lips. I was…I didn’t know. I’d asked for a distraction, and he’d given me that. “Thank you, I think?”

      Ash gave me a coy smile. “If kissing wrings manners from you, perhaps I’ll try it again.” He gave me a satisfied smirk, but I didn’t miss the heat behind it, the raw, hungry look burning across his face. I buried my filthy thoughts as I took in the underground labyrinth we’d entered.

      The cold sterility of the place shook me from my daze. A few bald rune lamps illuminated the steel walls and concrete floors, casting stark light across the underground tomb. I tried not to think of the tons of earth pressing down upon us and how we would escape.

      But there were no doors, no knobs or indentations to mark where Kali’s item was located, just smooth, cool metal. I pulled out the ward glasses from my pack, looking at the weft and weave of magic crossing against the walls, to where it was concentrated the thickest.

      “Here,” I said. “This has to be the place.” I laid my palm against the wall. A glowing set of runes illuminated there, an encrypted lock that required sequencing to open.

      “Can you break it?” Ash asked.

      “Yes, but it’s going to take a few minutes,” I said as I set to decoding them.

      Then the elevator moved, and Ash and I turned to each other. “We don’t have a few minutes,” Ash said. “Hurry.”

      My fingers flew faster, rearranging the runes into a sequence that should open the door, a skill from an old life, so near that I could almost touch it. “Almost there,” I said. The elevator cranked above. “Can you slow it?”

      Magic prickled across my skin, and the timbre of the elevator’s gears changed. “Hurry,” Ash repeated.

      I moved a final rune into sequence. I sucked in a breath, the ringing silence punctuated by the elevator careening toward us. Nothing happened. Then, all at once, the wall split, then split again. Sections of it fell away down the corridor, revealing clear panes of rune-warded glass. Fuck, I’d opened all the doors. I forgot about the doors, however, as I took in the room directly before me.

      Not a room, but a cell.

      And waiting there, not a book, but a person.

      He was pale, dressed in all black, with a preternatural stillness that left me wondering whether he was carved from stone, until he crossed one leg over the other with the laziness of a cat. Long legs, long arms, long everything. Atop his head was a shock of flame-red hair, bright even in the dim glow of the room. I took another step forward, close enough to see the deep green nestled around his pupils. He was attractive—no, attractive was the wrong word. Captivating, in the way you couldn’t look away from the setting sun even as it burned your eyes.

      His gaze met mine, roving up and down my body with an ease that would have led me to slap another man, or take him to bed. He smiled widely, and I felt it…the press of magic as it raced across my skin, coated my tongue in an overpowering wave. An Arcanist, then. An Arcanist who managed to look droll, unbothered even, seated behind the thickest wall of glass I’d ever seen.

      Then he opened his mouth and spoke in a deep, velvet-kissed voice: “Finally. I thought you’d never come.”

      I squinted. “Who the hell are you?”

      He smiled, and it was like staring into the face of a lion. “I’m the package.”

    
  
    
      
        Twenty-One

      
      
        It is sometimes asked, who is an Arcanist? Why is the word Arcanist used to describe those who are bred, born, and raised in the nation-state of Arcania, and those unfortunate Dursti who quicken as if from nowhere, and how is any logical person to discern the difference between them? But that is the very point—language is the hangman’s scaffold, and the label Arcanist is the noose. The question begets the answer: You are Dursti, or you are dead.

        —An Etymological Dictionary of Durst, F. Keller (Blackbooked in 916 and removed from circulation)

      

      Ash froze for a moment. “You’re Poe?”

      I gaped. “You two know each other?”

      The man—Poe—managed to give me a bored look from within his room. Not a room, I corrected myself. A cage.

      “I know of him,” Ash said to me, still staring at Poe as if he were a viper about to strike.

      “Is she always this thick?” Poe asked Ash.

      “But who are you?” I demanded.

      He gave me a half grin that managed to freeze me. “I’m your ticket to the bad place, darling, if you can get me out of here.”

      A chill crept up my spine. “How can you know that?”

      “I know a great deal more than you think. For starters, I know the way out of this dump of a prison. I know that they—the morons guarding me—are as thick as you are, and don’t know what I am yet, just that I’m an Arcanist, so I’m under far less security than is required to contain me. And I know they’ve used a clever rune to keep me in this cage. I don’t have access to it, but this handsome thing does.” He looked Ash up and down. “What’s your name, pretty?”

      “Ash,” he said. “This is Bryn.” I opened my mouth to question the Arcanist named Poe, but Ash held up a hand. “Fight later,” he said, urgency lacing his voice, as the lift slowed. “Tell us how we break you out of here, Poe.”

      “The method is simple, but it will require something from you, Ash.” Poe gestured to the keypad. “Your blood, plus the correct sequence of runes, should short out the controls.”

      “And how do you know that?” I challenged.

      “What a fun girl she is,” Poe said, ignoring me. Ash unsheathed his knife. I stepped in front of him.

      “What happens when we let him out of his cage?” I asked softly. But the lift had nearly stopped, and those were voices I heard from within it.

      “Only one way to find out, darling,” Poe said. “But, by all means, talk it out. We have oodles of time here.”

      “There’s no time,” Ash said. He sliced open his arm, dipping his finger into the crimson that pooled there. “Give me the sequence.”

      “Alpha,” Poe called out. “Ur. Os. Tarus. Delta…” He rattled off a long series of runes, Ash’s fingers darting across the control panel on the wall. For a moment, nothing happened.

      The glass groaned. Ash’s blood glowed a bright, blinding white. The runes flickered and hissed, then went dark. The light lasted just long enough for me to watch the thick pane of glass disappear before the power went out, and then there was a hand around my throat.

      “Think I can’t smell what you are, Firstborn scum?” Poe hissed in a velvety voice that promised a slow, painful death. He tightened his hands at my neck just as the emergency lights clicked on, drenching us in cold blue light. Ash’s magic lashed for us, but with a flick of Poe’s finger, Ash froze, his magic along with him, suspended in the air like a glimmering mist. I pulled for the anti-magic phrases I’d learned, but I needed breath to utter them, and I couldn’t speak, not even to scream.

      Poe’s gaze found mine; something in his face shifted. And although his fierce expression returned, his grip slackened. “I want you to remember this moment,” he whispered, his words hot against my flesh. “Remember that I could have ended you and your pretty friend here with a thought. The next time you question who is on the right side, begin with yourself.” He released his hand, and I sagged to the floor. Then Ash was released, and before we could take another step, he’d slammed Poe to the wall.

      “We’re on your side, asshole,” Ash threatened Poe, whose lip was bleeding.

      Poe’s response was to laugh, sharp and cold. “You’re untrained, aren’t you?” he said to Ash. “Yet you’ve come this far with your magic on your own. Impressive. What a force you’ll be with the right teacher. Now. If you’ll notice, the lift has stopped moving, and I don’t intend to be captured again. So if you don’t want the same, I suggest you put me down. We need to move. Now.”

      We ran, snaking down the long corridor, boots skittering on the slick cement, each open room revealing some fresh horror—a room filled with a thousand glimmering gems that seemed to whisper as we ran past; an Extractor, one of the cruel devices used during the war to steal an Arcanist’s magic; a little boy, pale, dark haired, blank-eyed atop a stool, as if waiting for someone or something. “Ash,” I said, stopping in my tracks when I saw the child.

      “You can’t save him,” Poe said, pushing me forward without mercy.

      “You don’t know that,” I snapped, turning.

      “No one knows it better than me,” Poe said coldly.

      I pivoted to go back for him, but the clacking of boots erupted behind us. Five soldiers burst from the stairs into the corridor, and that’s when all hell broke loose.

      They were armed with pistols and rifles and something resembling a glowing whip, no doubt Craft made. The soldier’s eyes locked with mine; he raised his whip hand, and—

      “No!” Ash yelled. His hand shot out; a wall of flame erupted between us and the soldiers. Not the curling yellow flame I was used to; no, this fire was white, tinged with deepest black. Metal hissed; bolts snapped where the white flames licked against the floor. A section of it dissolved. Poe froze, watching the fire with something like curiosity and caution.

      “How did you—” Poe began. But something cleaved apart the fire: the whip. It cracked through the flame, carving a passageway in Ash’s fire, and drawing a sharp line of blood at Poe’s cheek.

      Poe turned as if in slow motion. He stood stock-still as the wound on his cheek changed from scarlet to pink, knitting itself closed, while the soldiers clambered through the fiery door the whip had left. The man holding the whip raised his arm again, and Poe…he smiled. His hand drew down; the whip broke apart, embers on the ground. Then he moved his arms outright, hands shaking, drawing the fire to him, forming two churning wheels of flame. And I knew, godsdamn it, I knew what he would do with it. And I yelled. Not for Ash, certainly not for Poe, but for the soldiers ahead of us.

      “Get down!” I screamed, and the anti-Arcanics sprang to my lips, but…

      It happened as if in slow motion. Poe flicked a finger. The fire raced forward. The soldiers’ eyes widened. Heat from the flickering wheel of flame tore at the void between us, the soldiers screaming as they ran, stumbling over one another down the corridor and out of sight, and then…cries of pain, the smell of singed hair.

      My chest heaved. I couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe. “What the fuck!” I managed to say through gulps of air. “You killed them! You burned them alive!”

      But more footsteps sounded, and we took off, racing down another hallway as boots pounded against the floor. A canister was thrown down the hall. “No!” I screamed, as a boom sounded through every inch of me, shattering the windowpanes, sending glass and metal spraying toward us. I hit the ground, using my momentum to kick the legs out from under the man next to me—it was Jahns, the young soldier who’d granted me admission to the armory. I gripped his throat in a sleeper hold, while behind me, magic sparked, followed by the sounds of bodies thumping to the floor in a dead drop. Jahns struggled for another moment, then went limp. I turned to look at the other two soldiers and…

      Their eyes were glassy, their heads positioned at odd angles. Poe held out his hand toward the man I’d subdued. Only a few stripes marked his collar. His hair was a sandy brown. He smelled of mint toothpaste.

      “No,” I said, my blood burning at what I saw in Poe’s face. “Don’t you fucking dare.”

      “This isn’t just about you, Firstborn,” Poe said as he fixed his gaze on the man. “We cannot let him identify any of us.”

      I looked to Ash, searching his face and finding only grim determination there. “There’s another way—” I began.

      But Jahns’s neck twisted sharply to the left. I felt the hard snap through every inch of me, and I knew he was gone.

      I stared down at the man, now limp in my arms, my eyes consuming every detail of his face, until a hand pulled me up. The soldier’s body fell with a thud. Ash yanked me toward him.

      “I don’t care what I promised Kali.” I trembled all over. “I’m not going anywhere with you, you fucking murderer.”

      “Don’t like to watch how the sausage gets made, Firstborn?” Poe sneered, his lip curling.

      Another explosion rocked the corridor, shaking the ground. I grabbed Jahns’s gun, stuffing it into the waistband of my pants.

      “They’re bringing out the bigger weapons,” Ash said. “We have to get out of here. Poe, where—”

      This time, the boom came from behind us, so hard that it cracked the smooth walls. Debris flew, bits of plaster, rock, and shrapnel. I froze as a large piece collided with Ash’s head. He went down hard as a soldier raced behind him, knife in hand—

      I disarmed him in a single move, knocking him out cold. And Ash, he was on his knees, slumping toward the ground. I braced myself under Ash’s arm to lift him, as Poe did the same. “Get the fuck off him!” I screamed. But those were footsteps behind us, and Poe got in my face, so close that I could see the bright green around his pupil, register the fierce set of his jaw.

      “Do you want to die, princess?” he demanded. “Do you want him to die? If not, follow me, now.”

      I took off behind him, Poe tearing a blistering pace, while I dragged a half-conscious Ash with me, his legs stumbling as he moaned. We ran until we reached a hallway ending in a large circular room, and within it, a small closet. Poe flicked a finger, and the door to the corridor closed. Then he yanked open the closet, pressing fingers to its rear panel while a look of fierce concentration twisted his face. The wall peeled back, revealing a heavy steel door. He twisted his arms, as if turning a massive invisible wheel, and it began to melt.

      I crouched beside Ash on one knee, the gun I’d stolen trained on the door. And because I didn’t know what to do, because Ash had gone so pale and still next to me, I began to talk.

      “Did you know I hunted you for the last two years?” I whispered as the back of Ash’s head continued to bleed. “I had a three-inch-thick file full of sightings of you. All the messages you’d sent, all the missing people you’d smuggled out.”

      He groaned. An explosion sounded; the door Poe had sealed began to crack, split.

      “But I couldn’t pin you down.” The metal before Poe’s hands turned from red to white, the dripping liquid pooling on the floor like quicksilver. “The clues together didn’t make sense. That’s when I started to suspect someone else was sending messages meant to imitate the Reaper. And a tiny part of me wondered why that was. If there was a larger game at play here, with someone who had the sense to mimic you. I couldn’t reconcile the data because it was a lie.”

      More explosions; raised voices, shouting, and then the prickle of magic. It was the Sisters, their collective magic chiseling through the door. We had a minute left, if we were lucky. “Faster, Poe,” I urged, turning back to Ash.

      “That was why I came with you on the Long Night,” I said, and his eyelids fluttered. “Some part of me knew something was wrong, and I ignored it. It’s cost me everything.” I gave him a half smile, looking into his glassy eyes as the wall cracked. Hurry, I silently urged. “It’s why I could never catch you.”

      “You’ve got me now,” Ash said. He reached for my hand and gave it a squeeze, at the same moment that Poe slashed down his long fingers and the metal gave way.

      I pulled Ash up and forced him through the melted doorway, then myself, Poe following last. Once through, Poe drew up his hands, as if zipping the metal together. Another slash of his fingers and the handle burned, fusing the lock into the steel around it.

      We were in a long earthen tunnel, roots peeking out from its dirt walls and low ceiling.

      “How long will that door hold?” I demanded, Ash still braced over my shoulder.

      “Indefinitely,” Poe answered. “They would have to tunnel around it to get through, and that would take a long, long time.”

      Ash’s head was bloody, but he was conscious. I gently sat him down on the ground. “How long will it take you to heal yourself?”

      “Few minutes,” he muttered.

      I rolled my shoulders, shaking off the sting of my burning muscles. And I was not thinking, I did not care one godsdamned bit what happened to me, as I turned and threw myself at Poe.

      My fist collided with his face, every ounce of my Firstborn strength behind it, and then I was on top of him. We fell to the ground in a tangle of limbs as I scratched, kicked, punched every part of his body I could reach, until my arms clamped straight down, and he escaped me.

      “I’ll say this, Firstborn,” he said, extricating himself from our tangle and rubbing his jaw. “You can throw a punch.”

      “Those men,” I said, fighting to throw off the thrall he’d cast over me. “Those soldiers. You murdered them.”

      “I believe thank you is the customary response for saving one’s life,” he said, massaging his face.

      “How could you?” I spat. “They had no chance. No chance at all against your godsdamned magic!”

      “In case you didn’t notice, they were about to murder us, including you, Miss Firstborn.”

      “They were only doing what they were told!” I shouted. “We could have subdued them! We could have found another way!”

      “So they could report the three of us, draw up sketches, post a reward after getting a good look at our faces?” He tutted. “Don’t be a fool.”

      Ash groaned, and the sound pulled me away from Poe. I knelt next to him and forced my breath to steady. Then I gently scratched a series of runes across him with my finger.

      “Why don’t you let me do that?” Poe said.

      “Don’t fucking touch him,” I snapped.

      “How typical,” Poe sneered. “It’s the Dursti way, isn’t it? Blood magic for me, but not for thee?” he mocked.

      “When he’s better, he can agree to whatever he wants, but for now, you’re not laying hands on him.” I set the runes across Ash’s flesh, adding a small drop of blood when I completed the final symbol, relieved as color returned to his face.

      I could practically hear Poe roll his eyes behind me as he said, “How primitive.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” I demanded.

      From behind the door, a boom shook the tunnel. “We need to go,” Ash choked out, managing to get to his feet. “The two of you can fight later. Where does this tunnel lead?”

      “It’s a prewar tunnel,” Poe said. “I doubt the Firstborn’s friends know it’s here. It comes out in a root cellar some distance ahead, in the bottom of a small grocery store. I sent my magic into the earth days ago to scout an escape.”

      I turned to Poe. “Show us how to get out of here. Don’t even think about using your poisoned magic on either of us.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it, princess,” he sniped. I didn’t let myself think of the tunnels that could crash down on us at any moment as another boom shook the space, and we took off jogging.

      “What you did back there,” Poe said to Ash. “Your fire ate through the walls like angry maggots. I’ve never seen magic like that.”

      Ash didn’t look at Poe. “It does that sometimes when I’m…upset.”

      “Remind me not to piss you off,” Poe said. “Don’t suppose you know where that particular gift came from, do you?”

      “I don’t know anything about myself,” Ash said softly.

      The passage began to gently tilt upward, the smells of loamy earth and decay giving way to beams and cement, a cellar with a staircase, and a wooden door that opened after some coaxing from Poe. We crawled out, hoods pulled over our heads.

      “Wait,” Ash said, and I was relieved that some of the light had returned to his eyes. He pulled a cap out of his pack and tossed it at Poe. “Put that on so we aren’t shot on sight.”

      “Much obliged,” Poe said, pulling the cap over his head, which only highlighted the hard cut of his jaw, the hollows of his cheekbones. It somehow made him more menacing. He was taller than he’d seemed in the armory, as giant as Ash, but leaner, like he’d missed a few good meals. “I take it we’re headed to Rana’s?”

      Ash nodded. “Her safe house is a few blocks away. We need to get there, and fast.” Sure enough, sirens blared, soldiers in armored cars rushing toward the armory.

      I did not draw a breath until we’d entered the sandstone building with the CLOTHIER sign, climbed the four flights of stairs, and collapsed on the floor.

      “Ash,” Rana muttered. She ushered him into a room, Poe following at her heels, then shut the door behind her, leaving me lying on the floor, alone.

      I lay there for a long time, panting, my face pressed into the wood floor. A trickle of blood slipped down my cheek. I touched a spot above my brow and hissed. Shrapnel, embedded just below the hairline, tiny bits of glass and metal from the explosion. I was thankful it wasn’t worse.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, but I still saw the terror on the soldiers’ faces, the reflection of the fire racing toward them. Soldiers barely older than me, who’d been burned alive. The sharp crunch of Jahns’s neck. I clenched my hands into fists as I stayed on the floor, curled into a tight ball. I wiped my eyes, wincing again at the sharp prick of glass across my face, then stood, taking in Rana’s bleached sandstone walls, the carpeted floor, the smell of unfamiliar spices emanating from a cookstove, and friendly voices chatting animatedly. Then I hauled myself to the other room.

      Rana was leaned over Ash, blotting away the blood from his head as he sat in a chair. His shirt was cut away, revealing the tanned skin of his chest. He was pale, but looked markedly improved. The feel of lingering magic coated the air—heady, potent—and I knew that Poe was to thank for Ash’s recovery, but I didn’t care. I didn’t care one fucking bit.

      I turned to Poe. I whipped out my rune pistol and aimed it at the bastard, who had the nerve to look utterly relaxed, a cigarette dangling from his fingertips, smoke curling from his mouth like a surly dragon.

      “You,” I said, staring at him with every ounce of animosity I could muster. “You have thirty seconds to tell me why Kali demanded we rescue you, and it better be a good answer.” I clicked off the safety. “Or you’re dead.”

      He flicked his cigarette, ashes flying out the window on a magical wind. “Come now, princess. Surely you’ve figured it out.”

      “Who are you? What are you, and why should I give a damn?”

      “I should think it would be obvious, darling,” Poe said with a grin. “I’m the Book.”

    
  
    
      
        Twenty-Two

      
      
        It is the people now known as the Arcanists who first charted bloodlines. Magic wielders suffered intense persecution at the hands of nonmagicians in the early years after the Unification, when the Holy Book was weaponized against them, and they were deemed abominations against the Old Gods. The magic wielders, who could only produce lesser magics at the time, sought to gain strength and influence through selective breeding, hoping to ensure their survival by creating a generation of stronger, wiser magicians. Suffice it to say they succeeded.

        —A Brief History of Durst, L. Hawks (Blackbooked in 915 and removed from circulation)

      

      I gaped. “You’re the Source Book?” I said as I stared at Poe.

      “I am, darling,” he said with a pompous, cunning grin.

      My brow furrowed of its own volition. The Source Book was Durst’s greatest coup during the war, and it was, well…a book. “You’re delusional,” I spat.

      Poe tutted. “Am I?” He patted his chest, his arms, his legs. “I feel quite situated in reality at present. And I do hope you’ll warm to me. Won’t make for a very pleasant trip to the Wastes otherwise.” He puffed from his cigarette as I stared, wild-eyed and furious, rounding on Rana.

      “This is not what I discussed with Kali,” I snapped.

      Rana shrugged. “He is the deal, Firstborn, if you want travel runes to the west.”

      “He’s not a package, in case you haven’t noticed. He’s a man,” I snarled. “And a monster!”

      “Please,” said Poe, cigarette dangling between his teeth. “I do hate it when people fight over me. And kindly stop referring to me as ‘the package.’ Unless, of course, you want to see mine.” He grinned, giving me a wink.

      Rana said something in snappy Baddati to Ash, who responded in a tone just as clipped, despite how pale he still was. They argued, their voices growing louder by the minute.

      Ash sucked in a breath, his irritation evident in his tone. “There was no discussion about taking him west, Rana. Only that Bryn didn’t have to deliver him back to Kali.”

      “He’s the price of crossing into Arcania.” Rana stared me down, arms crossed. “Poe will take you to the Wastes, then make his way to Kali after you’re finished. When you hear why, you’ll understand.”

      Poe said something low in Arcanic, and Rana nodded.

      “No,” I said. “I go alone. That was the deal. I can’t work with him.”

      “You will, and you must,” Rana commanded, her magic washing over me in a mighty wave, dizzying, dominant…familiar, whispering to whatever Arcanic blood still lingered within my veins.

      Ash and Rana bickered in Baddati again, the language barrier removing me from the conversation, while Poe smoked, the two of us studying each other. His preternatural stillness. The forest green of his eyes, ringed by the deepest black. The shock of red hair that burned like a flame in the dim light, and the magnetic force of him, stroking across my skin in long, languid lines. Whatever he was, he was evil. Unnatural. I shook my head against the magic that caressed every inch of me, smelling burning hair and flesh, hearing the screams and pleas for mercy. But Poe’s gaze…it was open, unguarded, like he was…looking for something. I didn’t care what it was. I took one giant step and whipped out my gun.

      Poe didn’t flinch. He didn’t even bother to uncross his long legs. He held the cigarette lazily in one hand, while he gave a flick with the other. The rune gun jumped from my clenched fist into Poe’s outstretched palm.

      “My, my,” Poe said, smoke trailing from his mouth. “Old habits die hard, Bryn Ruelle.” He blotted out his cigarette.

      I froze, panting. “How?” I demanded. “How did you take my gun? It’s keyed to my touch, my blood.”

      A slow grin crept over his face. “You know the answer. You just don’t want to believe it.” He cocked his head. “You feel it, don’t you?”

      I clenched my jaw. “I feel nothing.”

      “Liar,” he purred. “It’s my blood, calling to you. Seducing you. Heating within your veins, drawing you closer to me.”

      “Only to stick a knife between your ribs. Tell me how.”

      “I should think the answer is apparent. Your gun is keyed to my blood, darling.”

      “Impossible,” I stammered, shaken. “You may be an Arcanist, but you’re not me.”

      “I’m not just any Arcanist, princess.” He leaned back in the chair, recrossing his legs. “I’m the Arcanist. But you already knew that, didn’t you? You feel it, no matter how badly you long to deny it.” Poe snapped his fingers. A flame ignited there. He withdrew another cigarette, lighting it in his palm, then took a long draw and blew out a thick cloud of smoke.

      “What you did to those soldiers was barbaric. No one should have that much power.”

      “As it happens, I agree with you,” he said. “Yet here I am. And if you’re smart—and you are smart, aren’t you, Bryn Ruelle?—you will listen to me. If you want to save your sister, that is.”

      Poe stood, all long limbs and corded muscle, cigarette dangling from his lips, and removed his jacket, rolling up the sleeves of his fine white linen shirt. I stiffened. Cuts traced up and down his arms, marking his fair skin. Dozens. Hundreds.

      “You needn’t fear for me, girl.” Poe said, focusing his gaze on me while I examined him, horror blooming within me. “The damage was done long ago. Many have tried to kill me. None have lived. And if you will stop plotting to kill me for a moment,” he said, settling back into his chair, “I’ll tell you who I am and why you should care.”

      I crossed my arms, succumbing to a begrudging silence.

      “I was born in Retcherchet, a small village in Arcania. It sits—sat—along the border of now-annexed west Durst. My childhood was unremarkable. But then came the Great War, and my life took a startling turn.

      “I was a boy when the Dursti captured me. Even then, they had clever ways to locate powerful Arcanists. They had an Arcanist traitor who listened for the bloodsong. You can’t hear it, at least not in any tangible way, but to other Arcanists, our blood hums. The more powerful the Arcanist, the louder, sweeter the song. Capturing any of us was a coup. Capturing me was an opportunity.

      “They tested our blood, of course, before they determined how to use us. Those with little power were executed. Those with average power were enslaved. Those with substantial power were subjected to experiments. Then there was me. I was special. The unfortunate boy with pure Arcanic magic in his veins, the strongest the enemy had ever found.” His smile was tight. “Lucky me.”

      “Bloodcraft is forbidden,” I said.

      “Oh,” he said, looking affronted. “Well, perhaps you can let your government know that. For a decade, Durst stole my blood. Every weapon, device, innovation created by Durst since then was made by and through the magic within my blood. They stole enough to power an army. Enough to create a legion of weapons immune to Arcanist power. It’s how I’m holding your gun now. Blood responds to blood. Only two people on this earth could have taken your gun—you or the unfortunate human whose magic created it in the first place.”

      “You’re telling me you’re the Craft source?” I said, gaping at him. “The source of our technology, the anti-magics, all the advancements of the last decade?”

      He held his arms out to the sides, corded muscle stretching as he chimed, “In the flesh, my lovely.”

      “It’s a lie,” I spat. “It can’t be true.” Because if it was, if the very underpinnings of what I’d been taught were a lie…

      But Poe snapped his fingers, and the rune gun jumped from where it sat next to him, into his hand. He turned it on me and released the safety. “Tell me again what’s a lie. What hasn’t been done with my blood.” I was too shocked to respond, so he continued. “The Dursti kept me near the North Sea, in a special facility designed to imprison the strongest of us. They bled me dry regularly, careful to keep me from dying. I was, of course, their favorite.” He grinned a bitter smile. “They loved me and hated me. Worshipped and feared me. Somewhere along the way, someone decided I could be used for more than pain.” He took another draw from his cigarette, the tobacco’s sweetness wrapping around me. “If you’ve ever bedded an Arcanist, you’ll know that it gives you a temporary high, a taste of the Arcanic magic that runs in everyone’s veins. And many wanted a taste of me.”

      My mouth went dry.

      “I was runebound, little better than a slave and a whore. I could not speak to my power, not even to the things my blood was used to create. I stopped eating, stopped drinking, but they wouldn’t let me die. Every night, they tried to tangle my mind, to make me forget so that I awoke a clean, compliant slate. But blood remembers. I remembered.

      “For a long time, nothing mattered. There was only blood, sex, magic stolen, blood taken. I tried to die many times, but my beloved Dursti wardens found ways to keep me alive.

      “But then,” he said, that broad smile lighting his face again, “a thought settled within me with the force of a thunderclap. I was the strongest Arcanist alive. I had let myself be bound. Foolish, really, but I was so young when they captured me. I broadened my mind, letting my magic expand and think for itself, and the answer promptly found me.” He ashed his cigarette. “I ordered my blood to eat through the binding runes they’d inscribed on my flesh.”

      My breath froze in my lungs. “You ordered your body to eat…your skin?”

      Poe grinned, smoke hissing through his teeth. “Through more than just my skin, my lovely,” he said. “You’ve gone through a runebreak. It’s a most unpleasant process, even for a single rune. For dozens, it was a death knell. I nearly died in the process. Nearly. But it worked.

      “Free of my binds, I escaped.” He smiled, white teeth flashing. “The prisoners, I set free. As for my captors, I killed every one of them. Slowly. Methodically, turning the creations they’d forged from my blood against them. Truly a most enjoyable day.” He sighed, stubbing out his cigarette. “Then I burned down the fortress and ran.”

      “The fire in the north,” I muttered. “The battalion sent there. That was you.”

      “An entire battalion, for little ol’ me.” He clapped his hands once, standing. “And here I am, ready and willing to do battle to help rescue your beloved little sister.”

      “How were you captured?” Ash asked, watching Poe carefully.

      Poe sighed. “The simplest of traps snared me. I’d been in Baddat for several weeks, enjoying the company of a trio of lovely women, and I made the terrible mistake of falling asleep after. I’d forgotten that the bloodsong is loudest during passion. Even with the wards I’d woven around myself, a flare of it broke through. One of the Detectors sensed me and got the anti-magic cuffs on me before I awoke. They brought me to that sad little prison, as naked as the day I was born, not knowing who or what I was. I was able to get a message off to Kali as they hauled me away. I would have gotten out eventually, but you sped things along. This little misadventure makes me even more excited to pay my friends in the west a little visit.”

      “Why do you want to go to the Wastes?” I asked. “What’s in it for you?”

      His strange eyes held my own as he considered me. “Your brother is Asa Ruelle, is he not?”

      Fear iced through me. “Why are you asking about Asa?”

      Poe moved to the wide screenless window at the top of the building, closing his eyes as the breeze ruffled his hair. “I did not feel the wind on my face for years. Did not feel the sun on my skin. Pray, Firstborn, that you never know what that’s like.” He turned to me. “The Dursti are obsessed with bloodlines. They track them carefully, even among the Bastards. Especially among the Bastards. As it turns out, you Ruelles are a generation or two removed from Arcanists.”

      I startled backward as surely as if Poe had struck me. “N-no,” I stammered, even as some part of me whispered, Yes. “That’s impossible. My family has lived in Durst for decades. We were only Bastard class because our territory was captured by Arcania during the conflict.”

      Poe shrugged. “Believe what you want, Firstborn. But your family’s strong Arcanic bloodline is why your sister was taken. And why your brother is so good at what he does.”

      “The Ruelles have no magic!” I shouted.

      Rana smirked; I wanted to claw out her eyes.

      “Oh, I suppose it’s dumb luck that’s allowed him to puzzle out magic’s deepest secrets?” Poe said flippantly. “Ask yourself—how has he unraveled what was meant to remain hidden? What dark forces did he wield to turn his ancestors’ magic against them, and what parts of himself did he lose along the way?”

      “It’s not evil, it’s his intellect,” I bit back. “His instincts.”

      “Instinct is magic. Your brother is well-known throughout the country, even to the bloodletters who attended to me. It is whispered that Asa Ruelle’s current research will usher in the bloodiest era of war yet. That he will build a weapon that will be unleashed upon Arcania and devastate its people.”

      Something inside me began to vibrate. “N-no,” I stammered in a strangled voice. “Asa doesn’t make bombs. His work focuses on healing, on runic combinations that save lives.”

      Poe held my gaze. “Your brother is a bomb maker. A death bringer.”

      “He’s a student!” I yelled, heat flooding my face, my limbs.

      Poe maintained that easy, languid grace even in the heat of an argument. “At the university, that’s the same thing.”

      “You don’t know Asa,” I bit out. “He would never hurt anyone. He’s nothing like me.”

      “Perhaps he would never knowingly hurt anyone. Perhaps he’s too much of a coward to pull a trigger himself, but weaponizing magic…that’s what they do at the Citadel.”

      “Whatever Asa is, it’s because Arcania made him that way,” I spat back. “You made us into this. You enslaved us, persecuted us, tortured our people for decades. We had no choice but to defend ourselves!”

      “And how do you think that began, Firstborn?” Poe challenged, anger blazing in his face. “It began with you, with your people rounding up magicians and murdering us. Wiping out entire families, children and babies, because we had something you could never possess. Treating us like devils to be returned to hell. But when Arcania fought back, suddenly it was a war crime.”

      “Liar,” I seethed. “That’s propaganda started by your kind.”

      “Propaganda,” he repeated. He laughed, cold and sharp. “It’s not Arcania using the Old Gods as an excuse to toss people into slave camps and hunt them for sport.”

      “That’s finished,” I retorted. “The Long Night’s done. Mennick himself told me this year was the last. The Lastborn are returning, and the conflict will end.”

      Poe’s voice was soft. Pain flittered across his face. “You sad, small girl. You think Chancellor Mennick is the hero in this story, don’t you?”

      “There’s a plot to kill him,” I lashed back, my voice raised. “To murder him, because he wants the Bastards to have rights, because he wants the violence to end!” I looked at Ash to gauge his reaction, but he sat on the ground, quiet and pale, one leg kicked out in front of him.

      “Look around you, Ruelle. Look at Baddat, at this city. At the homeless they cart in here from your Citadel. Look at the poverty and the filth and violence, and tell me that anyone at the Citadel cares about this country.”

      “You know nothing,” I snapped at him. “None of you. You’re so filled with hatred that you can’t imagine there are people among us who want freedom, who want peace!”

      Poe tossed a stack of papers down upon the table. “I stole a few proprietary documents before I burned my prison to the ground. Look for yourself. Long-range missiles. Devices that can transport a horde of soldiers from one place to another. An entire invasion that can take place with a single step. That’s the technology the Midborn have developed, what your brother is assisting with right now. I don’t know you, Bryn Ruelle, but you’ve escaped. You’ve seen behind the curtain. Ask yourself: If the conflict is ending, why would Durst need such weapons? Why would Durst steal children from their families and force guns into their hands when they’re still babes? And where are the children who have been stolen from beneath Durst’s nose?”

      “I…I…” I didn’t have an answer, and it made me even angrier. “Asa is a student, doing what he can for peace.”

      “Weapons for peace,” Poe said softly. “Now there’s a contradiction.”

      “The war won’t end without fighting,” I raged at Poe.

      “And when have you seen war?” he asked me, taking a step closer, fire burning behind his eyes. “Truly seen it, with your own eyes?”

      I flushed. “What do you mean?”

      Poe’s gaze raked across me. “Strange, that you’ve been a soldier all your life, yet you’ve never seen a battle. Never seen your enemy, until you escaped.”

      Something burned beneath my skin. “Firstborn don’t deploy until graduation.”

      “And have you seen any of those Firstborn since they deployed? Have they come home to regale you with tales of war, of heroism, of battles lost and won?”

      My fists were clenched into tight balls. “It’s all over the news. In the papers. The horrible, horrible pictures. The cemeteries full of bodies. Rebel attacks that kill hundreds. Border skirmishes, where people die at the Black River—”

      “Ah, yes. The soldiers who try and fail to cross the Black River, again and again. I wonder, in all your years, have they ever succeeded? And if not, why do they keep trying?”

      My anger sharpened. “People are dying. Soldiers and civilians alike, people who leave and never return. So don’t you dare pretend that we aren’t giving our lives to fight Arcania.”

      “My dear girl,” Poe said gently, “I’m not suggesting that your people aren’t dying. I’m suggesting they’re not dying at the hands of the Arcanists.”

      A hammer pounded within my chest. “Then how?”

      Poe’s face hardened. He paced the room, nervous energy crackling around him like a hovering storm. “In another war. A different war. There’s a larger game at play here, and the answers lie in the Wastes.”

      “The Wastes,” I repeated, heart pounding. “Since you’re so fucking smart, you tell me—what does Hirsch want with my sister? What are the Arcanists doing to them? To the Bastard born?”

      “Well, as I haven’t been in Arcania since my childhood, I’m afraid I don’t know,” Poe said dryly. “But you can bet it has to do with blood. Whatever facility erected there is stocked with devices made with my blood. I feel my magic even from here, calling me west. So yes, I will accompany you to the Wastes, whether you like it or not. We will find your missing sister. And then I will destroy every weapon Durst has made in its name. I will have my revenge, no matter what it costs me.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him to go fuck himself, to scream that I didn’t want his help, but Ash, as if anticipating my retort, interrupted me. “Can you get her into the Wastes, to where her sister was taken?”

      “Yes. I will be able to trace the magic there—my magic—and hack it. We’ll need to gather supplies for our journey tomorrow. We can set out the following day.”

      I exhaled slowly, closing my eyes, forcing my temper back on its very short leash. “Let me make one thing crystal clear,” I said, pointing my finger an inch from his smirking face. “You do not give the orders here. I do. You will follow every one of them, or I’ll show you how nasty Firstborn soldiers can be.”

      “I doubt that, princess,” he said, casting haunted eyes upon me. “I’ve already seen it.”

    
  
    
      
        Twenty-Three

      
      
        It is often wondered why the Dursti do not quicken with more frequency. It is estimated that ethnic Arcanists quicken into magicians at roughly five times the rate of the Dursti. What changed in their shared biology? How did two ethnic groups sharing a common ancestor diverge so fully within the span of a generation?

        —The Arcanist Threat, V. Holtz

      

      I stormed into the room I would share with Ash for the night, slamming the door shut before collapsing into a chair. I put my head into my hands, wincing. The damned glass was still in there. A small knock sounded.

      “Come in,” I said. Ash entered, shutting the door softly behind him. “You’re looking better,” I said gruffly.

      He leaned against the door, arms crossed. “Nice to see you treat our guide to the Wastes with such charm and finesse.”

      “If you’ve come here to lecture me, you can leave,” I said.

      He cocked his head while he considered me. “You’re behaving like an asshole. And I suspect a small part of it is the glass stuck in your face.”

      “I don’t need—”

      “Stop,” he said, holding up a hand. “You’re going to sit here and let me fix it. You’re not going to complain or make snide remarks. Now. Show me where it hurts.”

      I was so angry, I could have screamed. Angry at Poe, at Ash, at the Citadel, at my mother’s deathbed promise—everything that had brought me here. But my face ached, my head pounded, and so I said, “Here,” and pointed to the cut across my forehead. Ash touched the spot, and the glass popped out with a tiny sting. I grimaced, but kept going. “Here.” I pointed to my temple. Zing. “Here.” My jawline. Zing.

      “Aren’t you trained to withstand pain?” he said as I winced.

      “I must have missed the day they shot glass at my face.”

      He gave me a half grin. Shoulder. Zing. “You are…very capable in a fight.”

      “Don’t sound so surprised.”

      “I’m not.” Zing. Scalp. Zing. Neck. It was quiet for a minute as he worked over me, the pain pricking then receding, and then Ash said, “I knew the Breakers were hunting me. But I didn’t know one of them was you.”

      Zing. “Surprise,” I said in a dry, mocking tone. “As you can see, I failed.”

      “Yes, but you were tenacious.” Lip. Zing. “You’ve always been tenacious. It’s why I placed a bet on you.”

      The glass was making me surlier than usual. “You and the entire country.”

      “Not on the Long Night.” Zing. “We used to take bets when the Firstborn sparred. I placed a bet on the girl fighting the spoiled son of General Bracken.”

      Zing. “When was this?”

      “Sometime after you’d arrested me. I’d seen the steel in your eyes when you dragged me out of that bar. There was something…relentless about you. I bet the others you would flatten him in a minute. And you did.”

      “He kicked my ass a lot too.” I swallowed, trying not to think of Tasch, dead and cold at Ash’s hands.

      He was suddenly before me, fingers brushing my collarbone. “Why did you do it?” he said softly, as another zing had me hissing through my teeth.

      “Do what?”

      His face was nearly level with mine. “Help me today. Save me.”

      Zing. I grimaced. “Would you prefer that I leave you behind to get stabbed and murdered?”

      He gave me a stern look. He gripped my chin. “No jokes. No deflection. No seduction.” He stared at me. “You could have been rid of me. Left me. Why didn’t you?”

      I shook my head. “He was going to stab you from behind, like a coward. It wasn’t fair. And I…I’ve had a lot of time to think about my death. All soldiers think about it. And if I’m going to be killed, I want it to be because I’ve earned it. Because I’ve lost.”

      “Bon mort,” Ash said softly, looking at me curiously.

      I nodded. “Bon mort.”

      “We don’t agree on much,” he said, voice low. “But we do agree on that. Thank you.” Something like respect flickered across his face.

      I shrugged. “You helped me out of the Oval… I owed you.” The corners of his mouth drew down briefly. I pressed on. “Did you know about Poe? About what he is?”

      “I knew of him, but I did not know he was Kali’s delivery.”

      I sniffed. “Is he telling the truth? About what was done to him?”

      “Yes. Kali has known for some time that a powerful Arcanist was being…studied at a facility.”

      “Studied,” I repeated, biting my lip, wincing at the still-healing cut there. “If they’ve lied about this, what else is a lie?”

      “Do the Citadel’s lies surprise you?”

      “Yes,” I said. “No. I don’t know. I don’t know what to believe anymore.” I changed the subject. “What do you think of Poe?”

      Ash dabbed at another cut. Zing. “His magic is unlike anything I’ve felt before. He could level the entire city and not break a sweat.”

      “Wonderful,” I said dryly. “I can’t wait to spend a week alone with him on the way to Arcania.”

      “Not alone,” Ash said. My head snapped toward him, and he held up his arm. Travel runes marked his flesh, a twin to my own. “I had Rana ink them for me.”

      My brows shot up. “You’re coming to the Wastes? Why?”

      Ash dabbed at a cut. “Poe said there were extensive archives in the northern camp about Dursti bloodlines, that there may be similar archives at the Wastes. I’m hoping it might contain information about my family, if any of them still live.”

      I thought of Asa, the disgust and disappointment etched on his face at our last meeting, the accusations Poe had leveled against him. “Family isn’t always what you think it is. Maybe it’s better not to know.”

      “Spoken like someone with a family.”

      “But why does it matter?” I asked. A fierceness crept into my voice, bitter acid lodging in my gut. “It doesn’t…doesn’t mean anything. They’ll be strangers to you, even if you track one down.”

      “Because,” he said, pulling back to stare at me. “You don’t know what it’s like to look around you and not have a single place you belong. Even Poe doesn’t understand my magic. I’ve spent my entire life hiding, Bryn. I need to believe there’s somewhere I don’t have to.”

      We stared at each other, something heavy sitting upon my chest, as if I’d been carrying a bag of bricks and just realized it. “And here I hoped you just wanted the pleasure of my company for a few more days.”

      He touched my scalp. Zing. His voice deepened. “Maybe I’m just hoping you’ll kiss me again.”

      He gave me a look so raw and hungry, I nearly did just that. “Only one of us has kissed the other sober.”

      “Only out of desperation. Only for medicinal purposes.”

      “Only because the handcuffs gave you ideas,” I said, and he laughed—a real laugh, and it changed the look of his face.

      “And these?” I lifted my forearm, exposing the runes Kali had inscribed there, the ones binding me to Ash. “One or the other of us has to release them. We’re done with Kali’s mission, so maybe it’s time to…”

      Ash took my wrist in his hand, rotating it gently to expose the inside of my forearm. His fingers brushed the sensitive skin there, tracing the marks. I felt his touch everywhere, in all the places—seen and unseen—where my skin puckered, in the aching shiver that began at my neck and trailed down my spine, in the gallop of my pulse.

      “You’re right. We can release them now,” he said, fingers working my skin, “but I’m sure you’ve noticed their utility. They’re less a bind and more of a…report at this point. A call and response, pinging back and forth between us. They tell me if you’re well or injured. If you’re alive. How far or near you’ve gone. They take on elements of the bearers, of the link between them.”

      “I didn’t know that,” I murmured, using the opportunity to study him while his attention was elsewhere. What was it like, I wondered, to be so beautiful in someone’s eyes that they couldn’t look away from you? As if he felt it, his gaze snapped up to find mine.

      I forced myself to look at him, not to blink, as Ash said, “Close your eyes. Please,” he added. I watched him for a moment, then did as he bid. His voice was a whisper, a gravelly purr against the sensitive flesh of my throat. “Do you feel it?” His hand closed around my arm, his thumb stroking the runes. “It’s like a…whisper, binding us together.”

      I felt him watching me, even through closed eyes. The runes at my arm pulsed gently, an invisible feedback loop between us. “I feel it,” I whispered.

      “And…something else. Something more. It feels like…”

      It washed over me—warmth, like standing in a shaft of buttery sunlight. Like the heat of a fire, the flames licking against one another. My breath caught. The sensation grew sweeter, sharper, the fire turning electric deep within my chest, zipping through me. It burned, pleasure and pain warring inside, lightning in my veins. Familiar. Dangerous.

      And suddenly, I was afraid. Vulnerable, more naked than when I’d stripped down to nothing before Ash. The blood rushed to my face. I wondered if I might cry or lean in to kiss him. If I would press my palm to the open flame before me and suffer the burn.

      I blinked open my eyes, holding back tears.

      “You’re trembling,” he said, his brow furrowed with concern. “Are you alright—”

      My words came out flat, quiet. “It feels like the tracking runes to me.” I shrugged, unable to meet his eyes. “Maybe it takes practice.”

      He looked at me for a long moment, and I saw the word flicker across his face: liar. Then he released my arm. “We should keep the runes until we reach the Wastes.”

      I nodded, relieved—devastated—that the spell had broken. I absentmindedly touched my shoulder, to do something, anything, with my hands that wasn’t gripping his face and pressing it to mine, and…

      “Ouch!” I cursed as my fingers found a final bit of glass there.

      I was relieved when Ash smirked at me, the teasing returning to his voice. “For a Firstborn, you sure do whine like a godsdamned baby.”

      I glared at him. “Next time, remind me to let you die.”

      

      ***

      I slept fitfully that night, tossing and turning on the bedroll, unaccustomed to the southern heat. I rose before dawn and looked down upon the city, noticing the dull glow of lamps, the people sleeping on stoops and in alleyways, the mingling smells of horses and baking bread and rotting gutters, the faint birdsong swallowed by the turning of wheels and clomping of hooves. I thought how different it was from the Citadel, with its clean stone streets that were freshly swept every morning. Then I remembered the Bastards rising before dawn to tidy the city and wondered at the cost of order and chaos, and if there was anything in between. By the time Ash had risen, Rana was up and handing us each a stack of crisp Dursti currency.

      “Should we bet it all on craps?” Poe was shirtless, the long lean muscles of his torso already on display, a cigarette in his mouth.

      I scowled. “The sun is barely up. Blow your disgusting smoke somewhere else.”

      “Whatever you say, my sweetness,” he said, smoke billowing from his smile.

      “The money is for your supplies,” Rana said. “We have packs, bedrolls, medical kits, and waterskins for each of you, but you’ll need to secure supplies in the markets. It will be several days of travel from here to the Black River. You’ll board a boat there with a contact of ours.”

      Rana showed us their paltry arsenal, explaining that few weapons were kept here in the event the safe house was raided. She explained where we could find the best deals on provisions, Poe sucking down his cigarette and blowing smoke in my direction the entire while. We agreed to split the list to speed things along. Poe took on weapons, Ash handled the rations, and I took the rest—flint and water-warded matches, a set of rune lamps, canteens, and coffee.

      Poe went his own way, while Ash and I continued down the street, ready to disperse into the various markets, when angry shouts erupted behind us.

      “Out of the way!” said a harsh female voice. I pulled Ash toward the sidewalk as a group of soldiers shoved past us, and with them, a woman dressed in all black.

      “A Detector,” I said. “Hunting quickenings.”

      The soldiers didn’t bother to knock on the building they approached, kicking open the door and storming inside. Screaming sounded from within. It wasn’t a minute before they dragged a boy from the house, a child of eight or nine years. His parents followed him into the street, along with a little girl who must have been his sister.

      “Please!” cried the mother. “He’s a child! We didn’t know!”

      “Rules are rules,” said the Detector. “He may be young, but his bloodsong is loud.”

      “Don’t do this!” the father said. “We are Dursti! He is Dursti!”

      “You know the law,” barked the officer. “He is an Arcanist, no matter where he was born. No exceptions.”

      The father tried to argue; a soldier smacked him across the face before they dragged the child away, screaming for his mother, while his sister wailed in the street.

      I was a Dursti soldier. I knew what the Detectors did, had studied their practices, had read the law and theory behind why magical blood—Arcanist blood—must be stomped out whenever it manifested in one of us, but watching the soldiers drag away the crying child—watching my soldiers tear a child from his family, to be executed…

      “So this is how it’s done,” I said as I trembled all over. “That’s the enemy we’re waging war on. An eight-year-old boy.”

      Ash turned to look at me, his face holding barely contained fury. “How did you think it happened?”

      And I didn’t have an answer. Everything I’d done for the Firstborn had been in pursuit of a better world. But looking around the market, at the poverty and savagery of Baddat, at the child ripped away from his family…

      I set my jaw, staring after the soldiers. “You rescue children like that, don’t you?”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      I turned to him. “Give me your list,” I said to him. “And go save the boy.”

      Ash stared at me, something unreadable in his face. “It could delay us. I could be caught. You could be caught, if I do this.”

      “Then don’t get caught,” I said. “But don’t you dare let them take him. I’ll get the supplies. Just go, and be quick about it.”

      He nodded at me. “And you’ll be fine? Can you handle yourself—”

      “Shut the fuck up,” I said softly, taking a step closer to him, staring into the deep brown of his eyes, into every gold fleck there. “And go. Save. That. Child.”

      Ash looked at me, something blazing in his face that I knew was reflected in my own. He turned and left without another word.

      The child’s screams haunted me as I walked through Baddat’s northern quadrant, where the market overflowed with vendors and merchants, with thieves and victims, with the thick smell of spices roasting over an open flame. I forced myself to take my time as I navigated the place, my hood pulled low over my head, forcing thoughts of Wren and Asa far, far away from me. Asa was… The truth was, I didn’t know what Asa was anymore. I’d pushed him away so long ago that some days, I managed to forget he existed. But he had always been perfect, a child who would make any parent proud. I couldn’t believe he’d become anything else. No, if Asa was wrapped up in something that would destroy lives, it was only because he was too foolish to realize it. Which was wholly possible.

      I secured the last of the items, relieved that something had gone smoothly, praying that Ash had saved the boy and would be back before dark, when the true criminals would emerge. But then a sound floated toward me. A voice pulling at my ears from across the market, cutting through the white noise like a thunderbolt. I turned. I froze.

      He was out of uniform for the first time I could remember. He wore civilian clothing like a costume, and somehow, it made every inch of him appear more threatening. His long frame was clad in brown pants and a plain shirt; slung across his shoulder was an ordinary rifle. Nothing runemarked. Nothing military grade. And with deft fingers, he handed the vendor a photograph that had been splattered across Durst during the Long Night. A photograph of me.

      Oberst had come to find me.

    
  
    
      
        Twenty-Four

      
      Panic clawed up my throat, choking me as surely as if Oberst’s hands were around my neck. I watched him behind the stalls, my heart skittering like a hummingbird’s wings. How does he know? What does he know? Was this Oberst who had come looking for me, or was this Mennick’s Blade, the Obscurer, the ruthless spymaster? Something seared my insides. Cold fear, absolute dread, and…something I wouldn’t let myself acknowledge. A sharp thrill, that he had known it wasn’t my body that had burned on the pyre, and that he’d come searching for me. The two feelings warred within me, stretching me like a sticky lump of taffy in opposite directions.

      I took a step backward. I needed to hide, to get back to the safe house, to flee the city. Oh gods—Asa. What would Oberst do, what had he already done to Asa in his efforts to find me? I needed—

      But I didn’t have time to think on what I needed, for it was then that a rough hand seized me by the collar, another covering my mouth, and dragged me away, my too-wide eyes fixed on Oberst.

      I knew how to break the hold, how to yank the man’s arm, spin his weight, crack his head against the brick, and escape, but something within me had frozen as Oberst disappeared between buildings. I came back to myself a moment too late, long enough for the men—two of them—to drag me into a dark alley, cuff me, and place the gag into my mouth. He’s here, he’s here, he knows, he knows…

      “Look here.” It was a stub of a man with a short, thick neck, reeking of booze. “It’s her. The one that scary gent is looking for.”

      The other man frowned. “I dunno. The girl in the picture is prettier. This one’s too scrawny, too dirty.”

      “It’s her, I tell you,” said the first man. “Now I’m going to pull down your gag, and if you scream, I’ll make sure you don’t open your eyes again for a week. Understand?”

      I nodded.

      He ripped out the gag. “Now. Who are ye? Who’s that man looking for ye?”

      I met his eyes and willed my voice into a calm, even tone. “No one is looking for me.”

      “Come now, poppet, we’ve seen the picture,” said the leader, so close that I could smell the cloying drink. “It’s you. The question is, why is he looking for you, and how much will he pay us if we turn ya over?”

      “Yeah,” said the second, “that tall man, he din’t say nothing about money.”

      “And if he’s looking for you here,” said the leader, “chances are someone else is too, someone with deep pockets. So,” he said, flicking out a switchblade knife, “who are you?”

      “I already told you,” I said, “no one is—”

      He hit me across the mouth, so hard that I couldn’t hear for a moment, and when my ears stopped ringing and I’d spat out blood, I noticed the second man looking at me strangely.

      “Wait a minute,” the second said, cocking his head at me. “It’s her.”

      “Who?” said the first.

      “That Firstborn soldier we bet on. The one who lost us all that money! The dead one killed by the Reaper.”

      “You ain’t dead,” said the first man, leering at me. “You’re a deserter.” He dragged the word out, his grin widening, showing rotting stumps that had once been teeth. “Ain’t no way we’re turning her over to that man when someone’ll pay good money for her.”

      My eyes bulged. If Oberst knew that I was alive…Asa. I had to get out of here, had to find Ash and make my way back, but I couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe. I stared at the bricks as they pulled me down a tiny side road. He knows, I thought. He knows, he knows, he knows…

      Violence took hold of me. I kicked, bucked, fighting without sense or reason, until something hit me hard in the back of my head, and I knew no more.

    
  
    
      
        Twenty-Five

      
      
        It is the Midborn we must thank for Durst’s endurance. It was the Midborn who unraveled magic’s code, translated its most hidden secrets into a language that could be put to practical purpose. A rainbow, unwoven.

        —Midborn Might, Col. R. Rennard

      

      
        Asa

      
      “Remember, approach him carefully.”

      Asa rolled his eyes. “I’m not an idiot, Jal. You’ve already told me that ten times.”

      “You need an eleventh. It’s easy to set Felix off. Speak as little as possible. Talk only of the work.”

      Things in the Citadel had not improved. News that the Reaper had masterminded the Firstborn Murders, as they were now known, had flipped the place on its head. Anger spread like a swarm of venomous insects, spewing poison at every opportunity.

      Within the Oval, villages were raided. Dwellings were burned. An angry anti-Bastard gang stormed the place, and it took dozens of newly minted Firstborn soldiers to defend the Bastards and restore order. More than a few died from the attacks, Bastards and Dursti alike.

      The Bastard sympathizers, meanwhile, claimed the moral high ground, and decided that the only remedy to the Citadel’s decades-old prejudice was to denounce its leaders and start over, with pro-Bastard sympathizers in charge. This logic might have sat decently with Asa had they not vandalized a large section of the Citadel and killed six guards in the process. Asa wondered if he, Annet, and Jal were the only people in the Citadel focused on something else, the something being his sisters.

      “Felix studies blood theory,” Annet reminded him. “He’s our best bet to trace Bryn.”

      “And how in the bloody hell am I supposed to ask him? ‘Felix, mate, my sister pretended to die, and I need you to reveal the top-secret Midborn tricks for tracing blood between siblings so I can aid her in her traitorous quest?’”

      Annet blinked. “Well, don’t say that.”

      “No shit, Annet,” Asa retorted.

      Jal laid an arm on Asa’s shoulder. “Just be yourself. Felix doesn’t like to talk, except about his work. Take your time. Feel out whether he knows anything about Wren’s whereabouts, then skirt around the blood tracing. If he thinks you have an academic interest, he’ll open up more readily.”

      “But I don’t have any questions about his work,” Asa said with a frown. “He invented the tech that transports the Lastborn. I had partial clearance to study it through another project, so I have a solid understanding of its theory and mechanism. I just need to know where they’ve gone, and if I can use blood tracing to—”

      “Asa,” Annet said with a slightly patronizing look. “For once in your life, play dumb.”

      Felix Fallon was a perpetual student. He’d joined the university at only eight years old, one of the brightest Midborn they’d ever seen. He’d excelled through his first five years, banging out inventions and discoveries at an impressive rate. But by his fifth year, Felix had run out of steam. He floundered, trudging through his studies, all his pomp and flourish evaporating in a poof. A shooting star that had burned out, confirmed when he failed his fifth-year exams. When he retook them in the spring, he failed again.

      His professors were perplexed, for as soon as exams ended, he managed to produce some truly astounding innovations. He returned for his second attempt at fifth year, flying through his coursework, completing more projects than another ten students combined. After he failed his final exams a third time, the professors gave up.

      Felix had no interest in leaving academia for the private sector, which would certainly be the expectation once he graduated. That left the Makery with three choices: jail him, kill him, or leave him at university, to plod along at his own pace. It was quite the bluff, but Felix remained a perpetual fifth year, a thirtysomething whiz kid and a permanent fixture at the Makery.

      Consequently, Felix knew everything about everyone, and nearly everything about all areas of Craft. Getting him to talk about it was another matter. He was a curmudgeon, grumpy at the best of times, inclined to tinker in his laboratory and avoid chatter with overambitious students. Students like Asa.

      Asa found Felix alone, working in one of the smaller dual labs. He silently cheered his good luck, then took the open spot, not missing the frown that settled across Felix’s face as he set out his equipment, opened up his books, and did his best to appear intrigued by his project while covertly watching Felix.

      An hour passed while Asa worked in silence alongside Felix. Two. When the third hour began, Asa decided it was time. He wiped the sheen of sweat from his brow, then turned.

      “Ah, you’re working on a blood theory project, I see,” Asa said, gesturing to the books sitting on his table.

      Felix prodded at the large copper rings he’d set before him, each with various apparatuses hardwired to them. He peered at Asa from the corner of his eye and nodded once. It was a start.

      Asa turned, pretending to notice Felix’s work for the first time. “What do the rings do?”

      Felix gave a long-suffering sigh and continued to tinker with the rings. “Transport.”

      “Interesting,” Asa said, moving closer to inspect the rings. “Copper is an odd choice. I would think silver would be better. Is that what will allow the rings to move?”

      Felix gave Asa a disgusted look, fixing him with a stare that would have withered a lesser student. “We already know silver works. And it’s not the rings that move. The rings are the transport system. They can move objects between two places.” Asa forced a slightly dumb, interested smile upon his face, and Felix, realizing Asa was not returning to his desk, groaned. “With the right runes, I can transport objects between the rings.”

      Asa’s brows shot up. “Really?”

      “Really. I place an object in one ring, and it reappears in the other.” Asa said nothing, just continued to stare at Felix, who managed to sigh more deeply. Felix drained his teacup. “Watch.” He placed the cup inside one of the copper rings, then pricked his finger, placing a drop of blood on the ring. The teacup vanished, and moments later, it appeared in the corresponding ring. Asa made a show of dropping his jaw. Felix tried—and failed—to hide a small self-satisfied grin.

      “The rings have to be of the same materials, and the runes have to match,” Felix explained. “They must be etched by the same hand. The Craft is unruly, but it works.”

      “Have you distance tested it?”

      He looked at Asa as if he were an idiot. “Of course.”

      “Really? What sort of range are you getting? Probably not much.”

      Felix huffed. “I’ve transported objects five hundred clicks from here.”

      Asa’s eyes went wide. “Five hundred clicks? Into Hollis?”

      “No, of course not.” Felix frowned at Asa. “Hollis would be only half that distance. I’ve sent objects as far as the Black River.”

      “Oh,” Asa said with a placating look. “You mean the section that’s just a few clicks to our west.”

      “Try the section in the far west,” Felix retorted.

      Asa made a point of raising his brows. “You don’t mean…”

      “To the southwestern border. It’s dead useful for agents in the field.”

      “But isn’t that where the Wastes are? Isn’t it empty?”

      For all his brilliance, Felix scratched his head. “Oh. Yes.” Under his breath, he muttered, “Hadn’t really considered that.”

      A tingle settled within Asa. He drew his brows together. “But only small objects work, I would think.”

      Felix frowned. “Don’t they teach you anything in the Makery these days? Magic is only limited by space and time, which are infinite.”

      “But doesn’t the size of the ring serve as a hard stop on what you can send?”

      “Of course not.” Felix’s face screamed, You really are a moron. “One need only create a small puncture between here and there. The blood and magic create the rip between the spheres. The science draws it through. Size is irrelevant.”

      “Hmmm. Have you tried to add a third ring?”

      Felix sighed. Here was a real problem. “Yes, but it gets wobbly if you add another ring. It theoretically increases the distance—you could send an object through the first and second rings, and it would piggyback off to send it to an even more remote location—but it won’t hold. The items sent to the third ring don’t arrive.”

      “Where do they go?”

      Felix blinked once. “Into the Void.”

      Asa internally shuddered. The Void, the place where all failed magic went. No one knew what it was, of course, just that magic always yielded a reaction. Magic that failed to work went into some unknown space. He’d watched a fourth-year student lose an expensive bit of technology to the Void…and the student had followed, disappearing in a poof alongside her creation. Asa had been thoroughly unsettled before the academic part of his brain took hold, and he realized that if things could be lost to the Void, they could, perhaps, be found there as well…

      But this was not the time to talk about that. Asa cleared his throat. “I wonder if a blood-based mechanism could help. For example, I’ve heard that blood tracing allows—”

      Felix’s head whipped around. “I know everything there is to know about blood tracing. Practically invented it. It’s highly classified, so if you’ve come to talk about that, you should leave now.”

      “No, no, of course.” Asa had fumbled. He changed tack. “You know, I’ve been considering my posts for after I’m done here. Thinking about the north. I’d be near the sea, and I imagine there’d be more people my own age.”

      “No,” Felix said flatly. “The food is shit in the north. It’s freezing, and the women are rude.” Felix turned a bit pink, as if he knew this firsthand.

      “I see. Well, the east, then. Much warmer. More temperate, plenty of soldiers stationed there to keep me company.”

      “If by ‘temperate’ you mean it’s the fire of a thousand suns, then yes, you’ll be very comfortable. And the young soldiers remain there for all of a night before returning to the field.”

      “The south?”

      “All old guard who think they’re on par with the Old Gods.”

      That left… Asa went for the bluff. “The west, then. That’s where I hear the Lastborn are stationed after—”

      “Where’d you hear that?” Felix said, furrowing his brow. “I’ve been to every camp and have never seen one hint of them. Best-kept secret around.” Asa’s heart sank, and Felix continued. “Take my advice. Screw up your exams and stay here. Food’s good, and people are tolerable, they leave you alone.” He pricked his finger again and pressed it against the runes. A spark erupted, but nothing more. “Damn, damn, damn!” he groused.

      Asa considered the copper rings. “Have you tried lining them—”

      “With other materials? Yes. I’ve tried iron, silver, alloys, compounds. You name a material, it’s been tried.”

      Asa nodded. “What about a core of something else? Hydrogen, perhaps? Or carbon? The elements found in everything.”

      Felix curled his lip. “A healing student would suggest that. A hydrogen core would blow it to bits. Carbon would make it too heavy to be practical in the field.”

      “And something more…basic? Air, water, earth.”

      He considered Asa’s suggestion. “Hmmm, not a bad idea. And would make it easy to use in the west.” He muttered to himself. “Always asking me to stretch Craft beyond its capabilities. As if there aren’t limits.”

      Asa chose his words carefully. “Moving static objects shouldn’t present too many problems. Food, supplies.”

      “Try moving people,” Felix groused. “A horde of them, bouncing them around locations as if they’re nothing more than balloons. Bah! But a core of earth…now that’s something to consider…” And then he was off tinkering again, and Asa knew he would get no more sense out of Felix.

      Asa packed up his materials, head spinning, and walked back to his room as quickly as he could, all while his thoughts whispered, What is hiding in the west?

    
  
    
      
        Twenty-Six

        Oberst

      
      Oberst was hunting.

      He’d left his encounter with Asa Ruelle, packed a bag, then found Mennick and demanded leave, to begin immediately. If Mennick was surprised, he didn’t show it. He granted the request, mistaking the resolve in Oberst’s eyes for some higher, nobler emotion. Pain. Grief. Horror. Oberst didn’t give a damn what Mennick thought. The pale birthmark he’d seen on the brother’s face had confirmed it—someone had taken the trouble to fake Ruelle’s death. That meant she was alive, and when he found her…

      His missions beyond the Citadel were simple enough: Hunt. Catch. Extract. Kill. The darkest work, reserved for Mennick’s darkest soldier. He’d accepted the role after he’d returned from the war and realized it was not the fight he feared, but the stillness. War he could handle; it was peace that broke him. That’s when the memories came, razor-sharp, the screams and pain and death. Had he been born this broken, or made this way? So long as he didn’t rest, he would never have to find out. And he would never rest until he found Ruelle and extracted every ounce of why from her.

      He couldn’t say what had drawn him to Baddat, some mixture of logic and intuition he’d always followed during his hunts. The north would have been impractical; the east was too populous; the west, barred by the mountains and river. That left the south, and no place was more appealing to criminals on the run than Baddat. He flashed her picture in the market, the town square, the streets that had once been a vibrant hub of trade and the gateway to the east. It was little better than an opium den now. Oberst couldn’t help but wonder if evil came in degrees, and if what had been done to this city—the neglect, the poverty—was a greater brand than his own.

      Survive, he’d commanded. And she had. But what she’d survived, and how, he didn’t know. And after he learned the truth…what then? Would he castigate her, lock her in irons, march her back to the Citadel? He should. But then he remembered how light brushed the planes of her face, and he had his answer. When he found her—and he would find her—there would be no more squandered opportunities, no more pointless words. If she would have him, he would show her what she meant to him, would use his hands, his tongue and teeth. And if she had not escaped of her own volition…if someone had taken her, hurt her…he hoped that person had the sense to pray. Pray to any god or devil for mercy, for Oberst would show none.

      He’d turned down an alley when he heard the footsteps. He let them follow, marking the person behind him—a man, by the cadence. About his height and build, not trying to announce his presence, but not attempting to hide it either. Oberst stopped. Planted his feet. Turned.

      For a moment, he froze. He felt the ticking vein in his forehead. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      The man took a step forward, and Oberst didn’t miss the strange, frozen expression upon his face—confused, pained—quickly replaced by a cruel grin that stretched the corners of his mouth. “That’s a poor greeting for an old friend,” said the stalker.

      Oberst reached for the pistol strapped against his thigh. “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t kill you right now.”

      The man held up the picture Oberst had passed around. “Because,” he said with a smug smile that Oberst wanted to carve from his face, “I know where she is.”

    
  
    
      
        Twenty-Seven

        Bryn

      
      The first thing I noticed when I came to was the smell of hay, the feel of a jostling road, and the clopping of horses’ feet. My hands were bound behind my back, my feet were tied at the ankles, and around my neck…I was in a collar, one of the Craft-made ones used to transport prisoners. I was in the back of a covered wagon, alone, with no idea where I was headed.

      My vision adjusted, and I sucked in a sharp breath. The canvas of the wagon’s ceiling was a few scant inches above my head. I could not sit up; I could barely roll over. It might as well have been a tomb.

      I’m trapped.

      No. I was not trapped. I looked around the tent. There—a bit of a metal hook stuck up where the canvas connected to the wagon bed. I scooted myself toward it and began working the ropes against the hook. I nicked myself several times, but when the restraints at my hands were free, I moved to my feet, thankful my captors were sloppy enough to rely on the collar to restrain me. When I freed my ankles, I forced myself into a stooped position and peered out a slit in the canvas. There was nothing around me but open road and craggy woodland. Shit. Where was I?

      I forced my breathing to steady. I steeled my nerves. Then I lay on my back, drew my knees to my chest, and kicked. Hard.

      Wood groaned. Splintered. A large crack fissured along the baseboard. The wagon slowed. Muffled voices sounded somewhere in front of me. Harder, I told myself.

      Kick. The wood fractured, light erupting around the splinters. Someone shouted. The wagon lurched to a stop. Harder, you weak bitch.

      Kick. The back of the wagon cracked open. Shouts erupted behind me, but I was off and running, sprinting into the woods, and like wolves, the men followed.

      The sun’s position told me only a few hours had passed. Where was I? How far was I from Baddat? I ran through the forest, darting between the sloping trees. Behind me, footsteps pounded while I leaped over roots and rocks. Angry shouts echoed. I made it three more steps before a sharp zing knocked the breath from me. The collar. I fell like a rag doll, knocking my head hard on the way down, stars blooming behind my eyes. When I looked up, one of the men was leering over me.

      “You fucking bitch,” he snarled. His switchblade made a clean noise as it whipped free of its sheath. I could barely hear him over the ringing in my ears. The earth seemed to tremble around me, and I knew I was hurt. Bon mort. What a sad, weak ending this was for me.

      “Let’s see how well you can run with a hole in your—”

      But he didn’t finish. I watched through slitted eyes as the water trapped in the fallen leaves next to me trembled. Then magic tingled against my flesh, and though I was no magician, I could feel the pure, unchecked rage in it. It lashed out at everything around me, as if I were cradled in the eye of the storm. The man’s knife slashed through the air, a clean, sharp sound followed by a grunt, a hiss, and a wave of magic so powerful, it nearly stole my breath.

      Then I was helped to my feet, ever so gently, my ears still ringing. Firm hands spun me around.

      Ash. He looked down at me, his forehead creased, his dark eyes two depthless pools as he laid deft fingers upon my temple. My spinning vision stopped; my hearing returned. Then he touched the collar at my throat, whispering, and it came free, falling at my feet. Ash dragged his thumb across the split in my lower lip, his eyes burning like two black coals.

      “Who did this to you?” he asked as his eyes raked over my bloodied lip, the bruise forming against my temple, and there was such menace, such venom in his voice, I almost took a step backward. “Who hurt you?”

      I turned toward the men—both on their knees—and pointed. “That one.”

      Ash grabbed the man by the throat, lifting him until his toes grazed the earth. “Tell me who knows that you found her. Every name. Every person. Tell me, and I’ll spare you the worst of the pain.”

      And the man’s eyes were so wide, so crazed with fear that I almost felt sorry for the piece of shit. Almost.

      “N-no one,” he stammered, spittle flying. “I swear on the gods, old and new. Didn’t tell a soul.”

      Ash looked at him for a long moment, assessing him. “I believe you,” he said quietly. His focus narrowed in on the leader. Magic pressed against me, coating my tongue, and then a white flame, tinged with deepest black, bloomed from Ash’s palm. And through the runemark in my arm, I could feel it—a heartbeat not my own. Ash’s heart, beating with unchecked rage. Without another word, he forced open the man’s lips, pushed the white flame within, then held his mouth closed. My captor swallowed, then began convulsing, foam erupting around his mouth. A streak of crimson appeared at the other’s throat; it opened, blood oozing, and he fell to the ground. I watched, frozen, as the second man’s convulsing finally slowed, the fire within him working its way out, blackening his skin in chunks.

      “You said you would spare him from the worst of it,” I said, unable to look away from the violence he’d inflicted.

      “I lied,” he said coldly. He tugged my hand. “Come,” Ash said. “You don’t need to watch this.” And for once, I listened.

      

      ***

      I had not realized how far the sun had dropped until Ash gestured toward the dusky horizon. “There’s an inn not far from here. We’ll need to stay for the night. Too many people in Baddat saw your picture today.”

      My cheeks warmed. “Did you see…him?” Why was it hard to say his name?

      “Yes.” There was something tight and raw in his face. “I went looking for you, but you were gone. Be thankful you didn’t release Kali’s runemark.”

      “Where is”—his name stuck in my throat—“Oberst now?”

      “Still in Baddat as far as I know,” Ash said, tone clipped. The set of his jaw, the way he wouldn’t look at me, he seemed…angry.

      “And Poe?”

      “Heading here with our provisions. We’re a few hours east, nearly to the ridge.” I nodded, saying no more as we hurried through the deepening twilight to the inn.

      “The Brothers of the Day have infected the south with their zealotry. Any woman traveling without a husband will be carefully watched. So”—Ash wrapped an arm around my waist, pulling me close to the heat of him—“stay near. Follow my lead.”

      The inn was small, dark, and smelled of roasting meat and woodsmoke. “A room, please,” he said to the innkeeper. I clung to Ash, doing my best to remain meek and invisible, following him to a creaky second-floor room, where he promptly locked the door, then leaned against it.

      Silence rang out while he stared at me, and I stared back. “I thought you were gone,” he said, his eyes roving across me, drinking me in. He took a step closer. “I thought you were dead.” There was something wild, desperate in his eyes.

      I gave him a weak smile. “I’m too stubborn to die,” I said shakily. “The little boy in Baddat. Did you free him?”

      “Yes.” He took another step closer, reaching to touch the wound at my temple. “They hurt you.”

      “I’m fine. Used to it,” I said, and his eyes became so wrathful and possessive and hungry that I nearly stripped off my clothes right then. Something sang in my blood, something dark and forbidden. I cleared my throat. “Thank you for coming after me—”

      But I didn’t finish, because he rushed in and kissed me.

      His tongue plunged into my mouth, hot and probing and greedy, as if he needed to devour me, claim me. It was different from the kiss he’d used to distract me at the armory; this was hungry, desperate. I sensed the way he held himself in check, the way he clutched his hands at my back, as if to keep them from roaming across my skin, while all around me was…something like music, kissing against me. The Arcanist thrall, the beginning of the irresistible seduction that came with taking a magician to bed. It wound around me, and there was no thought, no world, nothing but the heat of Ash, the way he held me, until…he pulled back. As abruptly as the kiss had begun, it ended. He stalked to the door, leaned against it.

      “We need to talk.” The lips that had devoured me moments before were drawn, his face furious. “What happened earlier?”

      I was dazed; it was a moment before I could collect my thoughts enough to speak. “The trappers waylaid me while I was trying to avoid Oberst.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” he challenged. “You’re ten times the fighter those men were. You should never have been captured.” Yes, that was cold, hard fury in his dark eyes, and I was having none of it.

      I snapped back, “So this is my fault?”

      “That you were captured by those two moronic goons? Yes, it is. You should never have allowed them to take you. So I’ll ask you again.” He leaned toward me, arms crossed. “What the fuck happened?”

      “I don’t owe you an explanation,” I spat.

      “Oh, but you do.” Ash stared at me, his chest expanding with each ragged breath. “We are about to break your sister out of a high-security military compound. The cost of failure is all our lives. You can’t freeze. You’re not some damsel in distress. You’re a godsdamned Firstborn soldier, the best of them.”

      “What the fuck is your—”

      “It was him, wasn’t it?” Ash spat. “Oberst. That’s why you froze.”

      I clenched my jaw. “That’s not why.”

      “It is.” A shimmer seemed to emanate from Ash, his magic leaking from him, coating my tongue, my blood. “You let him have power over you. It makes you weak.”

      Such simmering anger built up in me, it was an effort not to scream. “I am not weak.”

      “You are when it comes to Oberst. But it’s more than fear, isn’t it? You’re afraid of disappointing him. Of him looking into your eyes and calling you a traitor.”

      I felt myself begin to shake. “How dare you.”

      He took a step closer. “Are you in love with him?” His voice was so quiet, so small, that I thought I’d misheard him.

      I startled backward, shocked by the question. “What?”

      “He was alone, in civilian clothes. The army didn’t send him. He’s come to look for you on his own, hoping you’re alive. He’s obsessed with you, might even think he loves you in some sick way.” And I tried, desperately, to ignore the burning that erupted in my chest at those words, the electrical charge that singed my nerves at hearing love and Oberst in the same sentence. “So I’ll ask you again: Are you in love with him?”

      “Is that what that godsdamned kiss was about? Making sure I’m not sleeping with the enemy?” I snapped. “I hate him.”

      A muscle ticked in his jaw. “There’s a fine line between love and hate.”

      “Well, I hate you, so I find that hard to believe.” I made for the door, pushing him aside.

      “If you go out that door, I’m not following you, no matter what happens,” Ash said, voice cold. “You’re on your own.”

      “Good. Don’t.” With that I slammed the door behind me, hard enough to rattle the hinges, and left.

      

      ***

      I stole a bottle of sakt from an obliging table and downed it as I tore through the tiny village, Ash’s warnings be damned. Most of the city was asleep, and apart from the braying of animals and the occasional hoot of an owl, I was alone, and glad for it. The moon was a sliver above me, casting a pale light as I put my hands in my pockets and found the leftover cash from Rana. I bought another two bottles, tossing them back as I walked, not giving a damn what happened to me, working through the black hatred burning a hole in my chest.

      Do you love him? As if Ash knew me, knew what was written on the inside of my heart. As if his kiss had been a test of what I felt and what I didn’t. Ash, with his magic and invincibility and network of rebels united around a common enemy. And me, with no one, no place I belonged. My head grew fuzzy. My limbs grew thick. The streetlamps were a blur, and still I walked.

      I hated Ash in that moment. Mostly, I hated that he was right.

      I had frozen. I should have been able to take those men down easily, but instead…I was a godsdamned coward. Seeing Oberst had reopened a wound I didn’t know was there. It could have cost me everything. And so I stumbled around the hamlet of a town, defiant freedom churning within me. I fished in my pockets until I found the few coins jangling there, then traded them to the toothless merchant for another bottle of sakt. Then I became painfully drunk. It was the cheap stuff, burning my throat as it went down.

      I drank, until the liquor addled my mood, quieting the voice that hissed traitor in my every cell. A traitor to whom? Kir, Nikt, and the Citadel? Or to my distant Arcanist kin, my Bastard roots? Everyone, hissed a nasty, honest voice. My body hummed. My head lightened until it felt like a balloon that might float away.

      I drank, until my teeth grew numb, the liquor bleeding from my gut into my mind, from my mind into my heart, until I saw the person I’d been from far away, down a long tunnel. It wasn’t me who’d shoved the knife into Vida again and again; no, it was someone else’s arm defiling her, then scrubbing the blood from her hands, hands that would never again be clean.

      I drank, stumbling past glowing torches illuminating proud buildings with laundry lines hanging across them, past glowing lights within bedrooms, dogs barking from yards, parents tucking children into tiny beds, watching each scene unfold like a spirit caught between worlds. I didn’t love Oberst. I was a voyeur, a wraith that could only watch love from the outside. And the moment I’d taken Ash’s hand and run from the Oval, it had been all for nothing. I was nothing, a lonely specter winding my way through the city, my broken instincts guiding me back to the inn where no one waited for me but the man who should be my enemy.

      

      ***

      My head was already pounding by the time I returned. I unlocked the door to find Ash sitting at the shabby desk in the corner. I crept in, and—

      “I’m awake. No need to sneak.”

      I said nothing and sat on the bed.

      He turned toward me, his eyes glimmering in the firelight. “How was your evening?”

      I sniffed. “S’fine.”

      His brow furrowed. “Are you as drunk as you smell?”

      “Maybe,” I slurred.

      He gave me a sly smile. “How did you manage that, with no money?”

      “Stole it.”

      He arched a brow. “Risky.”

      “Not really. They make us steal in the…” I couldn’t say the word. “There were weeks where we only ate what we stole. You become good at it quickly.”

      Ash ran a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry about before. I had no right to kiss you. All that came out wrong. I—” He frowned as he examined me. “Your head wound is bleeding again. Sit and I’ll have a look.”

      I sat upright as he tended to the cut, wincing as his fingers moved across the wound there, as the words I’d been turning over formed on my lips.

      My throat bobbed. “It’s possible that you’re…right. Not-about-being-in-love-with-Oberst,” I clarified quickly, the words running together, “but…the rest. Oberst is…it’s complicated. Our…relationship is complicated.”

      “I’m sure,” Ash said.

      “He was hard on me, but…he believed in me. In his own way, he cared for me as no one else ever has. And there’s some sick part of me that has always wanted to make him proud. It started…” I swallowed. “It started after he beat Asa.”

      Ash touched another cut, and the pain lessened. “Your brother?”

      I bit my lip. “Yes. It was my fault.”

      Asa had been such a scrawny thing, limbs too long, arms too thin. I’d taken to saving my extra dinner roll from the mess hall, hiding it in my uniform pocket. Years of army training had toughened me up, made me used to hunger gnawing at my belly, but Asa…he seemed fragile, delicate somehow. So I’d sneak away after the dinner bell and give Asa whatever I could tuck into my pockets.

      We’d met behind the mess hall, like always, before the walk back to his barracks. I passed him and shoved the roll into his hand. And Asa, he’d pressed something into mine. But then a voice sounded. I’d frozen, just as I had today.

      “What’s this?”

      I’d known I was in deep shit before I’d turned around. “Stealing from the mess hall, little bird.” Oberst had said it in a steel-laced caress. “What a clever thing you are.” He smiled, and the falseness of it sent a chill through me. “Do we tolerate thievery?”

      “No, sir,” I replied.

      “Do we punish thievery?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And what is the punishment?”

      I steeled myself for what was coming. “Ten lashes, sir.”

      “Well, you know what to do.”

      I began to unbutton my fatigues, to expose my pale, scarred back. “Not you, Ruelle. You.” He pointed a long finger at Asa.

      Something went liquid in my gut. “He’s a Midborn, sir,” I choked out. “They don’t receive lashings.”

      “He’s a Midborn conspiring to steal from the Firstborn army, Ruelle.”

      “Captain, please. The fault was mine; he didn’t—”

      “Bryn Ruelle,” he interrupted, his voice so quiet that it screamed against me. “If you wish your brother to have any skin remaining on his back when I’m finished, you will know your place, and you will stand down.”

      So I watched him whip Asa, the tears falling hot and wet against my cheeks. The dinner roll fell from Asa’s pocket, drops of blood flicking against it. I took Asa to the medic after. They healed the worst of it, then left him sedated with his house mother watching over him. On my way back to the barracks, I reached into my pocket for whatever Asa had given me. It was a tiny crane, made from the fine paper used by the Midborn students. A bit of beauty as a thanks for my kindness. I stared at it, hot anger bubbling up within me. Then I crumpled it, tossed it into the bin. Love was a poison. Caring was a whip. I cried the entire night, and when I opened my swollen eyes the next day, I’d understood that having a brother wasn’t something I could afford.

      “Oberst caught me stealing. Instead of beating me, he beat Asa,” I explained to Ash. “There was so much blood. After that, I pulled away from Asa, and Wren too. Caring for them made me weak. It still makes me weak. I never helped them again.”

      “Until now,” Ash added.

      “Until now,” I agreed.

      “When I saw Oberst today…” My eyes shuttered. “I feared for Asa, for what he may have done to Asa to find me. And I froze.” I shook my head. “My pistol was right there. I palmed it. I wanted to fire, but…I couldn’t. I’ve never taken a life. I always knew it was expected of me, but the thought of it…it makes me sick. I would have done it on the Long Night, but then Tasch attacked me, and…”

      “There’s nothing wrong with not wanting to kill,” Ash said gently. “That’s the normal reaction.”

      “Not for a soldier. Not for me.” I looked at him. “When you killed the men who captured me, I was angry. Angry that you did it. That I couldn’t do it. Angry that I was relieved I didn’t have to.” I sank further into the wall. “I don’t know how I passed the Culling, but I know it was a mistake. I should never have been admitted to the Firstborn. I’m weak. I’m a coward.”

      “Fear doesn’t make you a coward,” he said, in a voice almost too soft for me to hear. “I was afraid when I realized that you were gone. What you’re doing for Wren…” He was silent for a moment. “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for my family.” His throat bobbed. “Nothing. You’ve given up everything for her. You’re the bravest person I know.”

      We were silent for a long moment. And perhaps because the room was dark, and I was tired, so godsdamned tired of being alone, I whispered, “I’m afraid I won’t find my sister. I’m afraid someone will kill my brother. I’m afraid I’ve wasted my life, only to become a monster, a traitor, a coward. I’m afraid of everything. I don’t belong here. I don’t belong anywhere. If you hadn’t come after me today…”

      I knew what it would’ve meant. I’d be worse than dead. I looked at my feet, the buzz from the sakt nearly gone. “I’ve always done the protecting. My entire life. And never, not once, has anyone looked after me. Not since my mother died. I shouldn’t have needed saving, but…thank you. I’m glad to be alive.”

      His voice was soft. “Perhaps in this way, we are alike. Protecting others, with no one to reciprocate.”

      “Maybe we can change that,” I said softly. “You have my back, and I’ll have yours.”

      “Deal.”

      He leaned closer, brushing fingers against the bruise I knew had formed at my throat. “Come here.” His voice was low, rough. “Let me heal that.”

      I nodded, watching him in the dim light as he touched careful fingers to my face, my neck, where cuts zigzagged across my flesh. Watching the flex of his forearms. The sharp cut of his jaw. The tan skin of his throat. The length of his lashes. Something tightened within me, some long-suffering tension I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. I knew he felt it too, with those Arcanist senses of his. I turned away from him, but he caught my wrist, his touch burning all the way to my elbow, my shoulder, charging the air around us. His lips parted, as if to say something.

      He opened his mouth. Time froze. Then the tiny rune screen near the fireplace clicked on of its own accord. A familiar scarred face flickered across it, and next to it, my own. Authorities continue their search for the Reaper, wanted for the murders of Bryn Ruelle and Tasch Bracken…

      The heaviness in the room snapped apart. I stood and turned off the screen, thoughtful. “The misinformation about you killing me. Oberst arriving. It’s not a coincidence.”

      Ash’s lips were drawn into a tight line. “We’ll have to be especially careful now that they’re plastering your face everywhere as well.” He sighed. “We should sleep. We have a long way to travel. You should take the bed.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. We can both take the bed.”

      “Aren’t you worried I might kiss you again?” he said with a teasing smile, but there was something…sad behind it.

      “I’m too tired to care,” I said as I rolled onto my back.

      I waited for him to refuse, but he settled beside me, propped onto one arm, the heat of him rousing me, so that I was at once stiff and loose and alert. Ash’s scent enveloped me, and his magic…it was awake, filling every inch of the space around us. It was the heat and prickle before a thunderstorm tears across the earth, the warmth of sunshine upon my face, the bitter fury of deep, empty cold.

      I turned to look at him, his expression enigmatic, his magic lashing around us like an angry tide. “How did you ever hide it?” I whispered.

      “You’d be surprised what you could hide if you had to.” He paused for a long moment, his eyes drawing up to mine, and his face…there was something pained in it. His hand moved forward, as if it would settle on my arm, before he pulled it back.

      “Bryn?” he said softly.

      “Yes,” I answered. I didn’t know what to do with my hands, my mouth. Where to look, as his eyes found mine. I was fully clothed, down to my boots, which I hadn’t bothered to kick off yet, but I’d never felt more naked. He stripped me bare.

      He watched me for a long, long moment. Soft, almost pleading, in a way no one had ever looked at me before. His magic gave a hard flare, washing over me in a dizzying rush. “I need to…” He leaned nearer. “I want to…”

      But I didn’t learn what Ash wanted. His magic lashed around him, as if pained. His eyes went glassy. Then his back arched off the bed, and he began to seize.
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      Ash’s eyes rolled back in his head, saliva gathering at the corners of his mouth while his body thrashed. “Ash,” I cried as I braced his head, holding it in place so he didn’t knock himself unconscious, any trace of the sakt I’d consumed washed away by the adrenaline barreling through me. “No,” I repeated. “No, no, no.”

      I’d trained for this—a life-threatening emergency in the field. But I’d trained on normal humans—not an Arcanist with a body full of magic—and I didn’t know where to start.

      I don’t know how long the seizure lasted—a minute, or twenty. I only knew I’d never felt more helpless in my life. My mind was blank, my body rigid by the time the tremors slowed and Ash’s eyes opened.

      “Ash, oh my gods. Are you alright? Can you hear me?”

      He grunted, the press of his magic whipping around me in a frenzy. I placed my hand upon his forehead—burning heat. A fever. Then I remembered—the clean sound of a knife, the soft grunt of it connecting.

      “The knife,” I whispered. “Did those men cut you?”

      But Ash’s eyes fluttered again. His breathing hitched. I moved my hands over him, looking for shredded clothing, until I got to his left hand, and he grunted in pain. I lifted it to find a tiny cut there, pink and puckered, the skin around it gray, necrotic. I recognized that sort of wound. “Ichor. A fucking Makery creation.” The Midborn had developed the ichor poison from the Source Book—from Poe—to react with Arcanist blood. On nonmagicians, it had a sedative effect, but on someone like Ash…

      Ash groaned, sweat beading on his brow. “Would have slowed you down, in case you escaped.” But for Ash, with all that Arcanic magic singing in his blood…

      I forced my thoughts to slow. It had been five, six hours since Ash had waylaid my captors. Plenty of time for the poison to get into his blood, with nothing to mitigate its effects.

      “Don’t move,” I ordered. I dumped out my pack before tearing through the provisions Rana had given us, whipping out the medical kit, praying to anyone, everyone, it had what I needed…

      Ash’s voice was weak, strangled. “Bryn…”

      I ignored him, ripping the kit open. Sutures, bandages, pain relievers, antiseptic, burn ointment, and…

      “Universal antidote,” I said.

      “It’s been hours, Bryn. It’s too—”

      “Don’t you dare tell me it’s too late,” I snapped. My clumsy fingers fumbled with the vial as I withdrew a dose.

      “Please. Listen,” he said through labored breaths. “Ichor in my blood, it’s different. It causes organ failure.”

      “Quiet,” I ordered, flicking the air bubbles out of the needle.

      “Bryn,” he repeated, gripping my forearm so hard, it hurt. “Don’t waste it on me, it’s—”

      I plunged the syringe into his thigh, injecting the antidote into the muscle. A problem created and solved by the Makery, and I wondered, who had designed the poison meant to harm and maim and incapacitate? To kill. Had it been Asa? One of his friends? What world did I live in, where poison and guns were the currency of safety?

      “You’ll be fine,” I lied, pressing my hands into the hard muscles of his legs, forcing the blood toward his heart. I worked over him, knowing Ash knew the truth as well as I did—that he had been dead the moment the poison touched his blood.

      He coughed again, his body tensing. Then his breath hitched, and something relaxed in him—some subtle change in his posture—and that scared me more than anything. He was so pale, so still, and it reminded me of a too-bright room, a sheet pulled across a beloved shape, dark hair plastered to my mother’s cold face. And I wondered why I destroyed everything I cared for, why every time the doors to my heart cracked open, life stole from me.

      His lids fluttered.

      “Don’t close your eyes,” I ordered. “You have to stay awake, Ash.”

      I moved to the door, and he caught my hand with his sweaty palm. “Don’t,” he whispered. “Don’t…don’t leave me.”

      “You need charcoal, if I can find it.”

      “We both know the charcoal won’t help. Please,” he pleaded. “Don’t go. I’ve seen too much death. It shouldn’t matter, but…I don’t want to be alone.”

      “If I don’t get it…”

      “Bryn.” Pain flickered across his face. Pain, and fear. “Just…stay.”

      I forced myself to think, searching for something that would provoke him to stay awake. I plastered a smile on my face as I sat beside him and said, “If you keep blubbering, no one will want to sleep with you. No one wants to bed whiners. Even when they’re outstanding kissers.”

      He tried to pull a smile; it stretched the bones in his face in a way that scared me. “Please, Bryn.” His throat bobbed. “Tell me…tell me something about yourself. Something real.”

      I opened and closed my mouth, searching, but it was like searching for a mountain in a wide empty plain. “I’ve taken this poison before,” I blurted out. “They made us drink ichor in our fifth year. Poison each other, to teach us how to administer the cure. I’m good at using the antidote, but the poison itself…it made me so sick, I had to be hospitalized. And everyone said…” I choked down my terror. “They said it was because I…”

      “That you were a magician,” he finished, his glassy eyes finding mine. “A traitor.”

      I nodded. My numb lips spat out the words. “I’ve been alone all my life. Too high for the Bastards. Too low for the Dursti.”

      “Always standing just outside, looking in.” His lids grew heavy. His grip on my hand loosened. “Ash isn’t my name.”

      “Well, what is it? For headstone purposes,” I teased, voice thick.

      “Don’t know.” His throat bobbed, sweat dripping down the column of his neck in rivulets. “Most Bastards born since the war are illiterate. A few of the older women taught me my letters. First thing I read was a sign. ‘TEN LASHES IF LATE.’ I couldn’t make out anything but ‘A-S-H.’ I took it as my name.

      “All this.” His breath came in pants. “Everything I’ve done…I wanted to know who I was. Where I came from. Who I came from. To find somewhere I belonged.” He gripped my hand then, his eyes too bright, too glassy. “Promise me that you’ll let me go. That you won’t stop. You’ll find your sister, for those of us who couldn’t.”

      “You’re not going to—”

      “Please,” he whispered.

      My throat was tight, thick. “I promise.”

      And my head, my heart…they went sideways. All I could think was how they’d spent a lifetime beating weakness out of the Firstborn, only for me to sit, with a lump in my throat, holding my enemy’s hand while he died. An enemy I had killed, not with my courage and the blade sheathed at my hip, but with my cowardice, my fear, and my panic. Oberst had been right—I was nothing more than a lost, frail sparrow, hiding in a soar of eagles.

      And as if he’d heard my thoughts—through the runemark, down whatever connection still bound us—he spoke. “You were never the bird,” Ash whispered. “You were always the sky.”

      A lump formed in my throat. I moved my fingers to trail the runes connecting us, and suddenly I remembered—the rune breaking. The symbols Kali had drawn on me, and Ash’s voice when he’d said, A runebreak is like drawing poison from a wound.

      I grabbed Ash by the lapels, shaking him until he roused. “Ash, the rune breaking. How do I do it?”

      “Bryn,” he said, horror in his glassy eyes. “No.”

      “Tell me how.”

      “You’re not a magician,” he choked out. “The magic could kill you.”

      “Tell me,” I demanded, steeling my voice with command, pulling myself closer to him, “or I’ll do it on my own. And then we’re both dead.”

      He ground his teeth against the pain. “It’s opening magic,” he managed. “It will be different than with Kali. It will open you up, Bryn. You’ll see…everything. And so will I.”

      “Tell. Me. How.”

      His throat bobbed; his eyes shuttered. His voice was brittle as sandpaper when he said, “A rune over my heart, written in blood. The same over yours.” In halting breaths, he described the rune, then said, “You have to…find a place…of…connection between us, and follow it.”

      “H-how?” I stammered. “Where, what else?” But his eyes had shuttered, and his heart…it stopped.

      Jaw set, I ripped open his shirt. I drew my knife, slicing along my arm, then sketched runes in my blood above his heart. Three crooked lines, drawn across the hot skin of his chest. I drew them without hesitation, knowing which laws I was breaking and what crime they would pronounce over my body as they hanged me. Bloodcraft. I didn’t give a damn.

      I undid my shirt before inking the rune’s twin on my own chest. I didn’t let myself think as I placed my hands over Ash’s heart.

      Boom. An explosion coursed through me, like a switch suddenly flipped into the “on” position. Magic, burning through me, him, my veins, my heart, an electrical current I couldn’t have closed if I’d wanted. The magic held me, locked me in place, while my energy twisted, tangling with Ash’s.

      Images flashed. A pale, light-haired woman, wrapped in a death shroud; a wrinkled brown hand, dragging a needle down his arms; Oberst’s glare; Vida’s slack form; a raging fire, white flames scything across an ink-dark sky, pulling me into its undertow. A thousand hurts from Ash’s memory, reflected between us like a row of mirrors, stretching infinitely.

      And I searched. Godsdamn it, I searched for something, anything, some connection between us I could grab onto. I thought about the way Ash’s mouth felt against mine, the press of his body, but there was nothing, nothing but Ash’s pain, latching tendrils into the iron bands of my heart, dragging us both down into the black water below. The power flipped, spun. It was me, my face, reflected through Ash’s eyes.

      And it wasn’t my body, my kiss he recalled. It was my shoulder, bearing Ash to safety down a burning hallway. My white-knuckled descent into the armory’s bowels, the fear he’d watched me face down. My cheek pressed against the cold wood of Wren’s floor, my hands pressing myself upright, then following her into hell. The person who had been scared shitless and forced one foot in front of another, that was the Bryn Ash knew, and he was grateful she sat beside him.

      Tears leaked from my eyes. I forced my lips apart despite the magic that gripped me like a vise. I whispered, “You’re not alone, Ash. I’m here. I’m with you.”

      The magic moved, blurred, shifted, and there it was: a long golden strand, stretching between us, winding from my heart into Ash, spiraling into his veins and nerves and muscles. Through it I forced my memories: the shock I’d felt when Ash saved me from Tasch; a cool breeze through a wagon; the blazing look in his eyes as he’d found me after the kidnapping; how it felt to have someone come back for me, after a lifetime of being alone. You were always the sky. The magic barreled down me with a fury that set my bones screaming.

      “Please,” I whispered, to what or whom, I didn’t know. “Please, you’re not alone, Ash. Come back.”

      He didn’t stir. Somewhere in the middle of it, the tears began. And it was Asa’s face I saw at that moment, the broken, lifeless look in his eyes when I’d dragged him to the healer after he’d been whipped, because of me, because I’d dared to love him. I destroyed everyone I cared for, everyone foolish enough to care for me, and now Ash…Ash…

      A mighty cough sounded below me, a deep, rattling breath. The power froze, stopped in a mighty rush, leaving me cold, shaking, empty. Ash’s eyes cracked open in a slow, glassy blink and found mine. “Bryn,” he whispered, then winced. “That really fucking hurt.”

      I choked down my sob and took his pulse. When it was steady and strong, I threw myself over his body, strangled cries breaking loose, shivers raking me. Ash’s arms wrapped around my back, squeezing me, holding me. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been held, if I’d ever been held, since the day I’d lost my mother. I sobbed, while Ash stroked my hair, whispering, “It’s alright. Let it out, Bryn.”

      The night was long and dark, but it was not endless. When a gray dawn broke, a streak of gold driving away night’s black curtain, Ash was alive. And so was I.
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        Durst’s most tragic tale is that of the Lost Lords, those great and honorable Dursti leaders left behind after the Wastes’ destruction. Whatever hardship or torture they endured—or perhaps, still endure—the Citadel yet stands, and that is testimony enough to their heroism.

        —The Arcanist Threat, V. Holtz

      

      
        Asa

      
      Asa and Jal watched Annet roll out a map, spreading it across the floor.

      “Where did you get that?” Asa asked.

      “It’s a comms map. All the communication students have them. I borrowed this one from Professor June for my dissertation.”

      Asa’s brows arched. “Borrowed?”

      Annet sniffed primly. “It’s not stolen if I plan to return it.”

      Asa looked Annet over carefully, from the top of her head to the tips of her loafers. “What happened to the quiet, aloof girl I met just a few weeks ago?”

      Annet’s cheeks pinkened, and she looked at her feet. “She’s not as aloof as she once was.” She dragged her eyes up slowly, until they met Asa’s. “And she wants to help her friends.” Gods, Asa nearly cried right there. But a small smile curled Annet’s lips, and she pointed to the map again. “Now. These markings show the locations of our communication devices, their ranges, tools to intercept enemy chatter. For some time now, there’s been an issue in the west.” She pointed to a large spot on the map. “Here.”

      Asa looked at the area, raising his brows. “The Wastes?”

      “Yes. We’ve set a communication perimeter around it.” She drew a series of lines. “It’s the last known location of the Lost Lords, so we maintain surveillance there.”

      Asa’s brow scrunched. “But it’s uninhabitable. Why would Durst invest in protecting it from enemy communication?”

      “The toxic environment warps radio communication and interferes with reconnaissance. We dropped bots in these locations”—she marked them on the map—“to seal off the area from the radio signals the cadets monitor. But it doesn’t make sense. First, as you said, no one is there. Second, the specific bots used there create a tidier perimeter, but they’re highly sensitive to radioactive decay. Yes, they will work, but in a year, they’d need replacing. I know this because I helped design them.

      “I approached my commander about tweaking the design for the next replacement, to use a different bot that would withstand the toxicity for longer periods. He told me to leave the strategy to the generals.”

      “And?” Asa asked.

      “It’s been over two years, and they’re still working.” She looked at them. “Afterward, I took it upon myself to learn as much as I could about the Wastes. Did you know we airdrop goods there? Clothing. Medical supplies. And…milk.”

      Jal frowned. “Milk?”

      “Cow’s milk. How long do you think that survives in the field?”

      Jal stared at them. “Gods, that’s…”

      “Bizarre?” She tapped the Wastes on the map. “I think this is a black site. A shadow zone, engineered by our government, where the Lastborn are taken. Where your sister is headed.”

      Asa paused. “You know, you’re a bit scary when you put your mind to it.”

      “Thank you,” Annet said brightly.

      Asa’s thoughts whirred. “It all fits. Felix sent supplies west. Shit, he’s sent people there. If the Wastes are contaminated, why are we sending supplies there? Who’s receiving them? And the river…the mountains…it would make the area nearly impenetrable from Arcanist interference.” He pointed again. “I think Annet is right. This is where they’re taking the Lastborn. I don’t know who has taken them, or why, but Wren is in the Wastes. Find Wren, and we find Bryn.”

      Jal’s eyes softened. “Asa. I think you’re onto something, but…what do you hope to accomplish? If you’re discovered…”

      Asa set his jaw, ran a hand through his golden hair. “My entire life, I’ve always done exactly what I’m supposed to. I’ve never put a toe out of line. And Bryn, all she’s done is sacrifice herself. And if she’s alive—and I know she’s alive—then she’s going to find Wren, to protect her from something we know nothing about. And I have to help her. If you don’t want to know any more, I get it. But you should leave, now. Because I promise you, you won’t like what I’m about to do next.”

      “No way I’m bowing out,” Jal said.

      “Me neither,” Annet agreed.

      Asa sighed. “You’re both fools.”

      “What are you thinking?” Annet asked.

      “If Bryn’s gone to the Wastes, it’s because Wren is in danger. If there are people in the Wastes, there’s a structure. If there’s a structure, there are guards with weapons. And if there are guards and weapons, then Bryn will need weapons of her own.”

      Annet seemed to grasp the tenor of his thoughts before Jal did. “No,” she whispered.

      “Yes,” Asa said. “We’re going to learn as much about the Wastes as we can. Then we’re going to send Bryn enough ammunition to blow whoever is threatening Wren to the stars.”

      

      ***

      “Ruelle! Asa Ruelle!” someone called.

      A figure came running toward him. Asa fought back a grin; it was Felix.

      “You’re smarter than you look,” he said, out of breath. “Come, come.”

      Asa followed Felix back to his lab, where it looked like a bomb had gone off. Beakers sat, filled with strangely colored liquids; discarded circlets, bits of copper and wire and metal were strewn about the place.

      “You were wrong, but you were also right,” he said. “A metal core was shortsighted of me. It needs something highly conductive. The answer was so simple, I’d fully overlooked it. Water!” He smiled like a giddy child. “The less pure, the better. It has the added benefit of preventing the rings from overheating and fracturing. I tweaked the voltage, and—”

      “Felix,” Asa interrupted. This was his opening. “I was hoping to get a letter to my little sister. Letting her know what happened during the Trial. That Bryn is…missing.”

      “Missing.” Felix scrunched his brow. “Isn’t she dead?”

      Asa said nothing.

      Some understanding flickered across Felix’s face. “I see. You’re hoping to blood trace your youngest sister. To use the rings.”

      Asa nodded his head, not trusting himself to speak.

      Felix tinkered with the device for a long moment. “My older brother died during his Firstborn training. Murdered by another recruit. When I asked if the killer would be punished, I was boxed on the ears and sent to bed without dinner.” Felix flushed. “My mother was a disappointment who never produced a third child, so after my brother died, I was…” He closed his toolbox with a snap. “I cannot help you. Even if I wanted to…we would be expelled. Or worse.”

      Felix paused again. “Your living sister, she is thirteen?”

      Asa nodded. “Nearly. Wren will be thirteen next month.”

      “Wren. That’s a nice name.” Felix didn’t look up, but Asa had the sense he was watching him nonetheless. “Reni was thirteen. After he died, it was just me. You’re alone now. I understand alone.” He adjusted the wires; Asa’s heart sank and sank. He turned and was nearly to the door when Felix said, “Thirty-six, sixty-two, seventeen.”

      Asa didn’t dare speak.

      “The code to my lab is thirty-six, sixty-two, seventeen.” Felix attached a fuse without looking up. “Blood remembers. If you share blood with someone, you can trace them anywhere. The work hasn’t been used much. They don’t want people to know that we’re connected, that…” He trailed off, then cleared his throat. “It would just take a bit of blood to deliver your letter. Or…anything else.”

      “Anything?” Asa pressed.

      “Anything,” Felix repeated, finding Asa’s eyes.

      “Thank you,” he mouthed softly to Felix.

      “For what?” Felix asked. “I told you, I can’t help you.”

      “Of course not,” Asa said evenly.

      Asa closed the door softly behind him. Felix resumed tinkering with the copper wires.

    
  
    
      
        Thirty

        Bryn

      
      I awoke to a knock at the door, stiff and groggy from sitting in a chair. Head pounding from the sakt and lack of sleep, I opened it to find an Arcanist smiling down at me.

      “Hello, my little captive,” Poe said with a grin.

      “Thought we’d left you in Baddat,” I grumbled. He looked ridiculous. Poe was dressed in black trousers and a fine black linen shirt undone at the neck. At least he’d pulled a cap over his hair, which would shine like the sun even in the darkest forest. He looked as handsome as he did dangerous. “Going to a party you haven’t told us about?”

      “Death could take us at any moment. I don’t plan on meeting my maker dressed like that,” he said, his gaze raking over my dirty traveling clothes. Then he stepped into the room and froze. “Gods, what did you do to him?”

      I explained what had happened, and together we propped up Ash—a wan, clammy, but very alive Ash. Poe examined him, all while muttering, “This is why one shouldn’t dress like a peasant.” Poe did something with his magic—“advanced healing methods beyond the understanding of a primitive Firstborn,” he said—while I did my best not to throttle him. But when Ash was on his feet, the color back in his face, the relief I felt was palpable.

      Poe left to wash up, and I suddenly felt…awkward. Unable to meet Ash’s eyes. I cleared my throat as I reassembled the pack I’d torn apart last night, when I was desperate to save him. “You’re looking much better,” I said.

      “Thanks to you. And Poe.”

      “Especially Poe,” I deflected. I felt him hovering behind me. I turned, looking anywhere, everywhere, but at him.

      “Look at me, Bryn,” he said softly. And I forced my gaze up, forced myself to meet his dark eyes, as his fingers caught the collar of my shirt.

      “May I?” he asked softly.

      I knew what he was looking for, and I nodded.

      He pulled my shirt aside, exposing the skin of my chest, just above my heart, where I had inked the runes that saved his life. Runes that were still there.

      “I thought they would wash off,” I said nervously, as his fingers traced the symbols that had settled beneath my flesh. “But…something about the magic made them permanent.”

      He said nothing, just stared and stared at me with that burning intensity, so sharp that I could feel it.

      Then he leaned down and brought his lips to my cheek. My skin burned where he touched it; I felt every place his breath connected with my flesh, on my face and…deeper. Lower. In every piece of me. Especially my chest. It warmed something there.

      “Thank you,” he said. “For saving my life. For refusing to give up on me.”

      I muttered something like “It was nothing,” and he grabbed my chin, tilted it up.

      “It was not nothing.”

      And he gave me a look that I’d only ever dreamed of. In a far, distant corner of my mind, where no one could see it, touch it, shame it. A foolish, romantic corner that wondered what it would be like to one day have a man look at me the way Ash just had. And it set something burning within me, something that coiled low in my stomach and sent my skin tingling. I was relieved when Poe returned, froze in the doorframe, and said politely, “Oh, pardon me. Should I leave so you two can bang it out?”

      Though I gave him the rudest gesture I could summon, I was relieved to break the tension, to look away from Ash. From that something, the urge to crush myself into him until one or both of us shattered from the force of it.

      I smothered those thoughts as we set off, walking due west on foot. Poe sang almost as much as he smoked, blowing massive rings that somehow managed to land in my face every time.

      That night was cold. The next was worse. The days passed in painful slowness, and I fought the urge to sprint west at every moment. We had enough money for two nights indoors. We spent one in a single loft-style “room” that had more in common with a drafty attic. After ten minutes of Poe’s smoking and muttering, I’d had enough. I left, heading down to the small common room and its warming fire, sucking up the heat and peering over the slip of paper that had changed my life.

      “A penny for your thoughts?” Ash stood over me. I sighed, then pushed the paper toward him. He looked over it. “Is this…?”

      “The encryption left for me? Yes, it is. I’ve got all of it except the coordinates, thanks to Vida. I’m a good Breaker, but she decoded the complicated bits. Vida was better than me, at everything.” I hated how sad my voice had become. “She filled in the blanks, and now only the coordinates for the Wastes remain.”

      “I see.” He looked across the paper.

      “Are you any good at codes?” I asked.

      “Fairly. I’ve sent my share of cryptic messages to Kali.”

      “Well,” I said, scooting it toward him, “take a look.”

      He arched a brow at me. “Is Bryn Ruelle, cultivated loner, asking for…help?”

      I shrugged, in a manner I hoped looked bored, bland. “No.” Yes. “You helped Vida decode some of it, and you seem interested, so…”

      “Not trusting Poe to take us where we need to go?”

      “Not a bit,” I replied.

      His face grew serious. His voice softened, and his eyes with it. “But you’d trust me?”

      I looked away, staring at the black coals flecked with orange in the fire. I didn’t respond, and that said enough.

      Ash took the scrap of paper, and I had the sense he wasn’t looking at it at all until his head cocked to the side and his forehead scrunched. “This here,” he said, pointing to a rune of three wavy lines. “Are you familiar with it?”

      “Yes. It means water.”

      “It does. But it’s a very old dialect, and when it precedes this symbol”—he pointed to a circle with a strike through it—“it means something different. It’s to be read numerically.”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t know that.”

      “You wouldn’t. Your code breakers are afraid that if they teach you our old language, you’ll become traitorous double agents.”

      I smirked. “We wouldn’t want that to happen.”

      He grinned back. “Not at all.”

      We sat there before the fire, which roared and crackled in the hearth, heads pressed together, knees occasionally grazing as we worked out the coordinates that had been inscribed on the ticker slip, Ash’s lean forearms flexing as he made notes, the light against his cheek illuminating the warmth in his eyes when he looked at me.

      I did not forget about Wren. I did not forget about Asa, or Oberst searching for me, or what horrors awaited me. But for that brief moment, as we worked together, jotting down notes, cracking the puzzle that would lead me to my sister, I was the happiest I’d been in a long time.

      I don’t know how long we sat like that. An hour? Two? Until Ash turned, stood, and offered me his hand. “Walk with me,” he said.

      And gods help me if that didn’t send heat flooding through every part of me. We left the warmth of the fire behind and walked beyond the inn, the waxing moon following behind.

      We came to a bench overlooking a tiny lake. He sat, and I joined him. Ash opened his mouth, as if to say something, then closed it. “I want you to have this,” he said at last. He pressed something into my palm. I opened my hand to find Ash’s necklace, the thin strip of leather with the strange, cool stone that had protected him since childhood.

      “I can’t take this,” I said.

      “I told you—I still wear it because it reminds me that once, someone cared for me.” He closed my palm around the necklace. “I want you to remember the same. To remember me, after you’ve gone.”

      It hit me, for the first time, that he would soon disappear from my life. Ash was part of my before, but my after was a world beyond Durst, beyond magic. Another ending approached, the snipping away of another connection. I was surprised to find that the thought hurt. That leaving behind Ash—a Bastard, a traitor and criminal—would hurt. I fastened the necklace around my neck, my face warming, scared to look into Ash’s eyes. Afraid of what I would see there.

      “Thank you,” I said, my throat oddly thick. “I’ll cherish it.”

      His finger traced the rune Kali had drawn, the one binding us together through our work in Baddat. It sat upon his skin too, a thin line of connection that neither of us had released. “Where will you go after the Wastes?” he asked, his touch featherlight.

      I looked at the village, the sky. “I’m not sure yet. Anywhere but Durst.”

      “And I’ll never see you again,” he said softly.

      I swallowed. “Yes.”

      As I looked at him and he looked back, I wondered how much more time I would waste on anger, on heroes and villains, when perhaps my worst villain had been the person who stared back at me every day. The person fixated on distance and duty and isolation. The person who recalled every hurt and betrayal and amplified them to build a wall around herself, around her own heart, so that no one ever came close to touching it. And perhaps I’d kicked the first brick out of that wall when I hadn’t crumpled up the ticker tape left on my bed and wiped it from my thoughts.

      He was so near, I could feel the heat radiating from him, feel every inch of space that separated us. I couldn’t bring myself to close those few inches, to put my hand in his and tell him I would never forget him or what he’d done for me, for my sister. That he’d saved a woman who was his enemy. That he’d changed my life.

      And I didn’t have to.

      He turned to me, then reached his hand out so, so slowly, until he cupped my face. He ran his thumb across the swell of my lower lip. And maybe it was the plump moon hanging like a blooming rose above us, or the softness of night’s embrace, but instead of locking the bars around my heart, I let the door ease open. I leaned closer. And I knew I was a godsdamned fool, but I let him tilt up my chin and kiss me.

      I felt every inch of his full lips as they pressed against my own. Gently—so gently, at first—in a way that no one had ever kissed me before. He deepened the kiss, dragging his teeth across my lower lip, and there was promise in it. A promise of more. Then he pulled away and looked at me, and his eyes…they were so soft, so godsdamned soft and full of want, that I nearly took him against the earth right there.

      Instead, I let the kiss be enough. I let it course through me, a bit of intimacy that I’d never known before. And I swore to myself I would have more of it before I took my final breath.

      Ash reached out a tentative hand—were his fingers trembling?—and brushed a strand of hair behind my ear. “There’s…something I have to do tomorrow. A job for Kali.” A shadow passed over his face. “I’m not at liberty to reveal more, but it will give you and Poe time to prepare for the Wastes, and when I return…” He moved his eyes up my frame slowly—so slowly that I felt every place his gaze lingered against my flesh—until they found mine. “Spend the night with me.”

      I was breathless. “If you want my virtue, it’s long gone.”

      He laughed deep in his throat, the sound setting my skin aflame. He pressed his forehead to mine, and I could feel every inch of us that pressed together, hear the steady pounding of his heart beneath the firm muscles of his chest. “Life is so much shorter than we think. I have so many regrets.” His eyes, luminous in the low light, found mine. “I don’t want to waste a minute of what’s left.” And he didn’t say the rest. Before the Wastes. Before one of us dies. Before we say goodbye. He didn’t need to.

      My throat bobbed. “And what if you don’t come back? This mission of Kali’s…”

      “I’ll be back by noon, the day after tomorrow,” he said, with a confidence that soothed the edges of my fear. “I swear it.”

      I looked into his eyes, glistening in the darkness. “Alright, Ash. The day after tomorrow.”

      We returned to the inn and the room we shared with Poe, Ash giving me a final searing look as we lay down upon the cots. I watched him as we drifted to sleep, as he watched me, our eyes drawn together in the low light, saying more than words ever could. And despite my fear, the constant worry that told me disaster lay before me, I let myself live in the heat of his gaze and the memory of his lips as he kissed me and told me he wanted me. I was safe. I was warm. And Ash was beside me.

    
  
    
      
        Thirty-One

      
      
        Decades of careful breeding transformed the magicians; now they would repay the persecution visited upon them. They installed themselves into the highest levels of government. They reinterpreted the Holy Book to decree themselves the descendants of the Old Gods and anyone else as low, base, lesser. Nonmagicians were forced out of positions of influence, taxed heavily, then imprisoned and forced into servitude when they could not pay their debts. Those without magic—who called themselves Dursti, the Old Arcanic word for strength—were little better than slaves before the uprising of 908.

        —A Brief History of Durst, L. Hawks (Blackbooked in 915 and removed from circulation)

      

      Ash, Poe, and I walked due west all day, until the city sounds gave way to quiet roads. I didn’t miss the want burning in Ash’s face every time our eyes met. The way his arm brushed against mine, or the heat of him like a forge behind me, pressing against every inch of me. Nor did I miss when he asked the innkeeper for two rooms for the three of us, then grabbed my pack and carried it with him. Ash didn’t say goodbye before he left, and I was glad for it. I would be counting down the minutes until he returned.

      I spent a restless night in the bed alone, imagining every second that tomorrow would bring. We could give each other nothing. I would never see Ash again after the Wastes—I couldn’t return to Durst, and he would remain there, helping ferry people out of the Oval. A wise and decent woman might have cared, but I was neither of those things, and it did nothing to stop the burning within me. The longing to strip off his shirt, to kiss each of his scars, to trace the taut muscles of his torso to their proper end.

      The morning passed in a slow, painful grind. I spent most of it in Poe’s room, watching the coals in the fireplace embrace one another, stoking heat until the air and wood around them turned burning as well, and wondered if that was how it would feel when Ash finally touched me. I nearly forgot Poe was there, until he laid down the knife he was tinkering with and said, “Ah. That does it. Your arm, please, darling. It’s rune-o’-clock.”

      Obligatory cigarette in mouth, Poe gripped my forearm, activating the runes Kali had drawn days earlier. “These will allow you to pass into Arcania,” he said, as the magic settled into my arm. “But they work only once. That means we’ll be trapped in the Wastes until we find a way out.”

      I nodded, distracted, watching out the window for Ash.

      Poe didn’t look up as he said, in a careful tone, “Your budding romance is precious.”

      I glared at him. “Mind your business.”

      “The interesting thing about storming a castle with someone,” he said, smoke trailing in large circles from his mouth, “is that everything about them becomes your business. Their strengths. Weaknesses. Who’s warming their bed. What they’re willing to ignore.” He looked up, his face earnest for once, and said, “I don’t walk into a fight with fools, princess.”

      My brows lifted. “Nor do I.”

      He released his grasp while he blew out a puff of smoke. “Then I’m sure you’ve asked yourself the question.”

      “What question?”

      He paused as if weighing his words, then blew out another smoke ring. “What if your sister doesn’t want to leave?”

      “Excuse me?”

      He stared at me. “What will you do,” he continued evenly, “if your sister doesn’t want to be saved? If she wants to remain where she is?”

      I stared at him. “Are you out of your damned mind?”

      “Am I?” He looked around theatrically, as if searching for something. “No, I don’t think so.”

      “You think she’ll want to stay with the human traffickers who sold her into bondage?”

      Poe crossed his arms before him, settling against his chair. “You haven’t answered the question.”

      “You’re un-fucking-believable.” I spoke every word slowly. “I. Am. Her. Sister.”

      “A sister she barely knows.”

      “A sister who’s left everything to save her. To rescue her.”

      He gave me a lazy grin. “Ah, we’re back to the saving again. Savior Bryn. And once you’ve rescued her”—he said rescue as if it were a joke—“where will you go? Will you sail off into the sunset?”

      I deepened my frown. What would I do with Wren once I found her? Would we share a room together? A house, a life? Or would we go our own ways? I didn’t know what she would want. What I would want.

      “We’ll go north,” I said through clenched teeth. “To the coast.”

      “Which coast?” he demanded. “What coast?”

      “Any coast that suits us,” I retorted.

      He threw up his scarred arms. “And you’ll live happily ever after.”

      “It doesn’t concern you,” I snapped.

      “And Ash,” he continued softly, some nameless expression on his face. “Is he part of this happy future?”

      Honestly, I hated him. “Is that any of your godsdamned business?”

      “Point made.” He stared at me for a long moment, then sighed. “I’ve had quite enough tinkering for the moment. Mind if I turn on the screen?” He didn’t wait for my response. The screen popped on, and I stumbled back.

      “The infamous Reaper has been caught,” the newscaster on the screen announced. “He was tried by a military tribunal and executed this morning. Chancellor Mennick released a statement…”

      I watched the rest of the story, frozen. “Why are they announcing that Ash was captured? That he’s dead?”

      “How odd,” Poe said, as if it weren’t odd at all.

      Dread rose within me, a massive wave threatening to drown me in its undertow. Something began to unwind in the pit of my stomach, a sense of foreboding I couldn’t name. No—Kali’s travel runes still linked us. I would know if he were gone, if he’d… They’d lied about my death at the hands of the Reaper. They were lying about this. “I’m going to find him.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Poe said, not looking away from the screen.

      I looked at Poe. “Aren’t you coming?” I asked, incredulous.

      “Things to do,” Poe said, waving me away without so much as a glance.

      I didn’t ask questions. I ran from the inn, praying I’d see Ash’s tall form approaching from the horizon, letting the rune link guide me. I sprinted to the tiny grocer we’d passed on the way into town, to the pub beside the inn, to the postmaster down the street. Panic seized me. He said he’d be back by noon—he had promised he’d return. But the sun was high now. I searched within myself, looking for some instinct, some hidden magic that would know if he’d been captured, if he were…I couldn’t think the last word. I raced back to the inn, barreling up the stairs two at a time, when a sound stopped me in my tracks.

      “That’s not how this works.” Ash. That was Ash’s voice. My eyes closed for a beat, relief flooding me. He was alive, he was alive, he was…

      But it was the second voice that set my every nerve ending on fire.

      “She’s here?” said the deep baritone, a voice of velvet laced with steel. That voice… No. No, it wasn’t possible.

      “As promised,” Ash replied.

      “You’ll receive nothing until I receive payment.”

      My stomach tangled into knots, all the blood rushing out of my head. I had to see. Had to know. I snuck atop the stair landing and peered out the tiny round window, and there…there…

      The first voice I knew like a lover’s touch. It belonged to Ash.

      But I knew the second voice better.

      Standing a foot away from Ash, speaking to him in a whispered hush, was Oberst.

    
  
    
      
        Thirty-Two

      
      I froze as if a bucket of frigid water had been poured down my spine. Oberst. That was Oberst, talking to Ash. No, not Ash. His scar was on display… This was not the Ash I knew. This was the Reaper.

      “I’ll confirm nothing until I receive amnesty,” Ash said, voice lowered. “A full pardon.”

      “I’ve already had the search called off,” Oberst growled. “Another man is currently moldering in an unmarked grave under your identity. A pardon is moot.”

      “Not to me,” Ash replied. “You’ll find some other reason to hunt me down. No, I want an open pardon with unrestricted travel runes.”

      “Why do you think you deserve that?” Oberst seethed.

      “Do you want your soldier or not, Captain?” Ash snapped back with bite.

      “Open pardons haven’t been done in a decade. Mennick put a stop to them,” Oberst said, and I didn’t miss how he took a step closer to Ash. They were nearly the same size, with the same long muscled frame.

      “You’re the Chancellor’s Blade,” Ash said. “You’ll find a way.”

      Oberst narrowed his eyes, and I knew what that look meant. It meant pain. “Very well,” he purred. “A runic pardon will take time. It will be inked on your flesh. But first.” Oberst paused; I couldn’t see him, but I could feel his disgust at trading favors with a traitor and a criminal. “How near is she?” Oberst asked.

      A slow smile spread across Ash’s face. “So close, you could almost taste her.”

      “If you’re attempting to deceive me…”

      “I’m not a fool,” Ash replied. “We have something to offer each other. Give me the runes. I’ll ink the sequence myself. I’ll return with your soldier, and this never happened.”

      They continued hammering out the terms of Ash’s pardon, but I’d heard enough for a lifetime. I turned on my heel, moving as if in a trance until I found myself outside Poe’s door. I knocked. “Couldn’t find Ash,” I said, popping my head in. “I’m going to rest for a bit. When he returns, will you ask him not to disturb me?”

      He waved a hand without looking up from his book, smoke billowing. I grabbed Poe’s pack from the room surreptitiously and shut the door with a soft click. I pulled out everything useful from it—food, weapons, a map Poe had made notations on—then did the same with Ash’s, stuffing the contents into my own. The pack I’d allowed Ash to place in the room for me, but it was mine. Mine to carry. Mine alone. I shouldered it, relieved at its familiar weight. I locked the dead bolt, knowing it wouldn’t keep them out for long, but I’d need every extra second when they came to find me. When Ash led Oberst here, to our room, to capture me and return me to the Citadel, where I’d be tried as a traitor and executed, and my sister, my brother… I didn’t let myself think about it. I opened the window and crawled out.

      I walked away with deliberate slowness, careful not to draw any eyes upon me, across the tiny hamlet with its people heading to their little jobs, leading their little lives. I hid myself in the back of a wagon. The reins snapped, and the town shrank to nothing behind me. It was no more than a memory now, just as Ash and Poe and Oberst would soon be. When it stopped an hour later, I slipped out like a ghost. It would take time for Oberst to secure the Reaper’s pardon runes. I had a two-hour head start, at most. I forced one boot in front of the other, finding the wolves’ path, as Ash had shown me. I began a light jog toward the coordinates Poe had inked upon the map, toward the ferry that would carry me across the Black River. Alone.

      Alone. The thing that had caused me the most trouble in the army, yet had given me the most resilience. A wiser person would have had the sense to feel betrayed, angry, bitter. But to feel betrayed, I would’ve needed to be surprised, and hadn’t I learned, so long ago, that I could depend only on myself? Ash had leveraged me against his freedom, like a proper criminal. A sort of buzzing sounded in my head. My skin felt cool, whether from the air or numbness, I couldn’t tell.

      And after I saved Wren—after I discharged my promise to my mother—I would let her go. It was not familial bonds dragging me toward the west; it was the honor of that final promise, to the only person with whom I’d shared a bond, ever. My mother. A mother my sister had killed. A mother my sister had taken from me, that she’d never had the pain of losing. So I would save her, and then I would be free. Two hours had passed, and no one had come for me. I knew, then, that no one would. I would never see them again. Not Ash or Poe. Not Asa. It was better this way. I walked, the earth turning beneath my feet, the flat gray of the sky echoing the bleakness of my heart.

      The cold bit my skin, but that was nothing—nothing—to the bitter freeze growing in my chest. Never walk into a fight with fools. Poe was right, but it was the woman in the mirror I couldn’t trust. The woman in the mirror who had dared to believe that a man, an enemy, could feel something for her. She wasn’t a woman at all. She was a foolish, desperate girl, damaged by all the things that had happened in her twenty years, and more by the things that hadn’t.

      I would have heard it, if I hadn’t been so lost in my thoughts, my misery. Would have felt the tingle of magic, heard the soft crunch of grass. I turned, too late, and saw it. The face of my death.

      A flamewolf.

      Saliva dripped from its wide-open maw, off teeth bared in a feral snarl; violence hummed from every inch of its fur, camouflaged to mimic the world around it. It padded forward, bright amber eyes fixed on me, and I didn’t need to be an Arcanist to catch the tone of its thoughts. You use our paths, Dursti, it seethed. You take advantage of our protection. You do not belong here. And I agreed. I didn’t belong anywhere.

      The wolf watched me, teeth bared, fangs at the ready, and I knew death was coming. Bloody, painful death, the death I’d been meant to have as a toddler, when the wolves made the mistake of letting me live. And I was scared, so godsdamned scared, so wretched and pathetic, that the words fell from my lips like the tears pooling in my eyes.

      “Do it,” I whispered, my voice raw and aching. “It’s your fault I’m here. Your fault I still exist. And you know that, don’t you? You made a mistake.” I spat the last word, tears streaming down my face. “So fix it. Do what you should have done long ago.”

      The wolf growled low in its throat, its lip curling. It took a step forward.

      “Do it!” I demanded. “End it, you coward! End me!”

      I waited for the clamping around my throat, for the sharp pain and the quiet darkness that would come after. But the creature didn’t budge. It watched me, some understanding lighting its eyes, something…sad. It took another step forward. My body froze, my thoughts along with it. I prayed it would be fast. That it wouldn’t hurt.

      Then the wolf nudged me ever so gently with its nose, dropping the top of its giant head flush with my abdomen and pressing it there, my breath sawing in and out of my lungs. And when it hummed low in its throat, I knew the motion for what it was. An embrace. My tears fell, wet and hot against the flamewolf’s downy soft fur, while I leaned against its massive head, shuddering and sobbing.

      When I’d wiped the snot from my face, the wolf gave me a look that seemed to say, That’s enough, human. Pull yourself together. This world is not done with you. I looked at the creature, its large compassionate eyes, its soft ivory fur tinged with hints of silver and bronze, as it stared back at me. “Thank you,” I whispered.

      Then the crunch of gravel sounded on the road. The wolf gave me a final look, its shrewd amber eyes boring into mine, and its message brushed against my mind: Hide. It tore away on silent paws, gone before I could blink.

      My ears caught the noise of wheels turning, crunching against the road. I positioned myself more firmly behind a broad tree, working to control my breathing, hoping the wagon passed me by. It didn’t. It slowed to a stop, and I heard three sets of boots disembark. I looked through the bushes.

      Three soldiers had gotten out. Two women and a man, each clad in scarlet and sporting olive berets. I recognized them at once—Dursti Raiders, patrolling soldiers charged with road safety, their long red coats flowing behind them. Each soldier’s uniform was marked with a large black sphere with three lines striking through it, a badge I wasn’t familiar with, and though the women sported the most stars on their lapels, it was the man who scared me.

      He couldn’t have been much older than me, but he was waxy, pale, the skin drawn too tightly across the bones in his face. A sheen of sweat hung above his upper lip, but it was his eyes that gave me pause. They burned, two hot coals within a dead hearth. He leaned upon the railing as he disembarked, exposing the length of his pale forearm, and his veins…they were black beneath his rolled-up sleeves, snaking down his arm like spiders. He spoke with a voice at complete odds with his appearance.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” he said in a deep, seductive croon that seemed to burrow beneath my skin. It was a voice of silk and smoke, meant to command and compel. I didn’t move, didn’t even allow myself to breathe.

      “We know you’re there, traveler,” said one of the women. “We mean you no harm. Once we perform a rune check, you’re free to go.”

      I held my breath until the air screamed within my lungs.

      The man clicked his tongue. “The longer the wait, the more it seems you’ve got something to hide.”

      “Come out now,” demanded the other woman, her voice laced with venom, “or we’ll drag you out.”

      And then a hand found mine. Another went to my back, pushing me forward. My head snapped left, and I nearly screamed.

      It was Ash.

      “Excuse us, soldiers.” Ash pulled me by the hand into the road, his voice colored by a hint of Durst’s southern brogue. “We were attending to our needs off road.”

      I yanked my hand from his, searching for Oberst, for the arrest I knew was coming. Ash, as if understanding, held my gaze. Easy, he seemed to say. Trust me. But I didn’t. I would never trust him again.

      “Your name, traveler?” asked the cruel-looking woman.

      “Rourke,” Ash lied smoothly. “And my wife, Sarah.”

      “Your business?” she asked.

      “I work a farm in the south. My wife and I are heading to visit my sister’s family in the west. We plan to stay for several weeks.”

      The soldier’s face remained pleasant enough, but her eyes tightened at the corners. “Roll up your sleeves.”

      Ash held out his left arm where—miraculously—a series of runes had appeared. A glazed look passed over the soldier’s eyes as she scanned his arm. The machine beeped, and she turned to me, but Ash pushed me behind him.

      “I will not allow my wife’s flesh to be seen by another man,” he said, dark eyes flashing.

      The sickly male soldier gave Ash a hard look. “You are not dressed like a Brother of the Day,” he said, referencing the conservative Dursti sect. “And she is not in the gown worn by their wives.”

      “It is not safe to appear as such when we travel. Prejudice is strong against the true worshipers of the Old Gods.”

      The waxy-faced soldier frowned, but he turned his back to us. I pulled back my sleeve, where my defunct runemark sat. I held my breath as the woman scanned my arm, and the scanner, to my tremendous surprise, beeped and cleared me. Magic. And not from Ash, who was carefully holding back every ounce of his power. No, that was a sophisticated machine she held, made from Craft technology. Made from Poe’s blood. The magician must be nearby.

      The woman narrowed her eyes, but nodded at us both. “Safe travels to you both. Stay out of trouble.”

      “May the blessings of the Old Gods be upon you,” Ash said with a deep bow. The soldiers turned, heading for the wagon, my heart pounding as Ash pushed his hand into the small of my back. “Don’t turn around,” he whispered.

      And I didn’t, even as I pulled away from the hand pressed against me. But while we moved, I could feel eyes trailing me, eyes that burned like two coals. Gravel crunched, one boot moving after another…

      “Farmer,” the male soldier said from behind us. “That’s a sophisticated weapon for a farmer to carry,” he said, referencing the rifle strapped across Ash’s back.

      “Keep walking,” Ash murmured as he turned. “It was a gift from my father. A relic from the Great War that he passed down to me.”

      “And your accent,” said the man. “You’re from the south.”

      Ash nodded. “Fairdale.”

      “I thought the Brothers congregated around water.”

      Ash stiffened for a second. “There are many lakes in the south,” he replied.

      But the soldier had a sharp eye, and I knew he’d seen it as surely as I had. The soldier’s eyes narrowed.

      “Change of plan,” he said, eyeing both of us. “You will come with us to the outpost, where I will personally test your credentials.”

      The first female soldier gave him a hard look. “We’ve already—”

      “Do not argue with me,” he interrupted in a voice sharp as cut glass. “We will go there now.”

      Ash nodded his head deferentially. “Of course. As the Old Gods will it. We will come with you peacefully. We have nothing to hide.”

      I followed Ash, head down, doing my best not to quiver, not to make eye contact with any of the soldiers, wondering how the hell we would fake our way out of this. Ash placed a single dark boot onto the wagon’s gate. The hair on my arms stood up as the air charged with magic. “Bon mort,” Ash whispered beneath his breath.

      Shit. We weren’t faking our way out.

      We were fighting it out.

      Ash’s magic powered up. Slowly, the sickly soldier turned his head. And then all hell broke loose.

    
  
    
      
        Thirty-Three

      
      
        The standstill in tensions begs the question—why have the Arcanists been quiet for so long? Many fear this is the calm before the storm, the tide pulling out before obliterating the shore in a mighty wave. The intelligence known to Durst is unsettling: whispers of growing armies, twisted magicians, and a dark and terrible weapon more potent than that which decimated the Wastes. How can Durst ever hope to stand against such power?

        —Modern Durst, R. R. Maxwell

      

      Boom. An explosion shook the earth. Ash was there, and then he wasn’t. I fell, blown backward by a burst of magic so strong, it left my ears ringing, my eyes streaming with tears. I watched through blurry vision as Ash launched a bolt of magic toward the first woman’s chest. I had a moment—only a second—to swallow my shock as the woman reached out an arm and caught the magic, as if she were an ancient god seizing a bolt of lightning. She smiled. A crackle shimmered through me; the knives she held in each hand went alight in a torrent of flame, crackling and burning against the slate-gray sky. I nearly choked.

      “What?” the woman sneered at Ash, her blades glowing. “Did you think you were the only magician here?”

      She lunged for Ash, who barely dodged the blow. Suddenly Poe was beside him, fighting the second woman, trading magical barbs with her. They were both magicians, and then it was explosions and light, color and smoke that I could barely pick apart, and as I watched, all I could think was that no one should have such power—not Ash, or Poe, or the women. Whether they were native Arcanists who had snuck across the border or quickened Dursti thieves made no difference. They were as good as gods, and I was no match for even one of them.

      “Run!” Ash screamed at me, and he chucked a flaming knife toward the false soldiers. I didn’t have to be told twice.

      I took off, while behind me otherworldly forces collided—a burst of fire, a torrent of wind and smoke, a cyclone of debris and death that they threw at one another. I ran, and there was nothing but the roar in my head, the pounding of my feet as I sprinted from the wagon, racing away from the fighting gods behind me. My boots pounded the earth, tree branches clawing at my hair, scratching my face like long, sharp fingers. I listened to the clash of magic behind me, until something sharp and hot flew past my head and exploded.

      The sound knocked me off my feet, and I registered a figure running for me like a spider, fast, rigid, jolting. I righted myself and was off again, putting as much distance between me and the thing running for me, just as another spear of magic landed where I had been moments before. I darted left, my breath sawing in and out of my lungs, positioning myself behind the nearest tree. The pale, sickly soldier strolled through the forest like a ghost come to call me home.

      The voice trickled forth like poison from a wound, deep, enchanting, at odds with the man who conjured it. “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” he repeated in that singsong way, and the hair on my arms rose in response.

      I steadied my breathing, then pulled my rune pistol from its holster and fired off shots toward the voice. The soldier responded. Magic scythed from him, erupting from his fingers, pouring from his eyes and mouth, crackling like an electrical storm, hot, wild, furious. It whooshed by me, forcing my skin to prickle as it barely missed, colliding with the tree next to me. I panted, struggling to breathe. His magic…something was wrong with it. My ears strained, searching for the sounds of fighting, but I heard nothing except the buzz in my ears, the familiar hum that marked the soldier’s magic as he called to me.

      “You can’t escape, you know,” said the soldier, his voice low, seductive. “No one can. You couldn’t if you wanted to. It’s why they’ve done what they have to me. Why they made me into this.”

      I bit my cheek, thinking while my heart beat a mad, furious pace against my chest. Forgive me, Wren, I thought as a plan formed in my mind. Then I stepped out from behind the wide tree and planted my feet.

      “Hello there,” he said, cocking his head, a sheen of sweat now shimmering against his brow as he lashed for me. I dodged the spear of magic, bolting, barely avoiding the next thrown at my back. I ran, zigzagging through the trees, counting the explosions behind me.

      One, two, three. There was a cadence to his magic. A rhythm, like music gone wrong. One, two, three, pause; one, two, three, break. It was a dance between us as we careened through the trees, a waltz measured by heaving breath and pounding feet. He wheezed behind me but kept running, as if his legs wouldn’t allow him to stop. I forced myself to keep moving, waiting for the next barrage.

      One, two, three. The strength of his magic was an inhale, a storm gathering a final mighty breath before it devoured the earth. And at the crest of that breath, I found it: the pause.

      Time slowed. I stopped, pivoted, turned toward him with the speed of a practiced soldier as he stilled to summon the devilry that would sizzle my blood within my veins. But he was sick, and I was strong. When I tucked, rolled, then shot up again, he wasn’t agile enough to correct course as my feet planted. My arm lifted. My hand opened, just as I’d shown Eugenie, and I released my knife.

      It moved as if in slow motion, the clean whoosh of the blade slicing through the air with preternatural precision—no, Firstborn precision. And I did not miss the surprise in his face, the trembling of his hands, how his thin legs barely managed to remain upright.

      The blade slipped through the air, an ephemeral bit of steel connecting us like a ribbon, then found a home in his chest.

      He looked at me, and I looked at him. Into his muddy-brown eyes. No—not muddy. Up close they were amber, flecked with gold. We stared at each other, suspended in time, as if we were riding in a train that came too fast to the crest of a steep hill. I was weightless, my stomach in my throat, all of me suspended between who I’d been during the ascent and what I would be once we plunged back down, dropping too fast into the valley below.

      All of him seemed to droop. A tiny oh escaped his lips, like he was surprised to find a knife nestled in his ribs. He coughed once, splattering his face and mine with crimson droplets, as red and lovely as the cloak he wore. Then his knees buckled, and he fell hard onto his back.

      Only then did I notice my labored breathing, the strange ringing in my ears, how my hands were clenched so tightly, I didn’t know if I could release them. The blood at his mouth dripped into the divots of his cracked lips, and through the fog came the terrible thought: You’ve done it at last.

      Murderer.

      I was suddenly on my hands and knees, crawling toward his frail form, wondering if he would pull the knife from his chest and plunge it into mine. But he didn’t. He lay there, his hand over the knife wound, while I watched the heaving of his chest, stared at the gold flecks in his eyes, somehow brighter against the paleness of his skin, the blackness of the veins at his temples and throat.

      “Who did this to you?” I asked, my voice so quiet, I barely heard it.

      His eyes closed, and a corner of his mouth turned up, the blood crusting there. “You already know,” he whispered.

      Cold bloomed in my chest. “You…what are you?”

      His eyes opened, glassy and sad and ancient. “I’m you,” he replied. The shivers began in my hands first, then spread to the rest of me.

      The ground shook behind me, and Ash was there. The others were dead, then. I placed my hand, as gently as I could, over the one at the soldier’s chest.

      “I…I…” The words caught, cracked in my throat.

      But the soldier managed to shake his head, a quiet chide to stop the words he knew I would utter. “Shh, shh, shhhhhhh.” He whispered it so gently, and I wondered when life had made him into this. I wondered at the dreams he’d once had, what he’d looked like as a child. He’d had a moment when his heart had been broken, when he’d discovered life wasn’t fair. He’d had something he’d loved beyond reason, a deepest regret, a greatest fear. And I wondered, as he lay there dying, if I was his mirror, as he was mine, the last drop in a bucket that tips it over and forces it to spill. The point of no return that left him lying in a pool of his own blood while the last bits of my soul bled out.

      “Do not regret me, Firstborn,” he said, the whisper now a rasp. “You have set me free. Thank you.”

      I clutched his hand more tightly, my eyes too wide, too round for tears. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, again and again and again. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      But the light had left his eyes, and he didn’t hear my hollow words. He was already gone.

      And I was lost.

      Now the tears came, wet and hot against my cheeks. Murderer. The blood was so red against his pale lips, against my grimy hands as I wiped it away. I trembled all over, and a steadying hand found my back. Ash. And I remembered why I was here. What had caused me to run from the village, the reason the soldier before me was dead.

      I turned, locking eyes with him.

      “I—” Ash began.

      I pounced.
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      I launched myself at him, clawing with my nails and fists like a feral thing, assaulting any piece of him I could find.

      “Whoa!” Poe said, and though I knew the two of them could eviscerate me, could burn me to a pile of dust and scatter my remains on the wind, I didn’t care. My rage was too great. And what I had done…it was his fault.

      “You were with him,” I spat at Ash. “You sold me out, to Oberst. You sold my sister out to him!”

      “I did no such thing,” Ash said, and I realized he had a bloody lip and scratches down his face and arms.

      “I saw you,” I hissed. “I heard you.” I searched his arms, looking for the mark there that would denote his pardon. “Where is it? Where the fuck is the pardon!”

      “Stop fighting me for one godsdamned minute, and I’ll explain!” he pleaded, but I didn’t.

      I kept swinging, and to my credit, it took Poe and Ash working together to restrain me.

      “He found you,” Ash said, breathless. “I don’t know how, but Oberst was able to track you here. It’s like he can feel you,” he spat.

      “Tell me everything,” I demanded. “Now.”

      Ash ran a hand through his hair. “I knew who you were before we met. You’d arrested me, and Vida had put you on my radar. Then you sought me out at the Veil, and I realized you might be an easy asset to turn, that perhaps you would even do so willingly. I followed Vida to the Oval to keep an eye her. I knew Tasch had been sneaking around, and I was worried he might follow Vida in the hope of trapping her and luring you out.”

      “I already know that,” I snapped.

      He said the next bit in one long breath, as if he would lose courage otherwise. “What you don’t know is that your sister had already left the Citadel before I found you on the Long Night.”

      All the sound disappeared. My ears rang, and I didn’t know whether time slowed, or I did.

      “Then Vida was killed.” A shadow fell across his face. “I knew you were devastated. But I also suspected you would continue the Trial because you were so damned committed to winning, and you were…” He swallowed, closing his eyes as he said it. “You were far too valuable for me to leave there. Only one thing would get you to leave the Oval with me—if you thought there was still a chance you could rescue your sister,” he said quietly.

      Something within me dropped out.

      “We knew your brother was working on technology highly sought after by the government, some innovation that could explain why Bastard children were disappearing,” Ash continued. “So I took a gamble. I decided to help you escape from the Citadel, then bring you to Kali, who would turn you against Durst and work you as an asset, or…”

      “Or what?” Something shook within me. “Or what!”

      His eyes were hard. “Or trade you for information at the appropriate time.”

      The cold spear that had wedged within my stomach tunneled down, down, down. “How could you,” I spat. “You took away my future. Everything I’d worked for… How could you!”

      “I didn’t know you!” he yelled back. “Do you blame me for debating what to do with you? With a girl whose life could be traded for a thousand others? Whom I could leverage to find my family? I saw an opportunity, and I took it. You would have done the same.”

      “Don’t you dare fucking tell me what I would have done.” Suddenly I was pushing, both my hands slamming into Ash. Poe grabbed me, restraining me against his chest. “All that bullshit about how my life never belonged to me, how we’re the same, how we’ve both been slaves. And yet here you were, trading on the value of my life.” I laughed. “Did you think you’d turn me over, and they’d open their books and tell you where to find your mommy and daddy?”

      “No,” Ash said. “Plans changed. I was…” He pulled at his hair, as if every word cost him. “I was going to seduce you. Use you. But every time I tried…you’d been through so much, and I…I couldn’t bring myself to hurt you more. I never would have sold you out!”

      “And yet you did just that while you met with Oberst.”

      Ash’s chest heaved with unchecked emotion. “Yes, I met with him, but not for the reason you think.”

      I barely heard Ash as he said, “Let her go,” and Poe released my arms.

      I swung at Poe, my fist connecting with his cheekbone, insulted that he didn’t use his magic to try and stop me.

      “The rest,” Poe said, rubbing his face, his eyes hard as steel. “Tell her the rest.”

      “Stay the fuck out of it!” Ash snapped at him.

      “Tell her,” Poe said, venom lacing his every word, “before I make you.”

      My head spun and spun. “What does he mean?” How much more could there be? How much worse could it be?

      Ash turned to Poe, his face so hard, so vicious, that I realized I barely knew him.

      “She deserves to know,” Poe said, eyes blazing.

      “What. Else,” I repeated to Ash. “What the fuck else is there!”

      “I would never have traded you for information about my family. Let me make that clear…”

      “But?” I pressed.

      “But.” His eyes hardened. “It turns out I didn’t need to.”

      My throat constricted. “Why?”

      Ash’s magic lashed. A muscle in his jaw ticked. “Because I found my brother on my own.”

      We stared at each other. Something fell out in my stomach.

      No.

      The tilt of Ash’s head. The sensual mouth that could be so cruel and wicked. The long, lithe body. Gods, no. Please, no. “Who?” I whispered. “Tell me who.”

      He looked at me, his eyes dark where another’s were gray, and godsdamn if it wasn’t clear as day. His voice dripped acid when he spoke. “It’s your old friend, Captain Oberst.”
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      “No.” I was outside myself, beyond my body. “No. It’s not possible.”

      “It is,” Ash bit out.

      “When…? How…?”

      “Poe has been teaching me about the bloodsong. He thought it would help me mark magicians, but it would also help identify any relatives I might encounter. I saved that Arcanist child from the officers, and when I got back to the market, you were gone. But he was there, showing your picture around. I approached him, and I…I heard it. The bloodsong. Not like that of magicians, but something…sweeter. Familiar. And I knew, instantly, that he was my kin. My brother. And I couldn’t…I couldn’t walk away. So I removed my glamour. Oberst met the Reaper, and I met Oberst. He has no idea what we are to each other. I offered to exchange information with him if he called off the search for me.”

      The breath wouldn’t move into my lungs. “You fucking piece of filth.”

      “I got what I wanted. I stood face-to-face with my brother, even if it was just once. He called off the search. It was a win all around. But somehow, he found you again.” Ash ran his fingers through his hair. “He followed us to the village. He’s like a bloodhound when it comes to you.”

      I was going to burn and burn and burn to nothing. “And where is your brother now?”

      Ash’s jaw hardened. “I took care of him.”

      “Did you…?” My head spun. I had to know. “Is he…?”

      “Dead? No,” he said, his voice dark and bitter. “Wouldn’t want to kill the love of your life.”

      “He’s not my lover, you fucking lying Arcanist!”

      “Listen to me, Bryn.” Ash was inches from my face, his eyes wild, desperate. “I panicked when he showed up in the village. I needed more time, so I asked for the pardon. While he was working on it, I seized control of his mind and knocked him out cold. I sent him back to the Citadel, where he’ll wake up with a bad headache, and you’ll be long gone.” He swallowed. “I never intended to turn you over to him. But he is my brother. My only family, and I needed to meet him.”

      “You…” I was trembling all over, every piece of me shaking. “How could you…?”

      “Try to understand. You would do anything for your sister. A sister who is good and decent and innocent. But my brother is not. He’s a monster, but I would have done anything to meet him, to look him in the eye, even if it was just once. I don’t have the moral high ground of saving a sweet, innocent girl, but I deserve family just as much as you do.” He took a step toward me. “Once I got to know you, everything changed. It was real. Everything I said—”

      I spat at him. Then I ripped the necklace he’d given me from where it hung around my neck. “Leave,” I growled.

      “I would never—”

      “Leave. NOW!” I screamed, throwing the necklace I held at him as hard as I could. He stopped it with a whiff of magic; why wouldn’t he? Even untrained, he was more powerful than I could ever be.

      But he didn’t budge. Didn’t move a muscle. I grabbed the knife from my holster. “Are you not listening?” I was faintly aware of Poe speaking, of Ash moving toward me, but I already had the knife in my hand. I wrenched up my sleeve and dragged it across the rune connecting me to Ash.

      “I release you,” I spat. “I release you from our agreement!”

      A mighty whoosh left me, the severing of a magical connection. It whispered across my skin, and then it was gone.

      “If you try to follow me,” I said, cold and soft, “I will contact the Citadel and tell them what you and Kali are doing. I will tell them the location of Kali’s camp. I will give them Rana’s name. I will cut away everything you’ve worked for in your life. Make sure I never see your face again.”

      “Please,” Ash said again. “Try to understand…”

      But I didn’t listen to another word. I grabbed my belongings from where they sat, not seeing or hearing anything more as I walked the opposite direction down the road, blood dripping down my arm.

      I waited until I was ten minutes away before I began to suck in ragged gasps of air. Then I stopped. I stuck my fist into my mouth, and I screamed and screamed and screamed.

      

      ***

      I was vaguely aware of someone following me. Of a person calling, “Slow down, Ruelle. Godsdamn it, wait!” Poe spun me around with such force, it brought me back into myself, and the face there…he had more color in his skin after traveling in the sun. A hint of red hair poked out from beneath his cap.

      “Go away,” I said in a dead, flat voice I barely recognized. “Leave.”

      He made a sound deep in his throat, looking at me with suspicion. “No. I don’t think I will.”

      “Godsdamn it, Poe, I want to be alone.” I pushed past him, needing to put as much distance between me and Ash—and the cooling bodies at our feet—as possible.

      “‘Alone’ isn’t what you want, or what you need,” he said with menace. “Only one thing will save you—finding your sister and destroying everyone who stole her. So no, I won’t leave. Besides, you can’t get into Arcania without me. You need me.” His grin was wicked.

      I pulled at my hair, hating that he was right. I wanted to send him away, I needed to send him away, but I was weary, in my body and whatever remained of my soul. I didn’t have the strength to berate him into leaving; I’d used up all that fire on Ash. Poe looked at me like I was a grenade with the pin half pulled.

      “Fine.” I started moving again, my motions stiff, mechanical. The two of us walked in silence for hours. How much time had passed? How far had we traveled? I didn’t know. I knew only that once the sun set, we stopped, and Poe conjured a rune fire. I barely felt the flames licking against me.

      “Do you plan on becoming mute for the rest of the journey?” Poe asked.

      I stared at the fire, not bothering to answer.

      “Seems so,” Poe grumbled. “Well, then you surely won’t mind if I smoke. I know how you love it.” He lit a cigarette, then blew a large ring toward my face. I didn’t care. I didn’t budge. He watched me, unblinking. Unmoving. His mouth twisted a bit, and he sighed. “I’ve been thinking about the soldier you killed.”

      I stiffened. My eyes went hard, but…it jostled me from my fog.

      “At first, I thought they were Arcanists who had gotten past the borders and stolen uniforms, but their magic…it didn’t feel right. It was amplified in the women, and the man…he was Craft sick.”

      “I didn’t think Craft sickness was real,” I said, my voice thick. I realized I hadn’t spoken in hours.

      Poe brightened when I spoke. “Magic can only be tolerated in harmony with the rest of the body. Too much, and it becomes a poison. That soldier, the sickly one, was in the late stages of it. He had another few days left, at most, and they would have been painful. You did him a favor.”

      “Sure,” I said, my voice empty. “I get it. You need a partner who isn’t catatonic if we’re going to survive the Wastes. But you don’t have to lie to make me feel better.”

      He blew out more smoke. “It’s not a lie. Something was broken within him. His magic was corrupted. The question is how, and why.”

      He looked at me, expecting a response, disappointed when none came. He sighed again, then rummaged around in his pack, muttering all the while, until he pulled out a small bottle. He popped the cork, then took a long draw, exhaling with deep contentment.

      I gave him a sideways look. “What’s that?”

      He passed it to me. “Take a sip and find out.”

      “Are you trying to drug me so you can kill me? Because if you are—”

      “For a soldier, you’re a godsdamned prude,” Poe snapped. “Kindly shut up and take a drink, or pass it back. I’m tired of you glowering at me.”

      My lip curled, but I took a small sip, then dropped the bottle, coughing. “What the hell is that?”

      “Reishi,” Poe said. “An old Arcanic drink, brewed with mushrooms and magic.” He took a hearty swallow, then passed it back to me.

      I dared another drink and coughed so hard, I thought I might vomit. “Your Arcanist liquor is disgusting.”

      “That isn’t liquor, princess. Give it a few minutes.” He took another sip, eyes twinkling.

      “Why? What’s going to happen?”

      “Well, hopefully, it loosens the stick you’ve put up your ass.”

      “And how exactly will it do that?” I asked, as my innards grew warm.

      His grin widened. “The hallucinations should help.”

      I gaped at him. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      He had the audacity to stare back. “I’m fucking not,” he said. “The Arcanists are storytellers. It’s how we’ve passed down truths that so many have tried to bury. Books can be burned. Libraries can be raided. But they haven’t found a way to destroy our memories. At least, not yet. Reishi recalls our collective memory. We’ve used it for centuries to pass along our oral history.”

      “I cannot believe this.” I rubbed my face with my hands, covering my eyes. “I cannot believe I’m stuck in the middle of nowhere, drugged, with an Arcanist.”

      He ignored me and blew out more smoke. “What do you know about your family, Ruelle? About the Arcanists in your bloodline?”

      I stiffened. “I didn’t know there were any until recently. My mother and grandparents were born in Durst. Or so I thought.”

      “They’re gone?” he asked quietly.

      My voice was so flat, so…dead. “Everyone is gone.”

      “My captors were…very interested in blood.” He took another swig. “Have you heard the Legend of the Two Gods?”

      “We don’t learn your heathen customs.” My tone was dry, but my mouth…was that a smile forming there?

      “Oh, how convenient, for you to be a sophisticated Dursti and for your enemies to be godless magicians,” he said dryly.

      Poe flicked his wrist, and I gasped. Images formed as Poe’s magic washed over me, unrestrained. I’d seen magic be savage, defensive, practical, but I’d never thought of it as beautiful. It was like a picture given motion.

      “There were once two gods,” Poe began, his voice coming as if from far, far away. “Brothers born of the same parents. They’d grown on the same honeyed fruit, bathed in the same starlit rivers, until the might of the universe awakened within their veins. Great power, and with it, great weakness.

      “One day they quarreled, their words turning to fists. Fists turned to blows, neither able to gain purchase against the other. The argument stretched on a day. A year. A decade. So much time passed that they eventually forgot why their quarrel had begun. They knew only hate, and anger, and that each must win, no matter the cost. And yet they were so perfectly matched, neither could prevail. With each blow they landed, stars exploded, the sparks creating new worlds, destroying others.”

      Images of stars and planets erupted from Poe’s hands, whizzing over my head, and I was in the middle of them, free-falling through space, witnessing the razing of galaxies, the birth of new worlds from the destruction wrought by the brothers. It’s the reishi, I reminded myself. I was here, my feet firmly on the ground.

      “Then, one day, the younger brother found himself thinking of victory, what it meant to triumph. He did not need to prove himself the better of the brothers, the greater or stronger. No, he did not need to be better at all. To succeed, he merely needed to destroy.

      “It was then that the younger brother threw down his weapons, lowered his fists. The older brother smiled, delighted by his surrender. He raised his weapon to deal the final blow, to kill him at last.

      “When he was within striking distance, the defenseless brother opened his mouth. His jaw unhinged, and just as his brother lunged for him, his mouth snapped forward. He scooped his brother into his jaws. He swallowed him whole. And at last, the world was still.”

      Warmth spread through me, a tingling at the top of my head, along my limbs, within my mind. “What should I take from that?” I said, a languid ease filling every inch of me. “Don’t let your enemy open his mouth too widely?”

      “You don’t need to kill your enemy,” Poe said, tipping the flask back again, then pocketing it. “Only consume him.”

      I tried to frown, but my face wouldn’t allow it. “Is that what Arcania has done to Durst?”

      Poe laughed, the sound a beautiful ringing against my ears. “My dear girl, do you still believe you’re the hero in this story?”

      “Do you believe you are?”

      “There are no heroes in wars,” he said, eyes glittering. “There are only survivors.”

      I rolled my eyes, but a lazy grin spread across my face. “You’re awfully cynical. Perhaps you need more reishi.” I was so still, so heavy, while my mind felt as free as a bit of dandelion fluff floating in the wind. “You knew Ash was meeting Oberst, didn’t you? Your magic turned on the screen. You knew I would search for him and catch them together.”

      He looked at me, his face serious. “I was trying to help, you know.”

      “Yes, I’m sure you had only the purest motives. As if you’ve ever done a selfless thing in your life.”

      His voice became hard, raw. “I’ve done many selfless things. Each against my will. This one I chose.” He turned to me. “You deserved to know the truth. He would have told you, eventually. I just…hastened things along.”

      I stared at the hazy flames before me. “Did you know about…his brother?”

      “The moment Oberst came looking for you in Baddat, I knew. I can hear the bloodsong between kin—any kin. One of the many perks of being me.”

      I scooted a rock with my boot. “Did he leave?”

      “Eventually. He’s returning to the Oval.” Something sank within me, spiraling down and down. His voice softened. “You wouldn’t have done it, you know. Turned over Kali, Rana, the camps to the Citadel.”

      “Yes, I would,” I said flatly.

      “No, you wouldn’t. You were hurt and furious and needed him to go.” His eyes glittered in the firelight. “You love him.”

      My eyes snapped up. “I do not.”

      “You do.”

      “I’ve never loved anyone a day in my life. Besides, I don’t even know which brother you’re talking about.”

      “Both.” Poe’s gaze pierced me. “The Firstborn soldier, loved by two brothers. Maybe they’ll write a story about you someday.”

      My throat tightened. I wondered, for a moment, if I might cry. “I hate them both,” I lied.

      He leaned back, considering me. “All that pain inside you.” His magic charged, winding around me. “It’s eating you up, isn’t it? What you need is to let it out. What you need,” he said, taking a long draw from his cigarette, “is release.”

      “Release?” I spat back. “And I suppose you’re ready to give it to me?”

      He grinned. “Happily, darling. But only if you ask nicely, like a good girl.”

      “‘A good girl’?” I opened my mouth to hurl the cruelest insult I could find, but stopped short, because Poe had tilted his head just so. The fire caught the sharp chisel of his jaw, the pout of his lower lip. Suddenly, I found myself wondering how it would feel to close the distance between us. What did Poe taste like? What sounds would he make if I worked my way along his throat? Something within me went warm and pliant. My lips parted slightly, and I…

      Poe grinned. The feeling broke apart, snapping out of me like a withdrawn rubber band.

      I shook my head. “Godsdamn it, Poe!” I cursed.

      An expression of mock hurt crossed his face. “What?” he asked innocently.

      “You know exactly what. The magic. You’re unbelievable.”

      “Thank you, princess. I like to think so.”

      “Call me a good girl again,” I challenged, so mad I could spit, “and watch what happens next.”

      He tutted. “Oh, I would love to, darling, but I’m afraid I’m too tired to pleasure you all night.”

      I threw the most obscene, wicked curses I could think of at him, and he laughed. “That’s better. Sadness does not a soldier make, sweetness. We need clear heads for tomorrow. Let me know if yours needs any more clearing.” He winked at me, then said, “Rest. I’ll wake you when I need a break.”

      I made no move to lie down, instead staring up at the ink-black sky, its freckled smattering of stars. A spark glowed next to me, followed by the sweet smell of whatever Poe liked to smoke.

      “Go ahead,” Poe drawled as he exhaled. “Say it. I already know, so you may as well put a voice to the thought.”

      “Fine,” I said. “Smoking is disgusting.”

      He chuckled. “No, the other thing.”

      I looked at him. “I don’t trust you.”

      I thought he might assuage me, but he did nothing of the sort. “Good. You are wise not to trust.” He was silent for a moment. “My uncle sold me to the Dursti. A child he feared and envied, traded for full Dursti citizenship and ten gold marks. He was my first visit after I escaped.” His voice was so cold, it sent a chill through me. His eyes flicked to mine. “Sleep, Bryn. The reckoning is coming, and its teeth will be sharp.”

      “I won’t reach tomorrow if you put a knife in my back tonight.”

      He tutted. “I can’t put a knife in your back, princess. You’re lying on it.” He blew another smoke ring, his voice soft when he spoke. “I have many enemies, girl. You’re not one of them.”

      I watched the rings disappear in the darkness. “If you’re such a clever magician, you should be able to do something beyond a ring.”

      “I’ll work on a heart to show my deepest love for you.”

      I rolled my eyes, but a smile cracked my face. It was the reishi; it was not that I was softening to Poe. I watched as thin cloud wisps crossed over the moon. “What do you think we’ll find in the west?”

      “The worst thing of all,” he replied. “The truth.”

      I lay on my bedroll beside the fire, thinking of whom I’d expected to sleep next to tonight and how far away I’d ended up. Then I curled up, and without another word, I drifted off to sleep.

      

      ***

      My dreams were strange.

      Blood and tears and a wide, black river. A building of stone and moss and ivy, like a picture from one of the fairy tales I’d read to Asa as a child. A large bird sat atop the structure, a bird with eyes like the soldier I’d fought. The soldier I’d killed. The sickly man I’d murdered. The bird cawed at me. Caw-caw. Caw-caw. Then the cawing became a scream, a human scream, and I—

      I woke up, cold and stiff. The sun had not yet risen over the horizon, but the sky had lightened, washing the earth in pale blue light. Poe’s things sat in a tidy pile; he’d probably wandered away to smoke and piss. The coals smoldered in the firepit, and there was nothing around me for miles and miles but tall grass and peaked mountains, nothing ahead of me but hours of thinking, of wondering, for it was my sister who had been stolen. Mine, not Ash’s or Poe’s, and I wondered if I was the only person in all of Durst, in all the world, who sat with that worry. I looked at a lone bird circling above me, large and black, watching it struggle against the breeze that had picked up, wondering if it had the sense to know it couldn’t fight the wind.

      I had just finished tying my pack when a click caught my attention. The struggling bird had landed. It stood, watching me across the frost-kissed earth.

      It was a Dursti crow. They’d almost gone extinct during the war, when both sides had used them to ferry messages back and forth across the river. They were reliable creatures, so long as you gave them something shiny. This one clicked its beak at me and hopped closer.

      “I don’t have anything for you,” I whispered to the bird, but it didn’t leave. “Go on,” I fussed at it. “Shoo. Get out of here.” But the damned thing hopped closer. It jumped, and to my great surprise, it perched on my forearm. I blinked.

      I rubbed a finger against its head. The whirring sound intensified. It was then I realized the creature was…cold, in the way that metal was cold. It was not a living bird.

      I turned it over, the bird caw-cawing as I did so, and there it was—the subtle double score used by the Makery to identify its creations. And around its leg, a tiny silver band. I’d only heard whispers of them—rune circlets, the transport tech fiercely guarded by the Makery. My breath caught in my throat.

      The Citadel had found me.

      The ramifications hit me with the force of a train. Who had found me? What did they know, and how did they know it, and…? Oh gods, my brother. He was the only connection I had left at the Citadel. Had they hurt him? Tortured him to find me? With trembling hands, I pulled the bit of silver free, and something fell out. A tiny scrap of folded paper wedged into the circlet.

      A miniature paper crane.

      Asa.

      The circlet was from Asa. Which meant he was alive—or had been when he’d sent this. The mechanical bird took off, caw-cawing as it flew away. I unfolded the crane with clumsy fingers. There was a message in Asa’s tidy print.

      Open me.

      I held the circlet for a moment. I swallowed. The silence rang against my ears. The tiny silver band sat in my hand like a weight. A sinking filled my chest.

      My brother had not forgotten me.

      Asa knew that I was alive. He’d taken terrible risks to send me this. And I…I’d accused him. Berated him. Hadn’t even said goodbye. Don’t let him take her, my mother had said. And for a moment, I’d let myself wonder if she’d meant Asa.

      And it suddenly struck me what an unfair demand that had been to make of a child, to force a deathbed promise upon a little girl whose childhood had been shredded, to saddle her with an impossible task and the guilt that would come with certain failure. A promise that only burdened her eldest daughter, that left me looking at every boy and man around me, wondering which was the him she’d spoken of. The circlet grew heavier. My hand dipped with its weight, with the risk Asa had taken in sending it to me. But Asa had never had to carry that worry. Asa was free.

      Rage, white-hot and boiling, tore through me. Rage that tears now dripped down my cheeks, that it took only a paper crane from my estranged brother to break me like a twig. A brother I’d had to protect, all because I’d once looked upon monsters and failed to cry. Perhaps that was because I’d seen myself in the wolves, the knife-sharp teeth, the dark lonely places, the beast that stared back at me every time I looked in the mirror.

      A guttural sound left me as I threw the circlet into the forest’s dark. I dropped the crane, making a point to crush it underfoot as I walked away, leaving it—and my brother—behind me.

    
  
    
      
        Thirty-Six

      
      We followed the wolves’ path to the port town of Krohn. Poe and I found our way to a crescent slip of harbor and a dock of sun-bleached wood. There we met Captain Geoff, a round, cheerful man with a scruffy gray beard, standing aboard his ship, the Merry Mary, an old smugglers’ boat with a thousand runes etched into its worn surface. “You can stay on deck until we’re near the border. Then you’ll go with the produce.” He motioned belowdecks, where a mountain of potatoes was situated.

      “How do we know we can trust him?” I asked Poe softly, as sailors untied ropes and moved lines.

      “Because Kali smuggled his half-sister out of the Oval,” Poe explained.

      I stood at the bow as we pushed off, watching the shore fade behind us. As mist swirled around the tall black pines rising from the craggy hills, I understood how this land sparked stories of the Old Gods, of creatures beyond my imagining. The Black River stretched before me, the line of demarcation that had separated us from them my entire life. Good from evil. Friend from enemy.

      My enemies.

      I remembered Mistress Bruna, my kind-faced teacher, pointing to the giant map plastered against our classroom wall. “Here,” she’d explained, gesturing to the east of the Black River, “is where you are safe.”

      She outlined another, much larger section, her face stern as she looked at the children. “And here,” she’d said, indicating the land west of the Black River, “live those who would kill you.”

      Now I was headed there, not as a proud, victorious soldier, but smuggled in on a cargo ship, a traitor to everything I’d ever known.

      “The last time I saw this water was from Arcania’s banks.” I hadn’t heard Poe approach. “I was just a boy then. I wondered if it would burn me to cinders if I came too close. If it would swallow me whole. I never thought I’d see it again.”

      I stared out at the black water churning beneath the boat’s prow, my voice flat when I spoke. “And I never thought I’d see it hiding in the false bottom of a boat. Dressed in a stranger’s clothes. Dressed as a traitor.”

      A traitor. Yes, I was a traitor, a traitor to Kir and Nikt and Karis, who would be ordered to raise weapons at me and bring me in, to shoot me if I resisted. To Asa and Wren, and to the red cloaks that had covered Firstborn corpses as they burned.

      Traitor. There was peace in saying it. A sense of calm fell over me, spreading through my blood and across my bones. I was Asa’s crushed paper crane. I was the glassy eyes of a dead soldier. I was the long crimson gash across Vida’s chest. I was the voice hoping Ash made it back to the Citadel, wondering how long it would take for him to forget me. And it was the traitor’s voice that said to Poe, “I’m sorry for what was done to you. I hope you seize every ounce of vengeance owed to you.”

      Poe gave me a curious look. The calm spread through me, into every synapse and pore, and with it came a sort of numbness. I barely felt the wind brushing my face, the brine stinging my nose. I stood like that for a long while, staring at the long stretch of ebony water unfurling like a ribbon into the distance, realizing I’d waited a lifetime to see the Black River, only to realize it was just like any other river, and I was just like any other person looking upon it.

      Captain Geoff appeared beside us, carrying a wooden engraving tool with a needle-sharp tip. Poe had explained what would happen once we sailed, but that didn’t stop my breath from catching as the captain etched a long runic series against its hull. He finished with a drop of blood; the ship seemed to sizzle. Its edges prickled, its outline going watery. “A cloaking mechanism,” said the captain. I wondered how it would look from the shore, a ghostly prow, cleaving the dark water in two.

      Captain Geoff ordered us belowdecks. We climbed beneath pallets of vegetables, into a small, cramped holding area hidden beneath a mountain of potatoes. We sat facing each other, our boots nearly touching.

      Poe’s eyes raked over me. “I have a question for you.”

      “I can’t wait to hear it,” I replied.

      He fixed me with that green stare. “Do you hate your brother?”

      I froze, frowned. “What makes you say that?”

      He lifted a tiny silver circlet and a crushed paper crane. “Only a fool throws away an advantage.”

      His words sent hot shame barreling through me, its flush creeping up my neck. “Give that back.”

      Poe dangled it back and forth. “Do you know what this is?”

      “It’s none of your business what it is,” I snapped, reaching for it.

      He snatched his arm from my reach. “So you do know what it is. And that makes it very much my business.” He eyed me shrewdly. “Little brother must have figured out that you’re not dead and that you’re risking life and limb to save your sister. He surely took great risk in sending you this. And you’ve thrown it away like common trash. Tsk, tsk.”

      “I don’t know what he’s sent me through the circlet. It could be a letter that says, Go fuck yourself, Bryn.”

      “Can you not tell when someone cares for you?” Poe said, his forehead creased in what almost resembled concern.

      “It’s mine, whatever it is,” I retorted. “Give it back.”

      “No.” He pocketed the circlet. “Whatever your brother sent you could be the difference between success and failure. So I’ll be keeping this while you reflect on whether you want to live or die at the Wastes.”

      “You’ll need my blood to open it.”

      “And how do you know that?”

      “Because I know Asa,” I bit back. “And he’s nothing if not careful. He’ll have made sure only I can open whatever that is.”

      He gave me a wry grin. “If you’re this large of a fool, I’m sure I’ll get some blood tomorrow.”

      Godsdamn, I hated him, hated every inch of his face, his roving magic, and his smart mouth. “You’re an asshole,” I spat.

      “I can’t disagree with you,” he said cheerfully. “But I’m a clever asshole who wants to survive.” The barge slowed, raining potatoes down on us. “These pallets better hold,” Poe grumbled. “I refuse to die by vegetable avalanche.”

      We had reached the remnants of the arched bridge, the structure that marked the watery divide between Durst and Arcania. A faint shimmer brushed against my skin, a magical web cast by Poe to hide us. I went as still as possible, barely daring to breathe.

      Voices sounded from the bridge. The boat rocked, and I knew it had been tied to the dock. The squeak of heavy boots slammed across the deck, causing the floorboards to creak. Captain Geoff’s raucous laughter sliced through sedate voices, voices I knew belonged to Arcania’s smugglers.

      I clasped my arms tight around myself as the cargo hold was opened, and then a long pole with a sharp, wicked point slammed through the pallet to my right. It moved like a hot knife through butter, gouging a deep groove in the floorboard inches from me. I stared at Poe, watching his smug grin as the blade sliced just above my shoulder, where it slammed into the magical barrier drawn around us. Poe smirked; I didn’t dare to breathe.

      “Mind the goods!” shouted the captain, as the pole scythed through the cargo hold again and again. Three more stabbing probes, the last of which would have sliced clean through my ear but for the wards. Then the cargo hold closed. Footsteps crossed the deck. The boat dipped, the voices sounding a farewell. The engine cranked back to life, and we were moving once more.

      “Why didn’t they know about the shield?” I asked him. “I thought Arcanists could sense when magic was used around them.”

      Poe smirked. “Is that what they taught you at soldier school? Young magicians, or weakened ones, cannot hide their use of magic. For someone like me, it’s as simple as breathing.”

      “The best thing about you,” I said dryly, “is your humility.”

      “False modesty is a sin, darling. I’m the greatest magician of my time. Don’t ask me to hide my light under a bushel.”

      I rolled my eyes. Then someone stomped hard from the deck, and Captain Geoff’s voice sounded: “All clear, my lovelies!”

      We left the cargo hold together, watching the boat’s prow slice through the black water. I closed my eyes. The air was cool, fresh against my cheek. The fog thickened, and I wondered if it would swallow me up as easily as the false Arcanist clothing I wore.

      Nothing changed on the horizon. The landscape did not shimmer. The river did not gobble me up. The skies did not rain blood. Still, I knew the moment I left Durst. A great rushing sensation pulsed through me, as if music had unwound itself and latched onto every inch of me. I gasped. I pulled back my sleeve, where the runes Poe had activated on my forearm tingled. The dark ink there glowed faintly, then disappeared.

      I’d imagined coming here a thousand times, clad in my red cloak, a conquering hero who had won hard-earned peace. Instead, I was trapped. Trapped in my enemy’s country until I crossed back into Durst, or died, or both. Trapped in the country I’d vowed to hate.

      I was Bryn Ruelle, Dursti traitor, former Firstborn soldier, enemy of magic. And I was in Arcania at last.

    
  
    
      
        Thirty-Seven

      
      
        Prior to the Great War, the Wastes existed as a fertile slip of farmland, nestled in the folds of the Black River, until that most terrible day when a weapon of tremendous destruction blotted all life from the land, rendering it a barren nothing devoid of soul and spirit.

        —The Geography of Durst, R. J. Wilds

      

      While Captain Geoff docked us in a small port, I readied myself, gripping a gun within one pocket, a knife in the other, bracing for the vicious magic of Arcanists, for the brutes and sadistic thugs we would meet once we set foot on dry land.

      We nestled between cargo vessels and fishermen hauling in the daily catch. Merchants bustled about, removing goods from ships—crates of fruit, barrels of fish, parcels of dried meat from the south. Most wore the loose garments favored by the Arcanists, which I’d donned before we docked. Arcanist soldiers dressed in deep navy stood at attention around the port. They carried no weapons, no guns, because they didn’t need them. I pulled my hood a little closer.

      I waited for the attacks to begin—for my blood to freeze within my veins, to find a glowing dagger sticking out of my chest. But no one paid us any attention as we disembarked, packs slung across our shoulders. I looked at the Arcanists around me again, forcing myself to see beyond the navy uniforms, to a dock full of fishers and merchants, children and beggars, a dock not unlike what I’d see back home. My head knew they were Arcanists, but my eyes saw only people. The thought unmoored me.

      Poe, on the other hand…it was like a veil had fallen away from him. Something about him had amplified, and his magic—if I’d seen him from the other side of a field, I would have known instinctively to run.

      “You’re different here,” I said to him.

      He arched a brow. “In what way?”

      “You feel different.”

      He smirked. “That’s because I have people to kill. And for once, I don’t have to hide. But”—he shot me a look—“perhaps it’s you that Arcania has already changed.”

      Poe stood on the dock for a moment, scanning the horizon, and I felt as if the air whispered, as if the trees watched me. Something about the land felt old, awake, drenched in some otherworldly presence I’d never felt in Durst. “That way.” Poe motioned. “Follow me. Don’t speak unless necessary. In Arcania, even the trees have ears.”

      The day passed in a blur of dusty roads, dappled sunlight, and solitude as we skirted the river, winding south into Arcania. The land was as wild as Poe, with tree roots as thick as my thigh, and plants that seemed to turn to watch us. Occasionally, I heard the soft pad of paws and wondered if Poe had summoned the wolves, if they knew a greater predator walked beside them. Poe moved like a ghost, pausing here and there as if listening for something. Men? Magic? The forest was a tangle of brush and bramble, the canopy so thick that light appeared like a twilight fog within it.

      I checked the coordinates I had deciphered with him to make sure we were headed in the right direction, and the sight of our scratched pen marks, the slant of his handwriting…it made me miss him. Miss the way he—Ash—had looked at me, the spark within my chest when he was near. A spark that had meant I was alive.

      There were no heroes in war, Poe had said. Only survivors. And I realized that since the moment those Dursti soldiers had set me before the forest and the wolves had allowed me to live, I had done nothing but survive. Survive hunger and heat, cold and exhaustion. Survive pain and loss and crushing, bone-deep loneliness, because it was not safe to care for anyone or anything. And if I also survived this trial—if I saved Wren and we escaped—I wanted something more than survival. I wanted to live. And the feeling I’d had when I was near Ash—the feeling of some part of me burning, of being on fire—was perhaps the first bit of living I had ever experienced.

      Live. I’d been prepared to die for my country, but to live for it? For myself? Yes. Perhaps I could.

      I was pulled from my thoughts when Poe stopped short. He pointed to the large, dense tree above us, and a voice sounded in my mind, startling me. Hurry, Poe said in my thoughts.

      We climbed the tree like mountain cats, scrambling as silently as we could up the thick branches until they grew too thin to support our weight. Poe held a finger to his lips. He focused on the ground, and then a tingle of power brushed against me. I couldn’t even call it magic—the force of it, the raw, wild power that rolled off him—it was like watching the sunrise. I stared at the flex of his jaw, the focus in his eyes. And I wondered if, perhaps, I was beginning to admire Poe.

      Then branches cracked softly beneath us. A party of six soldiers dressed in Arcanic navy appeared, moving on silent feet, inspecting where we had stood just moments before. It was so still, I could hear the river in the distance, hear every breath Poe took crouched next to me. The soldiers muttered to one another, and I could feel their frowns from where I sat. Then they turned on their heels, heading back the direction they’d come.

      “Good to know that worked,” Poe said, once we were on the ground again. “I’ve been dropping a false trail, a line of magic snaking inland. Just in case anyone followed us or picked up my magic. I wasn’t sure if we would need it, or if it would work, but”—he smiled widely—“how lovely that it did.”

      “Yes, how lovely that we’re still alive,” I said blandly.

      “The words you’re looking for are Thank you, Poe. Try them sometime.”

      I rolled my eyes at him.

      Poe pointed to the river. “The Wastes are across the water. It was Arcania until the annexation decades ago. The runes will be spent once we cross. We will have to flee north to the sea, or find a way to cross the Black River.” He took a step closer. “I have firsthand experience with Durst as an enemy, and we would be better off dead. Do you understand the risks?”

      I did, and I didn’t. I’d felt the scourge of a whip. But I’d never been bound, thrown in prison, and tortured. I’d never had my blood stolen from me, been used for another’s pleasure. No, I realized. I didn’t understand at all what he’d endured, as he would never understand what I had sacrificed. But I’d thrown myself off the cliff the moment I’d gone looking for the Reaper, and I intended to tumble down until I reached the bottom.

      “I’m ready” was my reply.

      “How wonderful that we both have such little regard for life and limb,” Poe said with a wan smile. “Follow me. Step where I step. Do not say a word.”

      The river roared before us, a sweeping current of black water, green dotting the obsidian stones on its banks, which rose high over the river itself. Poe walked to the rock shelf, whispering beneath his breath as he felt along the black stone there. He went on like that for a long while, moving his fingers against the rocks, muttering quietly.

      Finally, Poe stopped, grinning. His fingers pressed deeper into one of the rock’s grooves, snagging beneath the ledge, and the wall simply…fell away.

      “Magic,” I whispered.

      “Magic.” Poe grinned.

      We walked downward through where the rock had been, into a damp cave. Once inside, Poe found a series of moss-covered runes etched into the cave wall. He pricked his finger, smearing blood across them. The rock wall reappeared at the entry. From where we stood within the cave, it looked more like frosted glass than a wall of stone.

      I stared at the light filtering in there. “Is the cave wall real?”

      He shrugged. “Reality is relative. The hidden cave door is made of air and particles that have been spelled to appear solid.”

      “So it’s not real.”

      “It exists in the mind.” That didn’t seem like an answer to me, but he continued. “We’re under a shallow section of the river, propped up by earth and old magic. Watch that it doesn’t play tricks on you.”

      We walked deeper into the tunnel, down a sharp grade, the stony floor damp beneath us, the light from the possibly real cave door dimming as we walked. I forced myself to swallow slow, steady breaths, ignoring the low ceiling. Wren, I reminded myself. Do it for Wren. Poe held out his hand, and a pale blue orb appeared, casting a ghostly light about us. Broken bits of glass were scattered around the cave, the edges rounded from time and the water that must sometimes fill the space, glittering like a thousand cats’ eyes in the darkness.

      “This is a smugglers’ cave,” I said. “One of the Prohibition-era ones.”

      Poe nodded. “You lot have always been a tremendous buzzkill.” He smiled at me, as if saying, And so are you. “Smugglers used the cave to pass all manner of things across the shared border, from Arcania into Durst. Liquor. Drugs. Men. Women.”

      I could smell it, the faint scent of old liquor, mingling with the smells of the river and loamy earth all around us, and…something sharp and familiar. I dragged a finger along the wall before holding it up to Poe’s light. A trace of faint blue colored my nail. I gaped.

      “Tell me this isn’t sulphrik,” I said.

      “Alright. It’s not sulphrik,” Poe said dryly.

      I tried not to panic. “Are you mad?” I hissed. “You’ve taken us into a cave covered in sulphrik. It could explode at any moment! And you have a flame going.”

      Poe rolled his eyes. “A rune fire, princess. It’s a light, not a flame. You really are an enormous buzzkill. I’m not a fool, and neither were the cave’s makers. The sulphrik can only be activated by speaking certain Arcanic words. A fail-safe in case some angry Dursti chased them into the cave, enraged that they didn’t bring enough spirits and women into your dull country. Relax.”

      Knowing the walls were lined with a highly explosive flammable substance did nothing to quell my dread. “Where will we put out?” I asked, my throat dry, sticky.

      “The tunnel winds near the river. We will come out a dozen lengths from it, far enough that no guards should be nearby. We should be well away from the river patrol.”

      We walked for what felt like hours, and it was only the promise of saving Wren that kept me moving forward into the oppressive darkness. I didn’t think of the pounding river overhead, didn’t let myself notice the furious drip, drip, drip of water leaking from above, threatening to collapse through the tunnel and drown us both. I thought only of the planes of Wren’s face when she smiled. The dimpled baby arms she’d kept until she was six. The place where the top of her head met my chest, and I prayed to any gods that would listen that I’d live to see her grow as tall as I was. Taller, even.

      Slowly, the tunnel’s grade changed, sloping upward. Light filtered in. The exit. Poe pressed a bloody finger against the runes lining the cave’s wall. It fell away, and he crept out.

      “Clear,” he murmured after a few tense minutes.

      I did my best not to sprint from the flammable underground prison. I emerged from the tunnel to familiar-looking trees, sunlight peeking through the canopy.

      I knew something was wrong as soon as we left the cave. It was Durst, and it wasn’t. Some deep disquiet wormed into my bones, setting them to an ache. A faint humming hung about the forest. An unnatural quiet overtook us. No scurrying of animals. No songs from birds. Not even the hum of crickets or a whisper of wind. It was sad, silent, still.

      “It feels terrible here,” I said.

      Poe grimaced. “The weapon detonated here during the war was magic of the darkest kind. Vile, polluted magic. It seeped into the bones of this place, and the land has not forgotten.”

      “You’re saying the land here is…alive?”

      “Alive. Awake. The earth remembers what was done here, and it is angry. Stay alert.”

      We walked through the quiet forest, every step as loud as thunder against the smothering silence, until we came to a massive fence. A huge sign hung across it—a skull and crossbones, in bright red. A Dursti symbol indicating poison.

      “We took a class on poisons, you know,” I said, almost to myself. “Detecting magic toxicity. If we ever saw a sign like this”—I gestured to the one before us—“we were to leave immediately and seek medical attention. Just breathing in the air here would kill you, my professor said. Just standing on the poison-riddled earth. We should already be dead.” And the lie—the magnitude of it—washed over me in a mighty wave.

      Suddenly my knife was in hand, and I found myself next to the sign. White-hot rage boiled into me, through me, as I pulled back the sign, exposing the ties holding it at the fence, and with a slash, I cut it free, then chucked it on the damp ground.

      I turned to Poe, breathing hard. “Is anything true?” I whispered. “Is anything real?”

      But he said nothing, just watched me, his eyes full of unspoken grief.

      “Destroy it,” I commanded, hands shaking. “Incinerate it. Now.”

      For once, he didn’t argue. Poe held out a hand, focused, and the metal corroded before my eyes, turning rusty before withering to dust. My head pounded.

      He took a step closer to me, something profoundly sad etched in his perfect features. He lifted his arm. I wondered, briefly, if he might hug me. I never found out.

      A moment later, a whistling sound cut through the air, cleaving it apart like lightning.

      I knew that sound.

      “GET DOWN!” I screamed. I threw myself at Poe, forcing him to the ground and covering his body with my own, as the whistling of artillery passed over us. Dursti artillery.

      “Cover your ears!” I managed to yell. And then…

      Boom.

    
  
    
      
        Thirty-Eight

      
      
        It could be said that as the Wastes were decimated, so too were its inhabitants, the female-led clan of magicians now known as the Sisters of the Night. After the Battle of the Wastes, the women there were forced into an unenviable position—swear fealty to Durst and keep some remnant of their power, or be destroyed. Theirs is the only magic permitted within the Dursti borders. They are creatures of mystery and fear, wild things reduced to cages and shrouds.

        —The Geography of Durst, R. J. Wilds (footnote 32)

      

      An explosion rocked the earth, throwing up a cloud of debris and dust. More whistling sounded, closer than before, and then I was pulling Poe up by the scruff of his neck as I screamed, “Move!”

      We ran with everything in us as a missile exploded just yards away, the force of it throwing me forward. This time it was Poe’s arm yanking me up. We ran, feet catching on roots and vines, into the foothills sweeping up from the river. Poe tumbled; I yanked him upright, our thudding footsteps lost to the bombs falling like fat raindrops around us. Boots crashed through the forest below, attached to soldiers dressed in unfamiliar brown uniforms, brown berets crowning their heads.

      Bullets screamed. Rifles popped. A familiar hissing passed us. I pushed Poe down again, just as a cloud of dirt erupted simultaneously with a blinding flash of light.

      “Those are Dursti grenades. I’d recognize them anywhere. The Firstborn must be here.” I spared a glance down the hill, toward where the fighting was loudest. “It’s not possible,” I said to myself. “How did they—”

      Then the world exploded. All the noise disappeared, as if sucked into a void. When I opened my eyes, I was on the ground, ears ringing, something warm and sticky running down my temple. I squinted several times before realizing it was blood.

      I looked up into Poe’s face as if in slow motion, watching his mouth move, but no sound passed his lips. He pulled me up, tucked an arm under me, and we ran, all while the world flashed and swirled and bled together. “The Dursti will use a sweeping pattern,” I screamed, not knowing if he could hear me. “We need to get to high ground!”

      Bullets whizzed, plink, plink, plink, gunfire gone astray. The fog in my ears cleared a bit, enough to hear angry shouting, and a boom that shook the ground, this time farther away, all while we climbed, up, up, up the jagged rock face, boots scraping against stones, sending rocks and debris skittering, the clatter lost to gunfire and smoke around us.

      “It’s not possible,” I whispered to myself, barely hearing my voice as strong hands pushed me up the ebony cliffs. “Not possible.” A firm shove, and my back hit something hard. My eyes shuttered.

      The fingers pressing against me were firm but careful, and I was tired. So very, very tired. The quiet was a looming mass just beyond my reach. All I wanted was to lie down and rest in the gentle dark.

      “Bryn, open your eyes,” commanded Poe. Didn’t he know how hard it was? I tried to speak, but it hurt. The fingers pressed more firmly. A zing zipped against me. The weariness left; my eyes snapped open, and the pain rushed in.

      “Ow,” I groaned, wrinkling my brow.

      “You’re alright,” Poe said as if from far away. “A slight concussion. A blown eardrum.”

      “I can barely hear you,” I said.

      “You’re shouting,” Poe mouthed at me.

      “You’re whispering.”

      “Shh, keep your voice down,” Poe said. “It’s the flash bomb. Its effects should wear off in the next hour.” A whoosh sounded over my head, as if a giant shimmering blanket had been wrapped around me, and I knew Poe had set wards around us.

      He peered over the rock we hid behind. “They’re moving away now.”

      I held out a hand. “Binoculars,” I demanded.

      I forced myself upright, peering over the bluff at the retreating soldiers, brown clashing with navy. Bullets rang, yelps sounded, commands echoed.

      “Is it the Firstborn?” I asked, the effort of speaking sending my ears ringing again.

      “They’re too far away to say,” Poe said carefully.

      I scanned across the horizon. “It doesn’t make sense. The river forks around the Wastes. We haven’t crossed it in years. We’re shot on sight. I don’t recognize the uniforms, but I know those were our weapons. It must be some elite force I don’t know about.”

      “Aren’t you the elite force?” he asked softly.

      My mouth drew into a thin line.

      I listened as the gunfire receded down the river, forcing aside the sickness that had worked into my gut. My hearing cleared; the dizziness lessened. I dared a look toward the movement in the distance, praying I didn’t find any familiar faces.

      “What do you see?” Poe asked.

      “The soldiers in brown are moving north, toward the coordinates we worked out. Ten, eleven of them. They have three wounded. A few prisoners in rune cuffs behind them. A younger woman, an older man, a younger man…”

      I focused in on the man. Tall. Broad shoulders. Hair curling behind his ears. A small noise came out of my mouth. I dropped the binoculars, then scooped them back up.

      “What?” Poe said, his face darkening.

      I looked back through the binoculars with shaking hands.

      “No,” I whispered. “No, it can’t be.”

      Poe shook me lightly. “What, Bryn?” he said. “Who is it?”

      My lower lip quivered as I faced him. “Ash. They’ve got Ash.”

    
  
    
      
        Thirty-Nine

      
      I couldn’t think. I couldn’t breathe. That was Ash being led away in runic cuffs. Ash with a bloodied face.

      “How?” I forced out, my voice strangled. “How did he get here?”

      “He must have come looking for us,” Poe said. “And without Kali’s runemark to guide him, he would only be able to follow our general direction.”

      “Can’t magicians—”

      “He’s never had any training,” Poe said softly. “He wouldn’t have been able to find us.” Instead, he’d run right into the people who wanted him dead the most.

      I held up the binoculars again, looking at his face, my breath catching.

      “His scar is on display. They know they’ve caught the Reaper.” And I knew just what they would do to him. What we’d all been taught to do. What I would have done.

      “Why would he do this?” I fought to keep my voice from shaking. “Why would he come back here?”

      Poe looked at me, his eyes searching mine. “I think you know why,” he said gently.

      I looked again, and around his neck…that was the necklace he’d tried to give me. A small whimper sounded in my throat.

      My fault, all my fault, all mine…

      I’d been so ready to believe the worst of him, for him to betray me, and instead of listening, I’d pushed him away. Screamed at him to leave. Wasn’t that what I did best? Push those I care about away, before they got close enough to hurt me. I’d been so pissed, so shocked and furious at learning he’d met with Oberst, that he was Oberst’s brother, that I hadn’t heard anything else. But he’d come back for us. He’d come back for me, and now he was bound in anti-magic chains, led away by enemies.

      I swallowed. “If they know who he is…”

      Poe’s face was drawn. “They won’t kill him. At least not immediately. He may not be a trained Arcanist, but his bloodsong is strong. They’ll want to test him.”

      “For what?” I asked, breathless.

      Poe grimaced. “To see if they can use him the way they used me.”

      “No.” Ash, who had treated his body like currency, who had traded it away more times than he could count. And the thought of them stealing his blood, of them forcing him, making him… I couldn’t breathe. My lungs were too small. Think, I demanded. Think. Find a way. Somewhere in the distance, a bird bleated out a sharp cry. A Dursti crow. A long-simmering fire within me began to burn. I rounded on Poe.

      “The rune circlet,” I demanded. “Give it to me. Now.”

      A calm settled over me. I’d been a fool. I’d let fear and pride and resentment blind me. Yes, resentment that Asa was so good and perfect, that the scars he bore were from me. I’d ruined him, and I had to live with that guilt every day, and it was easier to hate him than accept that I loved him. And even after the heinous bitch I’d been, he was still there, trying to help me. He’d never given up. Tears pricked my eyes.

      “I never deserved my brother,” I said softly. Then I whipped out my knife and pricked my finger. I smeared a drop of blood across the runes, then tossed the tiny silver ring onto the earth. For a long second, nothing happened.

      I bit my lip. “Maybe I didn’t—”

      The silver ring vibrated violently. It glowed a brilliant white for a moment, then expanded, growing two times, five times, twenty times its original size. And within the ring, pulled from some clever point in time and space, sat a large black box.

      I recognized it at once—the massive fasteners, the thick padded walls that would hold precious cargo. “I know what that is,” I breathed. Then I opened the lid.

      “Holy shit,” Poe whispered.

      It was a Citadel munitions box, the sort used to house myriad weapons. This one was large enough to start a small war. One by one, I removed the objects within, taking inventory of the contents: rune grenades, powerful and quiet, strong enough to open any wall; flash bombs to blind and slow enemies; smoke blasts to distract and conceal; flash salve, a covering to protect the skin and extremities from fire; two additional rifles with sights; two pistols; and ammunition for each gun. Runic knives. Enough explosives to level a city. Nestled at the bottom was a set of blueprints, those of a towering fortress, from what I could make out, and two sets of clothing—a brown uniform with a red cloak and a shroud, the sort worn by the Sisters of the Night.

      Poe hissed through his teeth at the sight of it, then scrambled backward. “Get rid of that thing,” he said, his face bloodless.

      “You recognize this?” I said, holding it up.

      “It’s what they wore,” Poe said, his face paling. “Those who…attended me in the north. If your brother sent this to you, it must mean they’re there, in the Wastes.”

      “Doing what?” But Poe only stared and stared. I shook him gently. “What did they do in the north, Poe?”

      “Anything,” he whispered. “Everything.”

      “What does it mean for my sister? For those who don’t have magic?”

      But Poe didn’t answer, staring at the shroud like it might grow a body beneath it. “Blood,” he finally replied. “They’re always after blood.”

      I shuttered my eyes. Sick pooled in my stomach, but I tore through the remainder of the items, searching for something…

      “It’s got to be here,” I whispered. “Please, Asa, let it be here…” My fingers snagged on a long, slim item about the size of a small flashlight. I squealed.

      A runic door. How Asa had managed to access one, to send it…

      “I owe Asa the next time I see him.” If I saw him again. I picked up the runic door, and something fell from it. Another paper crane.

      I unfolded it to find Asa’s tidy script. Wastes toxic. Will kill nonmagicians within twenty-four hours. Mark this sequence on your skin, then get yourselves out. A series of healing runes was scribbled there, then following that, it said, Door is a 2x2. Open transport. Don’t be a stubborn loner asshole for once. Accept help. And I laughed, despite myself.

      Poe took the note from my hand, chuckling. “At least one Ruelle has a sense of humor. What does that mean? ‘Two by two’? ‘Open’?”

      “This is a runic door. ‘Two by two’ means it will transport two people on two occasions. ‘Open’ means it will go wherever I tell it.”

      Poe gaped, unsettled. “Durst has intuitive technology?”

      I nodded. “Asa must have taken terrible risks to procure it.” I reread his message before pocketing it, thankful to my perfect baby brother. I was too calm, too steady as I turned to Poe. “Did you know we’re being poisoned?”

      Poe’s mouth was a thin line. “There’s something wrong with the magic here. Something I couldn’t feel until we got through the first set of wards. I don’t think it will harm me, or Ash, but for someone without magic…” He looked at me.

      A strange calm flooded me. A day. The Wastes would kill me in a day if I remained here. They would poison me. It wouldn’t be pretty; the magical toxicity would eat me from the inside out. It would be slow, agonizing, painful.

      A day. Just one day left, if I wanted to save Wren. If I wanted to rescue Ash. I turned the door over in my hands, fear threatening to swallow me whole. But the clock was ticking, and I was done wasting time. I made my choice.

      “Get ready for tomorrow,” I ordered. “If I’m not back by dawn, get Wren out.”

      “You can’t go after Ash alone,” Poe challenged.

      “There aren’t enough passes for both of us. If you come, the door will be spent, and we won’t be able to get Wren out of the Wastes.”

      He frowned at me. “And how will you get out, Bryn?”

      We stared at each other, some understanding passing between us.

      “Bryn—” he began.

      “Swear it,” I said, emotion burning through every inch of me. “Swear that you’ll get Wren out if I don’t come back!”

      He paused, then nodded. “I swear it.”

      “And tell Asa…” My throat bobbed. “Thank Asa for me,” I finished softly.

      I stowed knives wherever I could. I holstered the pistol, then grabbed the rifle, placing the disassembled pieces in my pack, along with a handful of medical supplies that I prayed Ash wouldn’t need. I reached for the door.

      “There could be Arcanists there. There could be more of those magic-sick soldiers. You have no idea what you’re walking into.”

      I nodded. “You’re right, I don’t. But I’m the Bastard Bitch. It’s time I act like it, don’t you think?”

      Poe was before me so fast, I hadn’t seen him move. “I could stop you, you know,” he said as he looked down at me. “Bind you so you can’t leave.”

      “But you won’t,” I said gently, placing my hands on his shoulders, and I realized I’d never touched Poe in anything but violence. “You’d never override my will. You’re better than you believe, Poe.”

      “I know.” And Poe looked at me—really looked at me, as if seeing me for the first time. Then he cut open his arm and inked the protective runes Asa had sent me. “It will work better with my blood. Try not to get it wet.”

      “Thank you.” I cracked open the portal door and sat it on the ground.

      Poe clenched his jaw, running fingers through his flaming hair. It burned like the deepest fire in the door’s strange glow, the iridescent darkness clinging to it like a second skin.

      “Come back to me” was all he said.

      I nodded. “I will.” He looked at me intently, his expression veiled. Then I approached the door. “Take me to Ash,” I whispered. I stepped through, and was gone.

      

      ***

      Time worked differently within the door. My body moved as if yanked by an invisible hook, space and time compressing, while the part of me that existed beyond my body slowed, stretched, as if it had all the time left in the world.

      When I came out the other end, I was in a wide open field, the swollen moon hanging overhead. Dusk was setting before a large, still lake. A fire—a true fire, not a blue magicked one—burned across the water, near the mouth of a canvas tent. The unholy quiet clung to the place like a film, dense, suffocating. I was still in the Wastes, then. I made a mental note to lecture Asa about the door’s imprecision. I prayed I got the chance.

      Then I heard something, like a slab of meat thrown hard against a butcher’s table. The stillness was punctuated by the sounds of brutality, of fists pounding against flesh, colliding with bone and muscle. I knew to whom they belonged.

      And gods, what I wouldn’t have given for backup. For Kir, Nikt, Karis, everyone I’d shunned… I’d give anything to have them here now.

      A dozen guards milled about, dressed in the dark brown uniforms I’d seen earlier. I pulled out my binoculars, looking at each lapel in turn, at the stars marking them. Cloaks rested across their soldiers, and a flash of crimson caught my eyes. They were Dursti soldiers, then.

      Then I turned my binoculars to the open flap of the tent. The air hissed between my teeth.

      It was Ash, bloodied and barely conscious, his head drooping. Anti-magic chains bound him to the chair. An anti-magic collar was fastened around his neck. Blood dribbled from a cut at his eye, dripped down his fingers, where they’d sliced sections of his arms open. And next to him, atop a table in the tent…that was an Extractor. A device used during the Great War to tear the magic from Arcanists. They had been outlawed during the ceasefire as cruel and excessive punishment. It sat there, a threat and a promise.

      Something within me began to burn.

      They were my soldiers, every last one. Men and women that had been born on the right side of the river, with Dursti stripes and names and families, with pure, clean bloodlines that had never manifested any magic. But as I watched the high-ranking officer hit Ash across the face, I didn’t give a damn what they were. They’d made an enemy of me. They would regret it.

      A prickle of magic stung my senses. It came from the officer who’d hit Ash. I looked at the marks on his lapel and saw the black circle with three slashes through it, the same insignia worn by the magical soldiers who had attacked us on the road.

      I exhaled. I split my mind. I split it again. Then I slipped into the lake as silent as a wraith—so much for Asa’s runes—and began swimming toward the tent.

      And there was no sound, nothing but the hits and the punches and the quiet grunts Ash let out as they beat him. I saw every drop of blood that sprayed, felt Ash’s every hiss and wheeze in every piece of me.

      Crack. “Tell us why you’re in the radiation zone, Reaper.”

      My arms parted the black water, the knife’s hilt clenched between my teeth. Rage scalded me, zipping down my veins, settling into my stomach.

      Crack. “Give us a name. Any name. Any contact.”

      I didn’t feel the water’s chill. I felt nothing but quiet wrath within my skull, inside my chest, blooming like a thorny black rose.

      Crack. “Who are you working with? On whose orders did you kill those Firstborn soldiers?”

      And the soldiers were too enamored with destroying the Reaper to notice the ripples moving across the windless surface. To notice the dark figure rising from the lake in a single silent motion, water sluicing down my form as I moved the knife to my hand and unsheathed another from my thigh.

      The other officer there shook his head. “He’s not going to break. We need to move along to…more persuasive methods.”

      Ash’s eyes…they were open, but they were far, far away, as if he knew what was coming.

      “He won’t be any use to us after that,” the other man spat.

      The officer stood to his full height. “This man was reportedly executed days ago. We have a double agent within the Citadel. This intelligence is more important than whatever magic we can take from his blood. If we—”

      But he didn’t finish the thought, because I’d taken three loping, silent steps.

      My knives whipped. I hit the officers behind the knees, severing the large muscle there. Hack. The magician went down, and before he could scream, I cut his throat. I silenced the second officer’s scream with a slash.

      But they knew I was here now. I pulled the pistol from its holster as three more came running from behind the tent. Plink. Plink. Plink. They fell, and then I was running, my feet a blur beneath me. Slide. Stab. Slide. Fire. Slide. Slash. My knives nestled in the two who ran for me from the other side of the lake.

      “They’re coming,” Ash said, as I whipped out the pieces of my rifle and assembled them, clinking the bits into place. Muzzle. Click. Barrel. Click. And there they were, another three of them, running at me. A flash of red appeared in the darkness. I used it as a target.

      Crack. Crack. Crack. The rifle fired; the soldiers fell.

      “Two. Behind you,” Ash said.

      I pulled the final two knives from my thighs. I released, and they sang through the air, whizzing toward the enemies behind me. Something heavy hit the ground, and I knew it was done.

      “Clear,” I said automatically. My hands did not shake. My breath was steady. I moved to Ash, his body sagging as I tore the chains from him, keying in the runic sequence that opened it, then ripped the collar from his neck. “Can you stand?” I asked.

      He nodded, then stood, shaking out his wrists.

      “The other prisoners?” I asked.

      Ash pressed his lips together. “Too late.”

      My face fell, and I wished I could kill the dead soldiers around me again and again. That I could make them suffer. And as righteous, white-hot rage flooded my veins, I thought…was this how it happened? Those first cracks in a person’s humanity that kept splintering, bit by bit, until the world became divided into us or them, Arcanist or Dursti, ally or enemy. And I wondered, not for the first time, how long it would be before I became the thing I hated.

      I cracked open the door, watching it grow into a window of ebony light. I braced his body against me, Ash practically doubled over from the effort of leaning on someone so much shorter, but his weight was nothing against my burning adrenaline. “Hang on to me,” I said to him. “Don’t let go.”

      “Never,” Ash managed to whisper. We walked through the door, and were gone.
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      I’d ordered the door to take us to Poe, but there was no sign of him when we came out the other side. We were in some sort of open field, with rolling hills and an abandoned barn. The unearthly quiet hanging over the place told me we were still in the Wastes. “We can’t be far,” I said, pulling out my compass. “The door dropped us inland. Poe is about two miles east. Can you make it?”

      “Yes, but I need to do some healing first.” I braced Ash’s weight and helped him to the barn, where I leaned him against its rough wooden planks, the two of us hidden in the long shadows. He winced as he touched the wounds around his eye. It was swollen shut; blood was caked across his mouth. “It will take time. The chains, they…”

      “I know,” I said softly. “I know what they do.”

      He grimaced as he healed a welt left by the manacles. “You should go, Bryn. I’ll need to sleep before I can fully heal. You should—”

      “I’m not leaving you,” I said, more harshly than I’d intended. “So you can stop right there.”

      “But your sister—”

      “Would want me to stay. She would demand it, actually. We’ll rest here until you’re healed.” I handed him a tin of healing salve I’d found in the munitions box. “That should speed things along.”

      “Where did you get this?” He applied the salve to the cuts on his face, touching spots and wincing.

      “Asa. He sent help.” I swallowed. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      He winced again as the cut sealed, leaving nothing but a crust of blood behind it. “I tried to tell you a few times, about…everything, but every time I tried…I knew how it would sound. I knew you would hate me. But you found out anyway. Poe made me leave. He’s oddly protective of you, but he was right. I was only going to endanger you if I stayed.

      “Then I heard some merchants talking about the Wastes, about magic beating against their skulls and women in strange shrouds. I knew the Sisters must have set wards there, wards not even Poe would have been able to break. So I arranged passage into Arcania. I caught the Merry Mary just after your return, and followed the trail of Poe’s magic as best I could.”

      “But they captured you.”

      He smirked at me, then hissed through his teeth as the wounds on his shoulders began to close. “I let them capture me. It was the only way I could get through the wards without Poe. A normal Arcanist, I can handle, but they had another of those strange Dursti magicians, so they bound me up. They ran their mouths, and I learned how to disable the Sisters’ wards. It will take both of us, and my magic…if I can control it.”

      “You might have had a hard time telling us that if you’d died,” I said softly.

      “I had to try,” he said.

      “Why?” I asked.

      The final cut on his shoulder sealed. And the intensity of his gaze, the way he looked at me…it burned me. “I was not going to abandon you. I knew what it might cost me.”

      “And you did it anyway.” Just as I knew the Wastes’ magic was poisoning my flesh, my blood.

      He nodded. “I know how it must have looked. And I’m sorry. I saw Oberst, and…” He trailed off. “I knew it was reckless. I knew how you would respond when you discovered the truth. But I had to see him. Even if it was just once. I deserved that.”

      I gazed up at him. “You did.”

      I had a day left. A day left to live. To feel. And, gods, I regretted every moment I’d spent in fear, worrying about the future. Every moment that had been wasted on anything but the spark within my skin that was life. But I had this moment. I had tonight, and for once, I would live.

      “I understand it. All of it.” I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “I’ve lied for my sister. Killed for her. Betrayed everything I was. I would do it a hundred times over for someone I love.” And the rest of my words…I couldn’t get them out. I didn’t need to. They were there, reflected in his eyes.

      I reached my hand up tentatively, to the scar that began at his eyebrow, that flowed down his temple and behind his ear. I touched every inch of it. How had I ever thought it ugly? “I was so mad at you. It was all I could see. But you came back. You came back for me, again and again, and no one has done that, not once in my life. You—”

      I didn’t get the rest of the words out. He rushed me. Then his lips were on mine, and I forgot the rest.

      I’d thought of the feel of his mouth against mine a hundred times since that first kiss. That kiss had been cold and empty, something to fill the brokenness within me. But this kiss…it was blazing with heat. It was hard, and reckless, and fragile, because all of me was behind it. And it was not a blank face or a warm body on the other end. It was Ash, and I wanted every piece of him. The kiss was a claiming; it was a promise to myself: Live. Yes, I would.

      Warmth and possession and wild energy sizzled over my skin. This was not need, born of desperation, of heavy drinking and clandestine fumbling. This was want. And as I pressed my lips into Ash’s, a fierce longing I’d never known erupted within me. I wanted, and I was going to take, take, take.

      I took my time exploring his mouth. The fullness there, the pout of his lower lip, the darting tongue that pressed into mine, the claiming in it setting something hot and molten within my core. Then I pulled back.

      “We don’t have to take this any further,” I whispered. “I just… This would be enough for me. Just you, here with me, before the world ends.” And my voice was raw, ragged in a way I’d never heard it.

      “Bryn,” he breathed against my neck.

      I looked up into his face, his heart beating beneath my hands. “Ask me again,” I whispered. “What you asked me the first time I kissed you.”

      He stared down at me, his eyes dark molten pools. “What do you want, Bryn?” he whispered. “Do you want me, or do you want to escape?”

      The first time he’d asked me that question, I’d been an empty shell. A body divorced from the spirit within it. But I was more than my body, more than some object Durst had used as its toy. I was a woman. I was alive, and I wanted. Not just the brief respite of pleasure, but the heart of the man before me. I placed my hand over his chest and wondered if he felt it too—this thing that connected us, deeper than flesh and bone. And there was no fear, no hesitation, as I looked into his eyes and whispered, “You, Ash. I want every piece of you.”

      He pressed his forehead to mine, his head bowed for a long moment while we stood there, breathless in the moonlight. Then he pulled back to search my face, and for a moment, we were suspended at the top of a cliff, weightless. Wanting. Then his eyes turned hungry, and we threw ourselves off the precipice together.

      Ash’s mouth collided with mine, our tongues and lips tangling, while he pushed me against the wall of the barn. Something spiked within me, something warm and sharp that unfurled deep in my belly, seeping into my bones until I was soft and liquid all over. His tongue probed deeper, his fingers pressing into my hip. My bones melted. I moaned. He growled.

      I ground against his hips, and the sound he made, the groan, only heightened my need. His mouth moved, nipping at my neck, my throat.

      I hiked my leg over his hip, pressing myself more firmly into the creaking wood at my back. I reached for the button of his pants, and he chuckled deep in his throat. “Bad girl,” he said. “You’re not going to rush me.” Then he reached for my shirt, lifting it over my head, before unbuttoning my bra with one hand and exposing my breasts to the cool night air. He cupped one while his mouth found the other, nipping at the peaked flesh there as I whimpered and tried to press myself into every inch of him. His other hand worked its way beneath the edge of my pants.

      He groaned when he found the slickness there, his hands moving against me, circling the swollen flesh until I whimpered. “More,” I said, but Ash was nothing if not patient. He ignored my request until my hips were bucking, and only then did he press in a finger. I moaned, moving my hips against him, but he held the rest of me back against the wall, pinning my hips so they couldn’t pound against the finger he worked into me.

      “Why, Miss Ruelle,” he said, nipping at my neck. “Do you like being out of control?” And godsdamn it, I did. He slipped in another finger, and I might have been whimpering or crying as his hand set a punishing pace against me, stroking, teasing, until I fractured around him, hips bucking.

      “Beautiful,” he said, rising to kiss me. “So godsdamned beautiful.” Then he stripped off my pants in one fluid motion. Ash fell to his knees, lifted my leg over his shoulder, and put his mouth between my legs.

      I would have collapsed if he hadn’t held me up as his lips and tongue worked my swollen flesh. I shivered, and he tightened his grip on my ass, rocking my hips back and forth, up and down against his mouth, devouring every inch of me. The pleasure built and built, everything within me tightening and coiling while Ash’s mouth and hands took me against the wall. And only after I shattered again, and was a pool of jelly against him, did he lift me and lay me gently against the ground, his jacket spread beneath us.

      He removed his clothes, and my mouth went dry at the sight of him, at the hard, rigid length between his thighs. Then he settled between mine, our bodies finally pressing together, a sensation that heated my blood and forced me to shiver, all at once. He dragged a finger down my neck, my breastbone, the center of my abdomen. I groaned.

      And though we both trembled with need, he paused to brush a strand of hair back from my face.

      “Say it,” he said, his breathing as heavy as my own, and I knew what he meant. “Tell me, Bryn.” My name sounded so beautiful on his tongue. “I need to hear you say it.”

      I swallowed, tracing the skin on his cheek as the words tumbled out. “I want you,” I whispered, emotion coloring my voice. “All of you. I want you to be mine, to belong to nothing and no one but me, even if it’s only for tonight. I want you, Ash.”

      He exhaled, and I could have sworn that fire danced across his eyes. “Then I’m yours.”

      He nipped at my shoulder again before leaning into me, and in one sure move, he sheathed his hard length inside me.

      I moaned as he filled me. And then…his hips inched forward, and it was all I could do not to burst. I arched my back as he moved within me. My eyes fluttered shut when the sensations began to build and build, my every cell vibrating with pleasure.

      “Don’t close your eyes,” he whispered, tongue and teeth grazing my throat. “Look at me. Let me watch you.”

      So I did. I stared at him, into him, as he moved inside me with agonizing slowness at first, until I moaned, rolling my hips to spur him along. But Ash simply watched me with a smug, burning look, refusing to increase the pace. And I knew he didn’t want it to end, knew that once this was over, we had to return to the hell around us, but for this moment…it was only me and him in all the world. But I groaned, and the word please escaped my lips, and Ash’s control broke.

      He set a punishing pace, his hips pumping against mine with need, desperation, his hands tangling in my hair, his lips finding every inch of my flesh. And I was lost, lost to the feel of him, to the deep, hungry thing growing inside me. There was no thought. There was only him, and me, and this moment while the world fell away.

      And still, I never closed my eyes, watching Ash as he watched me, as his hips ground against me.

      “More,” I groaned, and he knew I didn’t mean his body, didn’t mean the magical high he’d traded away so many times. I wanted more of Ash. All of Ash. I brushed my fingers against the scar on his face. He’d seen every ugly, broken scar written upon my flesh, and the invisible ones that lie beneath it. I stared into him, wanting, needing to feel all the places where our souls connected, to grasp every inch of whatever lived beneath his skin that saw every piece of me and never shrank from it. He kissed every place he could reach, burying his hands in my hair as I sank my fingers into the hard muscles of his back, nails digging in, both of us giving ourselves over to the fire between us.

      “More,” I demanded. My shuddering grew, but I didn’t break his gaze. We stoked every ounce of pleasure out of each other, coiling together so tightly that I thought I would snap from the feel of it.

      “More, Ash,” I whispered, holding his gaze as the tension grew to a fever pitch, as something joined deeper than our bodies, something I knew I would never experience again, and the bittersweetness of the moment washed over every inch of me as we stared into each other.

      When I finally toppled over the edge, my sharp groan of pleasure punctuating the night’s quiet, Ash fell with me.

      

      ***

      We slept inside the barn for a few hours, curled around each other. By the time we made it back to Poe, the sun had crested the horizon. Six hours had passed since I’d first crossed into the Wastes. I had eighteen left before the magic here killed me.

      Poe was awake, as if waiting for us, his arms crossed while his face was hard and angry and relieved all at once. “You’re alive,” he said to Ash, irritation lacing his tone as he turned to me. “I hope you enjoyed your godsdamned jaunt.”

      “I did, thank you, very much.” I looked at Ash, and we tried and failed not to grin.

      Poe rolled his eyes. “I’ll have you know that while you were gone playing vicious soldier and having vigorous Arcanist sex, I was working on the wards, and it’s not good news.”

      “As it happens, I know something about that.” Ash explained about the additional barrier set by the Sisters of the Night. “Only a woman can take it down. We’ll need your help, Bryn.”

      I frowned. “But I don’t have any magic.”

      “Your grandparents were Arcanists,” Ash offered. “Maybe you can’t wield magic, but it’s in your blood.”

      It was my deepest nightmare—becoming the thing I hated, but hate and love, wrong and right, they had blurred and shifted. So the three of us stood together, spaced out in a wide triangle, and Ash began.

      It was nothing like the magic I’d experienced before. The Sisters’ magic was tied to earth and ritual. Ash began to chant in a language I didn’t recognize, and as he spoke…something warm pulled at my legs. Like the roots of a giant tree had unbound themselves and worked their way out of the earth, seeking purchase against the night air. The feeling wound up my torso, my arms, around my nose and mouth and eyes. Ash’s magic spread against the tree, pale fire tinged with deepest black winding among its branches. And just when I thought the magical roots would force their way down my throat and kill me, I looked up, and I gasped.

      A translucent barrier surrounded us, invisible to my eyes just seconds before. It arced into the sky, a massive dome, twisting and twining like…tree roots. Invisible roots, rising from the ground to create a web that tangled across the sky.

      “What the hell is that?” I asked, frozen to the spot.

      “It’s their wards. The remnants of the Sisters’ magic,” Ash said.

      “If that’s what’s left of their power…”

      “Yes. Imagine what they could do before they had to bargain it away.”

      The iridescent dome swirled and prickled above me. Then Ash brought his hands together with a loud clap, the force reverberating through every inch of me. And just like that, the strange barrier fell away, and with it, the last of my illusions.

      It was an effort not to scream.

      A small part of me had hoped it wouldn’t be there. Some final childish part that had expected a giant toxic dump, a charred wasteland. Instead, the air was fresh. The sky was clear. And there, where nothing should be, stood a great stone fortress, set atop high ground, backlit against a dusky sky. And within it, the press and pull and tingle of magic, amplified by a hundred beating hearts.

      The Wastes’ fortress. The prison where they’d stolen away my sister.

    
  
    
      
        Forty-One

        Wren

      
      Remember, Wren Ruelle.

      Wren was to be one of the first. She’d been stripped naked, then placed into a bath prepared for her. Milk and salt, to purify; oil at her pulse points, to anoint. She was attended by another girl, not much older than Wren herself, who had already been initiated. Her hair was braided, two white-blond plaits dangling down her back. She was dressed in a long white gown, open at the elbows. Her right arm was for the runes; her left, for the knife.

      “Hold on,” the girl warned her in a quiet voice as she braided her hair. “Hold on or you will forget.”

      “Forget what?” Wren asked.

      The girl’s eyes were solemn when she whispered, “Everything.”

      She’d stolen away to her rucksack as soon as she could and withdrawn the lone photograph she had of her family—a family her birth had destroyed—memorizing the image before folding it into a tiny square and pinning it inside her gown. Asa clutching a toy, the crinkles of her mother’s eyes, and the Bryn she’d never known, a smile swallowing her face. Wren cycled through their faces again and again as she was taken to the cold stone room with the others. Bryn, Asa, her mother; Bryn, Asa, her mother. Hold on. It’s all Wren had ever done. Hold on to life, grip it with clenched white knuckles, while it tossed her about like a bird taken in a cruel updraft of wind. But there was nothing to cling to here, no stone or root or foothold, except for her own resolve. She anchored into it, gripping it with iron claws, repeating one word to herself: Remember.

      They walked the handful of children into the darkness. Torches burned. Lamps glowed. Wren had to fight the shaking in her hands as she stood, barefoot in a slip of a gown, before the circle of adults around them. She could smell the river and the fear and the damp, loamy earth beneath her cold toes.

      She’d expected someone to whimper, to cry as the woman with the knife worked her way down the line of children. Instead, there was only silence. None of them made a sound as the blade moved, cutting across their forearms like a sharp wind.

      When it was her turn, she took it well. She held out her right arm as the needle worked her over, stinging pain settling there like a swarm of ants, nibbling at the promise of raw flesh. Then her left arm… She refused to make a sound. She left her body as the blade struck true, the slice, the pain, the heat. Stroke, stroke, pause; stroke, stroke, hover. The runes were an honor, they said, a distinction reserved for these children. They were special. Wren was special. The knife found the crook of her elbow while she clenched her jaw. Her arm throbbed, and the rest of her—her heart, her lungs, her teeth—joined the rhythm. Another crossing line, and the work was done.

      The woman stepped away. The night drew a mighty breath. Wren stared up, into the empty sky, cold, endless, and something within her went boom.

      A burning in her chest. A pounding in her blood. All of her vibrating, rushing. The cold stars winked overhead, and she felt their pulsing within her veins, burning into shadowed places that had never seen the sun. For a moment, she was the sun, the stars, the endless expanse of the sky, the lie they called time.

      And then…pain.

      And then…nothing.

    
  
    
      
        
          Part Three
          The Sister
        

      
    
  
    
      
        Forty-Two

        Bryn

      
      The fortress before me was a smaller, gentler version of the Citadel. Round turrets jutted up from the roof, with a singular massive one towering above the rest. Ivy crept up the wall; smoke wafted from chimneys. Where in this ancient pile of stones was my sister? The place felt old, like a storybook castle hidden for an age in an enchanted wood, and I realized…

      “This isn’t just a fortress. It’s one of the strongholds of the Sisters of the Night. Before this country was Durst, before it was Arcania, this land belonged to them.” Then the force of it hit me like a fire, hot and sticky, almost nauseating in its intensity.

      “Is that the magic?” I asked, my head beginning to ache.

      “Yes,” Ash said. “Concentrated magic.”

      “It’s more potent than I expected. They must have some way to trap it behind the Dursti wards.” Poe looked at me, tension bracketing his mouth. “We’ll have to move fast, Bryn.”

      My head throbbed. “How long do I have?”

      Poe’s mouth tightened. “I don’t know.”

      Ash’s eyes found mine, and I felt every unspoken word between us as he pulled the protective necklace off himself. “Wear this.”

      Pound, pound, pound. A vein ticked in my forehead. “But what if you need it?”

      He fastened it around my neck, his fingers lingering on my collarbone, his touch steadying me. “I need you.” He watched me carefully as the pressure eased slightly, my shoulders dropping at the relief of it. Ash exhaled a shaky breath.

      “If the magic is stronger than expected, what does that mean for my sister? For Wren and the others?”

      Poe and Ash didn’t answer, and their silence spoke volumes. But then a line of children appeared in front of us, and my heart caught in my throat.

      They marched neatly toward one of the fortress’s arched openings. The child near the front of the line spoke to the tall woman leading them. She laughed and patted the boy on the head.

      “Children,” I whispered.

      “Arcanist children,” Ash corrected. “I can feel their magic even from here.”

      The tall woman turned around, and the children stopped. They began to sing, the words too muffled for me to make out. A chill shivered down my back.

      “It doesn’t make sense,” I said, their lilting voices ferried to us across a breeze. “Why bring the Dursti children here? If some angry parent came looking for them, they’d discover this place. It puts the Arcanist children at risk.”

      “The Dursti children must be hidden,” Ash said. “Imprisoned behind wards and walls, where no one can find them.”

      The thought turned my stomach. “Yes, but…” I looked around the place again, at the limited guards and armaments. Two soldiers patrolling the fortified wall stopped to talk, their rifles relaxed over their shoulders. One spoke softly, and the other chuckled, as if laughing at the punch line of a joke.

      “This place doesn’t have the feel of a prison. You’re sure this is the right spot, Poe?”

      “Blood doesn’t lie,” he said. “I can feel my blood inside those walls, my magic woven into the creations within. It’s the only building for miles.” Poe grew silent, as if listening. “And there are hundreds of Arcanists inside.”

      My gut twisted; my eyes widened. “Hundreds? You’re sure?”

      “Quite. The power is subtle, but it’s there.” Poe looked across the place, scanning the fortress, his jaw set. “It’s laid out like the northern camp. Even the stone looks the same.” He pointed, moving his finger left to right across the structure. “Those should be the dormitories. Mess hall. A large open quadrant in the center. The armory. In the north, those buildings”—he pointed to the far side of the compound—“were the cells used to hold the Arcanists. And that,” he said, pointing to a building on the far right, “is a nursery.”

      A desperate, crushing tightness squeezed my chest. “A nursery?”

      Poe’s eyes were cold. “All children have magic. Dursti. Arcanist. Magic doesn’t care where you were born. In infants it sounds like a simple, pure song. High-pitched music. There’s no mistaking it. There are infants in there.”

      “Infants,” I whispered. “What the hell is this place?”

      “It’s a school,” Poe said. “A school for Arcanist children.”

      My skin prickled at the wrongness of it. “It’s not possible. It doesn’t make sense. Where are the Dursti children?”

      Poe looked over the buildings again, pointing. “There.” He motioned to a one-level building in the center of the compound, the one with a domed roof. “There are wards on every building, but that place is so heavily warded, I can sense nothing inside. It’s nearly impenetrable. That must be where they’re keeping the Dursti.”

      Ash clenched his jaw. “Will you be able to get us past the wards there?”

      “If I get closer, yes. But those wards…they’re strong. We’ll need another entry point, and once we’re inside, I’ll need blood contact with the room to break through the wards.”

      “And escape?” Ash asked.

      “Getting in is the hard part. Assuming I can breach the wards there, I should be able to get us out.”

      We hid in a cluster of trees, where I methodically took stock of our resources while Poe drew a series of complicated runes on Ash’s arms, then mine.

      “I’m not familiar with these symbols,” I said as he worked me over.

      “They’re light-bending runes. They won’t make you truly invisible, but they’ll make you nearly so.”

      I was not squeamish, but I still looked away as Poe dabbed his finger repeatedly into the cut he’d made on his shoulder before using the blood to mark my forearm in strange symbols and whorls. And I realized I’d taken for granted Poe’s willingness to bleed, to give more than anyone should have to. “I’ve never asked why you draw the runes in your blood.”

      Poe said evenly, “Well, princess, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m the most powerful Arcanist who’s ever lived, and I imagine you enjoy remaining alive, so…” He redipped his finger into the cut. “I’ll reink the healing runes your brother sent as well.”

      “Reink,” I repeated. But it wasn’t ink; it was blood. Poe’s blood. I looked at the fresh wound he’d scratched into his flesh, my voice soft when I spoke. “Does it hurt?”

      “It’s hardly my first time,” he murmured, beginning the series on my other arm.

      I searched his face. “That perhaps makes it hurt more.”

      Poe looked up, holding my gaze. “Nothing hurts as deeply as the knowledge that they’re still using me. I’ll endure a million cuts if it means stopping that.”

      “You didn’t answer the question.”

      He spoke so softly, I barely heard him. “It hurts every time.” He cleared his throat. “As long as these runes stay intact, we should be able to walk right in. Do try not to throw yourself into a lake this time, or have sweaty Arcanist sex.”

      I shook my head as I pulled down my sleeve. “Gods, I hate you.”

      He grinned at me. “Liar. It may be disorienting at first to not see yourself. Remember you can still be killed, invisible or not.”

      “Thanks for stating the obvious, Poe,” Ash said.

      I looked down at myself, waiting for the moment I would disappear. The red cloak of the Firstborn was draped over my shoulders, black on the outside, the red side facing me. Black, for enemies. Weeks ago, it had been my greatest ambition to wear that cloak. Now I wore it as a disguise.

      Poe muttered to himself, and I vanished.

      A fleeting moment of panic engulfed me. It was different from the hazy glamour aboard the ship; my entire body was little more than a shimmer, like a thousand pieces of cut glass reflecting the deepening twilight back upon itself. “No wonder the Dursti never stood a chance against you,” I mused.

      “You’re welcome,” muttered Poe’s disembodied voice.

      We watched the sun complete its arc across the sky, the low-lying clouds gobbling up the last of its light. As my temple gave a sharp throb, I wondered if it was the last sunset I would ever see. When the soldiers lit torches and the rune lamps began to glow, I knew it was time.

      “We stick to the plan,” I said. “We do not separate. We find Wren. No mistakes. No one gets caught.”

      “And no one has any fun,” Poe said wryly.

      “We come out together, or we don’t come out at all. Most importantly, we do not harm the children, no matter what they attempt.”

      “Keep the stone touching your skin,” Ash said. He squeezed my hand, then let go. I lifted my gun, blinking as it disappeared at my touch, another blur against the darkness.

      We inched toward the gate, past lazy guards who had never experienced intruders, until we were a scant fifty paces away. Thirty paces. Twenty. I became the dark, the singing of crickets, the ruffle of a breeze, as I’d done a thousand times before. But this time, I did it for Wren.

      I nearly jumped when a rumble grew in the distance. I caught Ash’s magicked eyes as the earth shook, and four dark horses erupted around the bend, charging down the road, kicking up earth and dust with their hooves. Thundering behind them was a sleek coach, its dark wood emblazoned with a gold-and-navy crest. A coach from a different age, from a time when Durst had been one country, united under one flag, one ruler. My heart pounded as it approached, while I wondered what villain rode within it.

      The guards stood at attention, saluting as the carriage entered the gate. Ash gently brushed my arm, and the three of us crept forward, our footfalls disguised by the horses, the guards’ eyes trained on the carriage. We walked right through the gate without anyone batting an eye.

      When we were safely through, hidden in a copse of trees on the other side of the fortified wall, Ash whispered, “The crest on the carriage is old. From before the war.”

      “How vintage,” Poe quipped.

      The carriage rumbled across the grounds, then slowed before a stately building centered in the quadrant’s middle. It groaned as several people disembarked, each dressed in a dark traveling cloak, then entered the warded domed building that Poe had singled out earlier. My heartbeat quickened.

      “Do you recognize any of them?” Poe whispered.

      “I can’t make out their faces, but…” My eyes trailed the tall, cloaked form that walked to the domed building. “There’s something familiar about that one.”

      Ash set his jaw. “Oberst?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said. My head throbbed with each step. A little longer, I willed my body. Just a little longer. The three of us moved on silent feet toward the service door at a lonely corner of the fortress, and I thanked every star for Asa’s blueprints. Two guards rotated around the space, each wearing a bored expression.

      “Poe,” I ordered softly.

      He nodded. A sharp clang sounded two hundred paces to our left. The guards stirred, speaking softly to each other, heading toward the distraction Poe had created.

      We hurried toward the door. I drew in a deep breath, snapping down my night vision goggles. Poe pressed his bloody finger to the door, etching a series of symbols there, while Ash and I stood at the ready, covering him.

      Poe’s eyes closed, his fingers trailing over the wall as if he were reading it. The seconds stretched into minutes.

      “What’s taking so long?” I whispered.

      “Do feel free to shut up,” he said. A shudder went across his body. “It’s different than I expected, but…” Something around me relaxed, and his finger went to the door. “The moment of truth.” He pricked his finger again and pressed it against the stone. For a long, terrifying moment, nothing happened. Then the door swung open soundlessly, and we slipped within.

      We crept forward, camouflaged by Poe’s runes, the light warping around us, rendering us indistinguishable from the gray stone walls and the low ceilings. We’d come out into a dark hallway, quiet as a tomb, which opened into a long corridor with a number of doors. Two hallways to clear. Four rooms. A warded door to unlock, which would lead me to the warded room that was Wren’s prison. She was minutes away. Could she feel me, I wondered? I’m coming, Wren, I thought into the darkness.

      We came to the first room. I held my position and nodded to the shimmer of movement that I knew was Ash. I felt rather than saw him as he entered the room, sweeping across the space, weapon drawn. It was a supply room, brooms hung in a tidy row on the wall. “Clear,” he whispered.

      The second room was a makeshift pantry—canned goods, tinned meat, evaporated milk. The third was a guard bunk room, judging by the neatly folded uniforms. Each was empty.

      “Where the fuck is everyone?” Ash whispered.

      “The warded area is around this corner,” Poe said.

      One more room to clear. One last room before we found Wren. “Hurry,” I said. I covered Ash as he entered on silent feet, the two of us following him, and…

      “Holy gods,” Poe whispered. My eyes darted around the space. My heart sank.

      Hanging racks were mounted to the walls. Tidy collections of jackets. Folded shirts. Bins of gloves. Tiny shoes. Children’s shoes.

      And affixed to the door, a sign: BURN ITEMS EVERY SEVEN DAYS.

      The three of us were silent.

      I reached for the item closest to me—a pair of boots. Dark laces. Worn treads. Government issued. Dursti issued.

      “These are part of the Lastborn uniform.” It was a tiny shoe worn by a child smaller than Wren. I stared at it for a long moment before placing it back into the row. How many pairs were there? Ten? Twenty? None of us voiced the unspoken horror: What had happened to the children who’d once worn them? Where were they now?

      I couldn’t see Ash, but I felt him—felt his magic, powering on, lashing around us.

      “Easy,” Poe said to Ash, his voice too calm, too even. “There will be time for vengeance.”

      And in my head…such a blank, yawning chasm. Bottomless. A free fall of despair. I put the shoe back, then turned to the camouflaged forms beside me. I lifted my weapon. “Let’s find my sister and get the fuck out of here.” I ignored the voice that said, Or what’s left of her.

      I heard it then—quiet footfalls, footsteps muffled against stone. A laugh.

      “Whoever arrived is receiving a welcoming committee. That’s why no one’s here,” Ash said.

      “Hurry” was my only reply.

      We ran down the remaining hallway to the door that would let us into the warded space. Where the rest of the structure was stone, this was a thick, reinforced plate of anti-Arcanic steel.

      I ran my fingers across the door. “It’s Craft warded.”

      “And blood magicked, and witch warded…” Poe began.

      “I’ll take care of the Dursti wards. Poe, figure out the rest.”

      “The word please is—”

      “Stop talking and work,” Ash hissed in a low voice.

      “Ash, why don’t you go fu—”

      “Shut up, both of you, and hurry.”

      The voices grew louder; boots smacking the floor. I forced my breath into an even rhythm, my fingers reordering the symbols, all of us trying to squeeze into the doorway.

      “Done,” I said.

      But Poe was frowning, sweat beading on his brow. “Something’s wrong with the wards here.”

      “Hurry,” I repeated.

      “The wards, it’s like they’re—”

      All at once, the door cracked open. The three of us fell through, one shimmering form atop another.

      My first thought was surprise. It was not a prison full of shivering children, of barred windows and cold cement. Instead, dark wood paneled the walls and ceiling. A sumptuous carpet stretched across the floor, stopping before a hearth, where a merry fire crackled. A massive table dominated the room’s center, atop which sat a rendering of Durst: buildings, miniatures of forests, the Citadel, military bases, navy and red figures, and a dark river flowing down its center. A moving map of Durst, magicked to bring it life. At one end of the room was a well-appointed sitting area, with plump armchairs, glowing rune lamps, and glass bottles of amber liquor. A large, gilded mirror sat against the far wall, beside a closet.

      “What the hell is this?” Ash asked.

      Ash might not have known, but I did. I’d sat in one weeks earlier, in the Citadel, in the officers’ quarters. “This isn’t a prison,” I whispered. “It’s a war room.”

      “We have a bigger problem,” Poe said. “We can’t go back out that door.”

      “What do you mean? Why?”

      “I don’t know, but I suspect the rest of this hellhole is similarly warded. I need to regroup, or once we get your sister, we won’t be able to get out.”

      I bit my cheek. “How long do you need?”

      “An hour, at least.”

      I exhaled slowly, forcing my feelings away, forcing the soldier to the surface. “We need to abort,” I said to Poe. “Find an exit point. Now.”

      Ash joined Poe, and together they searched the room, speaking softly, bickering, but I wasn’t listening. All my attention was focused on the raised map of Durst. A tiny Citadel. Miniature soldiers. The northern camp, obliterated. And around Durst’s borders, an additional notation, written in silver script—THE WALL, it said.

      And on Arcania’s side…no troops. No camps. No soldiers. And I realized…

      This was not an Arcanic war room.

      It was a Dursti one.

      “Bryn.” Ash grabbed my arm, as if he’d repeated my name several times. “We need to hide. Now.”

      I bolted away from the door, my hand displacing one of the table’s figurines—a tiny red soldier. There was no time to set it right as Ash gestured to the closet with a slatted door, so similar to another closet I’d hidden in years earlier. Another laugh sounded, just outside.

      “I won’t let you go,” he promised. He crawled in first, then beckoned. I didn’t let myself think as I backed into the space, settling in front of him.

      The voices grew louder.

      “Poe!” I whispered.

      I could see the crystal in the chandelier shivering from the footsteps. Could hear the keypad beeping. Poe threw himself into the space, his head landing in the V of my legs, just as the closet door shut with a soft magical creak. And even though he was mostly invisible, I could still make out the glimmer of Poe’s smile.

      He pushed himself onto his forearms and whispered, “Let me know if you get any ideas, darling. I’m excellent at sharing.”

      “Remind me to kill you as soon as we’re out of here,” Ash whispered to Poe.

      But I didn’t have time to bristle at Poe’s joke, because the door opened, and three people entered. I could just make out their faces through the slats. If Ash’s hand hadn’t been cradling my head, I would have screamed.

      They were three faces I’d seen a thousand times, on a thousand different screens. I’d mourned them, celebrated them. I’d stood beneath their likenesses etched into stone.

      Lord Val, her honey-colored hair falling across her shoulder like a shining curtain as she folded herself into an armchair, a dark coupe glass balanced between her slim fingers.

      Lord Baugh, tall, fair, with the ruddy complexion of a man who spent too much time in the sun—and with the bottle.

      Lord Pharris, the most senior of the trio, his fluffy beard streaked with silver, older and thinner than the photos I’d seen of him.

      The Lost Lords.

      The three prisoners of war sat, chatting over cocktails. Prisoners of war who were clean, well-fed, dressed in fine, expensive clothing. No bruises marked their forms; no dirt was caked beneath their nails. Each of them wore a broad necklace over their throats. Anti-magics, Poe said in my mind. To neutralize magical toxicity. A more potent version of what Ash gave you.

      They chatted, speaking of dinner, the weather, occasionally giving a polite laugh until Lord Pharris looked at his watch and sighed.

      “He’s late again,” Pharris said in the crisp academic voice I associated with pedigree and pressed shirts.

      “He’s always late,” Val said. Her even nails rapped the armchair. She adjusted the jewels in her ears, the gold buttons of her fine jacket, the folder in her lap, and I realized this was not a prison, and the lords were not wardens. This was a meeting. They were expecting someone, and I knew, in my blood and bones, who it would be.

      Don’t let him take her. But he had. Hirsch had stolen my sister. The Lost Lords were liars, they were traitors, they—

      Then the wooden door slid open. Their fearless leader appeared, the passenger of the sleek dark coach. I clapped a hand across my mouth. My eyes filled with tears.

      “Welcome, old friend,” said Lord Baugh, as the three lords rose to meet him.

      It was not Hirsch.

      Standing there, with a too-wide, too-white smile, was Chancellor Mennick.
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      I forced myself to breathe, forced my feet to acknowledge the floor beneath me. A hand grabbed mine in the darkness; I knew it belonged to Ash. I held on tight, my palm sweaty, as Mennick accepted a glass of dark red liquor from Lord Pharris. Then he raised glasses with the Lost Lords, the heroes I’d believed dead and rotting in a stinking prison below the earth.

      “A toast,” Mennick said. “To Durst, and those who gave all for its freedom. Bon mort.”

      “Bon mort,” the lords echoed, and they clinked glasses.

      Baugh raised his glass a second time, a devilish glint in his eye. “And to Hirsch,” Baugh said. “For all he’s done for us in his long, unnatural life.”

      They raised glasses again, chuckling in a dry, sardonic way. “To Hirsch,” they said in unison.

      Then they sat, Mennick positioned in the swivel chair in the center. “I want to thank you all for coming,” Mennick said. “I know it’s not easy to travel in your current posture, especially when so much is at risk.”

      Lord Val smoothed her long silk skirt, crossing one shapely ankle over another. “It’s no trouble at all, Chancellor. It’s been far too long since we’ve met.” Even in the dark, I could sense Poe stiffen. “It’s been, what, six months at least?” The effigies I’d seen of Val depicted her as a warrior maiden, taken from the world too soon, but from this distance, with her spine erect, her chin high, the proud set of her mouth…she reminded me of a raptor, hiding in the skies before plummeting down and disemboweling you.

      “Far too long, I agree,” Mennick said, taking another draw from his glass and setting it aside. “But let’s save the pleasantries for dinner.” He looked at each of them in turn. “Let us begin this session as we have every other: by reminding one another that this is the only place in Durst where we can speak freely. Where we leave nothing unsaid. And as I’m due back in the Citadel tomorrow, we can’t afford to waste a minute of it.” Mennick passed around three slim black dossiers. “Within you’ll find an agenda, Craft secured, of course, along with data from the most recent Long Night. As you can see…things did not go as expected.”

      There was silence for a moment, punctuated by the turning of pages, until Pharris sighed, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “This is heavy news indeed.”

      “This is…tragic,” Val said, the corners of her mouth drawing down, a sheen of tears glistening in her eyes. “So many of our Firstborn, lost. Gone, forever.”

      Mennick nodded grimly. “Yes. We’ve had worse years, of course, especially in the program’s early days, but still…we lost too many. Three hundred and two Firstborn began the Long Night. Two hundred and eighty-five survived. Of the dead, five were killed by Bastards during the fighting. Two of the Firstborn killed each other, and the other ten had to be culled.”

      “Seventeen precious souls.” Val dabbed at her eyes, shook out her gleaming hair. “Such a waste of life.”

      “Such a waste of investment,” Baugh muttered beneath his breath.

      “Stop it,” Val hissed, turning on him. “Children died. Dursti children. Our children.”

      Pharris scrunched his brow as he studied the report. “Is this correct, Mennick? ‘Ten soldiers refused to kill a Bastard.’”

      “I’m afraid it is. For the first time in the Long Night’s history, a number of cadets surrendered at the Trial’s beginning. They refused to participate, to kill a Bastard. We saw an uptick in pro-Bastard sentiment this year, thanks in part to the popularity of Bryn Ruelle, however…” Mennick’s face fell a bit. “It proved to be problematic.”

      Val dabbed her eyes. “Terrible. Just terrible.”

      “Yes. If they’d simply failed to make a kill, they would have been demoted, but as it was…” He tented his fingers. “It pained me, but the Firstborn who refused to take a life were put down. Painlessly, I might add. They did not suffer. A most tragic and unexpected outcome.”

      I bit my cheek so hard, I tasted blood. Put down. Killed. They’d killed ten of my fellow soldiers, murdered ten of my friends because they’d refused to kill a Bastard, and…oh gods, was it Kir? Was it—

      “That’s putting it lightly.” Baugh stood, draining the remainder of his drink and pouring himself another knuckle’s worth of liquor, his cheeks flushed. He fixed Mennick with a stern look, shaking a finger at him. “This is your fault, Mennick. This is what comes of your Bastard sympathies!”

      “It is the natural consequence of our long-term goals,” Mennick said coolly. “For Durst to endure, integration must take place. And for that to happen, pro-Bastard sentiment must be permitted to rise. But have no fear, Baugh.” Mennick swirled his drink. “All was put to right once the story broke that the Reaper killed Ruelle and Bracken’s son.”

      Val sniffed. “Clever misdirection on your part, Mennick. You made a leader’s choice by culling those soldiers. Painful, but necessary. We cannot allow Bastard sentiments to outpace Dursti pride. Nor can we afford to strengthen the Bastards by adding so many Firstborn to their ranks. Too much talent in the Oval is dangerous.”

      “Quite right,” Pharris said with a wise and knowing nod. “We made that mistake before, and it gave us the revolt of 925.”

      “No, no, you’ve got your dates mixed up, Pharris,” Baugh corrected, throwing his arm wide and sloshing his drink in the process. “You’re thinking of the 921 revolt.”

      “I most certainly am not,” Pharris said, lips pursed. “The 921 revolt was caused by hunger; 925 happened because we allowed the Bastards to become too strong, too threatening. They killed nearly fifty Dursti before they were brought under control. Fifty!” Pharris said, banging his hand on the table in a fit of temper. “This is why we must question the wisdom of integration. History must not be allowed to repeat itself.”

      “Quite right,” Val agreed.

      “921, 925, bah!” Baugh said with a wave of his hand. “It’s always the same issue—you cannot turn monsters into men, no matter how many generations pass. If it were up to me, we would kill the lot!”

      “Then we’re lucky it is not up to you,” Mennick said coldly, looking at them each in turn. “To any of you. The decision rests with me. Bastard sympathies aside, integration is necessary to our mission. The surviving Firstborn will take the cloak in the upcoming weeks, and we will proceed down the path we began long ago.”

      The lords shuffled in their seats, avoiding Mennick’s gaze. Pharris broke the silence first. “And what of our endgame, Mennick? Our plans for spring? Given the Long Night’s outcome—”

      “Patience, Lord Pharris. We will get to that.” Mennick reached for the dossiers; one by one, they were returned to him, where they dissolved to ash in his fingers. “Now, enough of this heaviness. Lord Val,” Mennick said, directing his attention to her, “I hope you have a happier report for us. How fare the Lastborn?”

      The Lastborn. Wren. My heart leaped into my throat.

      Val’s eyes brightened. “I say this every year, but it’s always true: This is the most talented group yet. As you know, it’s been my top priority to improve mortality rates in the Lastborn as they undergo the Change. We’ve had record deaths the past few years, and the long-term rejection rates have been disappointing. The Change becomes more difficult as the gene pool becomes more remote from the Arcanists. We brought the most promising Bastard-born children here first, to test our theory. To see if they could survive.”

      The blood drained from my face. They brought the Bastard children here…

      Mennick paused, turning the ring on his hand around. I had the sense he was holding his breath. “And how have they taken to the Change?”

      Val’s smile widened into a dazzling grin. “It worked, Chancellor. It worked, all thanks to Asa Ruelle.”

      I couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. Asa…

      Mennick leaned back in his chair, closing his eyes. “Thank the gods,” he whispered eventually. “And thank Asa Ruelle.”

      Val gave Mennick’s arm a bolstering squeeze. “We didn’t lose one, Arlo. Not a single one. No rejection in the Bastard-born group, or in the Dursti children. We’ve done it!”

      “Outstanding work by Ruelle!” said a boisterous, increasingly red-faced Baugh.

      “That young man’s a genius,” Pharris said earnestly. “An excellent acquisition by Rennard.”

      “We don’t have long-term data yet, but we’ve been able to move far more quickly in their training than in prior years. They’ve taken to the Old Ways very quickly. We’ve already sent the more accomplished ones to the camp at Durthnab. The rest are still receiving instruction. I estimate the Lastborn here have another three, maybe four weeks before they’re ready to take the next step. That’s the good news.” Val sighed. “And now, for the bad. The most recent incident involving the Culling.” Val paused for a moment, her voice low when she spoke. “It has not been safe to even hint at this information, but…weeks ago, a Bastard discovered our secret.”

      “What!” Baugh bellowed, lurching forward.

      Val held out a hand. “Everything has been handled, so there’s no need to overreact,” she said, with a pointed look at Baugh. “We neutralized the woman, along with her village. Overkill, perhaps, but the incident was contained.”

      A crease formed beneath Mennick’s brows. “What did she learn, and how?”

      “The mothers.” Val’s jaw flexed. “It’s always the mothers, sticking their noses where they shouldn’t. Desperate to believe their children are chosen by the gods. Devastated when they learn the Culling is a metaphor. Isn’t it better to cultivate bloodlines and make our selections accordingly, rather than hand mewling infants over to wolves?” Val made a noise of disgust.

      “And yet, they worship metaphor in their Holy Book,” Pharris said, shaking his head in disapproval. “There’s no logic to be found in it.”

      Mennick tented his fingers. “Bloodline analysis has bolstered each of our houses, without question. The Firstborn are stronger, the Midborn, smarter, and the Lastborn actually survive to adulthood now, but the practice itself is…unpleasant. Selecting Bastard children with the right amount of Arcanist lineage is a resource-consuming task. And disposing of those who do not pass muster…it is distasteful work.”

      “If only the wolves could do it for us!” Baugh gave a bawdy laugh at his joke, slapping his knee.

      Mennick stared down Baugh, his eyes chips of ice. “I find your disregard for human life distasteful, Baugh. Show some respect for the difficulty of our position, if for nothing else.”

      “Oh, please, Mennick.” Baugh chortled, his eyes glassy. “There’s no need for the pretense of your high-minded ethics here. The Arcanists are not human! And the Bastards are barely better. Generations later, and they have no more humanity than the day we forced them into the Oval. They offer their children up to wolves, believing they may be ripped apart, so spare me the godsdamned lecture!”

      Val gave an earnest nod. “It does say everything about those people that they would willingly sacrifice their babies. They are savages, through and through. Imagine leaving the future of this country to them.”

      Pharris chuckled darkly. “The fate of the entire country would teeter on a few garbled lines from the Holy Book.”

      “Or what a set of knuckle bones whispered to them,” Val added with a roll of her eyes. “In any event, recent polling shows that belief in the Old Gods remains at its highest levels in years. Even if word somehow leaked about the Culling, few will believe it. The situation was neutralized, and given the advancements made by the Midborn, it should be a nonissue soon enough. We’ve laid the groundwork well.”

      “Thank you, Lord Val,” Mennick said. “That brings us to the Midborn, and to you, Lord Pharris.”

      Pharris nodded. “We’ve already covered some of this, but as you know, the Midborn have been carefully plotting bloodlines. Thanks to diminishing pregnancies between Dursti and Arcanists, we’ve nearly bred out the magic-quickening gene in the general population. I’m finally able to announce what we’ve long suspected—that the first generation removed from Arcanists is far more likely to carry the magic-quickening genes, but the second generation removed is most amenable to the Change.”

      “Excellent,” Mennick said. “That positions us well for the spring.”

      “Yes,” Pharris continued. “Now that the Change mechanism is understood, we can cultivate bloodlines as we see fit.”

      “Perfect timing for the invasion,” Val said. “We can select some bloodlines…”

      “And dispose of others,” Pharris finished.

      Invasion. What invasion? What—

      “Dispose of them all,” Baugh muttered to himself.

      Pharris ignored Baugh. “We must leave some Arcanists for breeding, of course, to maintain adequate distribution in the general population. In the end, we will land precisely where we planned—Durst alone will be squarely in control of magic. Of how much lies in the gene pool, and when it can be expressed.”

      “Excellent. Truly excellent work by the Midborn, Pharris.” Mennick turned to Baugh, disappointment coloring his voice. “Now. The border. Baugh, we cannot get the northern fortifications repaired quickly enough.”

      Baugh’s words blurred together at the edges. “We are giving it every effort, Chancellor. As you know, we’ve experienced delays in our shipments from the Whitehall priests. They must bless the materials before the northern fortress can be rebuilt. Until then, quickenings will continue to run rampant.”

      “What sort of quickening rates are we talking about, Baugh?” Mennick asked. “Can you quantify the increase?”

      “We’ve done our best to downplay the spike in quickenings since the fortress came down. Publicly, we’ve reported a handful in the last month, but privately…” Baugh leaned closer. “Privately, quickenings are up thirty percent in that section of the country.”

      “Thirty percent!” Pharris roared, his face turning beet red. “Why are we only hearing about this now, Baugh?”

      “I have it under control, Pharris,” Baugh snarled.

      “Like hell you do,” Pharris retorted. “Chancellor, if my scholars need to get involved—”

      “Your scholars are as helpful at solving real problems as a second asshole,” Baugh retorted. “Leave the strategy to the soldiers!”

      “Yes, that’s working out so well,” Pharris hissed in return.

      “That’s enough,” Val declared in a cold, low voice, and though they glared at each other, both men went silent.

      “Gentlemen, please,” Mennick said, holding out his hands. “No infighting. Baugh, I will impart upon the Whitehall priests that time is of the essence with respect to the northern camp. As for what destroyed it…” Mennick’s face darkened. “Have we located the Source Book?”

      Baugh shook his head. “Still at large. The Detectors have established traffic stops and random screenings, and we’ve increased patrols, but so far, we’ve had no luck.”

      “Whatever you’re doing, double it. Triple it. Recovering the Source Book is a matter of national security. It has yet to yield all its secrets.”

      The corner of Val’s lips turned up. “With respect, Chancellor, I have personally inspected the Book. I doubt there’s any juice there left to squeeze.”

      Beside me, Poe quivered.

      Mennick arched his brows. “My dear Lord Val, there is always more juice in a lemon. And this particular lemon has something we need. I want you to take charge of the Source Book’s recovery, Val.” Baugh glared; Val preened. “I need it returned as soon as possible. Intact.” Mennick shot Val a knowing look.

      “As you wish, Chancellor,” Val said coolly. “What particular information do you require, in case I happen upon it during my pursuits?” I wanted to carve away the grin that curled her rosy lips.

      Mennick gave her a veiled look. “That is between me and Asa Ruelle.”

      The breath left me in a silent whoosh.

      “Has he taken on another pet project of yours, Mennick?” Pharris inquired.

      “He will soon enough,” Mennick said without offering more. “Which brings us to the precipice of all we’ve worked toward, the reason we’re here: Hirsch’s announcement.” The lords drew a collective breath. Mennick held up a tiny glass vial, red liquid pooling within. “I wanted the three of you to be here when it happened.” Without another word, Mennick took the vial and crushed it underfoot. The liquid within vanished in a poof, dust on the wind.

      “That’s the end of that bastard,” Val said. “Good riddance to you, Hirsch.”

      “Brilliant of you, Mennick, to take his blood before you drove a knife through his heart,” Pharris said with a grin.

      “Brilliant of you, Lord Pharris, to develop the holographic rendering of Hirsch we used for the past ten years.”

      Pressure crushed my throat. I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t breathe, the air wouldn’t move into my lungs… Ash clenched my arm more tightly.

      “Wouldn’t have needed any godsdamned holographs or renderings if you hadn’t gone off the rails and murdered him, Mennick,” Baugh muttered.

      Mennick didn’t blink. “Hirsch had to die for many reasons, Baugh—not the least of which was to sell the illusion of peace. Arcania needed to believe that we’d had our vengeance, that Hirsch’s death was the symbolic victory that ended the conflict. And they do believe it. They have since Hirsch drew his last breath.”

      “You made a godsdamned martyr out of him!” Baugh snapped.

      “The benefits of eliminating Hirsch outweighed the risks. Arcania believes the score between us to be settled. As if the death of one man could repay it. As if we’d let ourselves fade into quiet oblivion.” Val laughed. “They thought wrong.”

      “We knew Hirsch’s demise created problems,” Pharris said. “He was a villain we needed. We risked losing our moral high ground, and with it, Dursti support for everything we’d built, should the public learn Hirsch was dead. It was only logical that we should…delay that news, and resurrect Hirsch, until our endeavors were complete.”

      “But duplicating his image, his voice, his animation…it was genius, Pharris,” Val said.

      “What can we trust, if not our eyes?” Pharris smirked. “It’s only the beginning of what blood can do, what Craft can do, and another reason we must retrieve the Source Book.

      “We use its magic to block…uncomfortable content, to ensure nothing unfiltered makes its way into Durst from across the river.”

      “Or out of Durst.” Mennick raised his glass to Pharris in a show of respect.

      Baugh’s cheeks were pink as poppies. “It’s all above my head, of course, but what happens when someone demands to see the damned body?”

      “My best people have been working on a likeness,” Pharris said. “It will pass even the most rigorous scrutiny.”

      “And if someone doesn’t buy the work of your ‘best people’?” Baugh mocked through his slurring.

      “Then they will be dealt with, as they have been before,” Mennick said evenly. “Should that occasion arise, I would welcome your input on how we deal with such questions, Lord Baugh.” And though Baugh muttered and grumbled, he looked excessively pleased.

      “What did the test groups recommend about Hirsch’s narrative?” Val asked.

      “The story that tested best is also the simplest: Hirsch was a double agent who infiltrated our ranks and drove dissension and discord. Each of you was under his thrall, held prisoner in his dungeons. There you were starved and tortured. You’ll need to appear haggard. It would do well if you each lost a bit of weight before the holidays.”

      “Especially true here,” said Baugh, his good humor restored as he patted the paunch overhanging his belt.

      “As for Hirsch himself, Lord Val managed to break free from his thrall. The three of you overpowered him, and he was killed in the skirmish.”

      “Oh, I’m the hero. How wonderful!” Val giggled. “And the timing?”

      “Initial sampling shows that it’s optimal to announce Hirsch’s demise shortly before Yule.”

      Pharris nodded. “That timing feels right. It will be seen as a Yuletide miracle.”

      Val’s gaze was reverential, her tone teasing as she said, “Really, Mennick, surely your greatest legacy is keeping Hirsch’s death a secret for a decade. It’s almost like…magic.” Her laugh was tinkling bells.

      “Hear, hear, Mennick, better tell Pharris to keep the Detectors away from you!” Baugh brayed.

      “Thank you, thank you,” Mennick said, turning serious. “But it’s not magic. It’s dedication. It’s you three, and our commitment to saving this country from the forces that want to destroy it. These years have been painful, but we never could have armed ourselves so fully without them. We needed every second of that time to build our forces. Thanks to you, and the sacrifices you made, we will never again endure the horrors the Arcanists visited upon our people.

      “As for where we make the announcement,” Mennick continued, “surveillance chatter shows increased curiosity about the Black River. We’ll hold the conference there. It will give the occasion a festive air, don’t you think? We’ll announce a series of holidays, and after the Dursti are sated…” Mennick’s eyes flashed. “We will repay the Arcanists, blood for blood.”

      “When will we learn the remainder of your plan?” Val asked. “The catalyst, the weapon?”

      “You’ll know it when you see it.” Mennick twirled the dark ring on his finger. “All things in due time. Plausible deniability is a job hazard, I’m afraid. But…soon, all will be revealed. And we’ll begin the new war. The true war.”

      “What a blessing that I have lived to this day,” said Val. “When at last Durst is strong enough to stand against its oppressors. And the Dursti, now with the fiercest army on the continent.”

      “We will write history anew,” Pharris said. “This time, with Durst as the victor.”

      “Damn right!” Baugh said.

      Mennick nodded. “It’s settled, then. Yule for celebration. Winter for healing and recovery. And in the spring…”

      “War,” Baugh finished.

      “In the spring…justice.” Mennick’s eyes burned. “Justice, for every loved one we’ve buried.”

      “For my brother,” Val said, raising a glass.

      “For my mother,” Pharris added, bringing his glass to meet Val’s.

      “For my uncle, my cousins, my parents…my son,” said Baugh, his voice thick.

      “For everyone we lost, and those we refuse to lose. For all of Durst’s children,” Mennick finished.

      They toasted a final time before Baugh staggered to his feet, complaining of hunger. Trailing one another, the lords left the war room. “I’ll be right there,” Mennick called behind them.

      Mennick stood, draining his glass, then collecting the others onto a side table. He headed toward the door, brushing past the giant table and the map upon it. He paused.

      The pointer finger of his left hand flicked out; he righted the toy soldier I’d knocked over in my haste. Slowly, so slowly, his neck swiveled. He turned.

      Mennick walked, hands clasped behind his back, toward the back of the room. Toward the supply closet, where the three of us hid. I felt every vibration of his boots, felt every step in the center of my chest. Then he stopped beside the closet. He turned. He stared.

      Mennick cocked his head, ever so slightly, as if scrutinizing something. He was so close, I could see the deep blue circling his iris, the hint of a scar cutting above his upper lip. His hand shot out, toward the closet door…

      And moved to his brow, where he smoothed back a flaxen strand that had fallen out of place. The mirror. I’d forgotten about the godsdamned mirror next to the door. Hair in place, he gave himself a charming smile. Then he turned on his heel, shut the thrice-armed door behind him, and left.

      I forced myself to count to twenty, as long and slow as I could manage. Then I shot up and yanked open the closet door, fighting the trembling in my limbs. Ash was beside me, and on the closet floor was a pale and sweaty Poe.

      “We have to get out of here,” I whispered. “Poe, can you—”

      “Can’t.” Poe laid upon the floor, where his magicked outline fluttered like a leaf before a gale. “Can’t do anything from this room. The wards are… I don’t know. We can’t get out of the fortress. We’re trapped,” he whispered.

      “Can you fix them?” I asked, crouching beside Poe, but he didn’t answer. I grabbed his shoulders, and I didn’t know if the shaking came from me, or him, or from the world spinning off its axis. “Can you fix the wards, Poe?”

      His voice steadied. “Yes. Yes, if I can get out of this room.” He squeezed my arm. “I have to get out of this room. I need air.”

      “That makes two of us,” I said. My eyes tore across the space, looking for another door, a window, an exit, but there was nothing except smooth dark wood. My eyes snagged on the empty glasses, the decanter with its displaced stopper, the meeting detritus Mennick had thoughtfully gathered. I grabbed the rune goggles from my pack, searching, looking for…

      “There,” I said. A series of runes traced along a section of wall. My fingers flew across them, praying the servants here went as unnoticed as those in the Citadel. I entered the familiar sequence, my head pounding, while something within me built and built. A gathering storm, dark clouds swirling on the horizon.

      “Bryn, what are you—” Poe began.

      The wall fissured slightly; the outline of a door appeared. I pushed gently, and it opened without a sound.

      “Servant’s wards,” I said. “They use them in the Citadel so they don’t disturb the Dursti when they service the rooms,” I said, fighting the sick coiling in my gut. “I learned them years ago. From Vida. From my mother.”

      “Why wouldn’t they change them here?” Poe asked. “Make them different?”

      “Because they never thought one of us would get so far,” Ash said. He looked up at me, our eyes locking. “Once a Bastard, always a Bastard.”

      Together, we helped a pale, sweating Poe out the door and into a dark corridor. It forked, one path leading toward the kitchen, scullery, laundry, and the other leading outside. Cool night air rushed in as we cracked open the servant’s entrance, chilling the sweat at my back, the tiny courtyard blessedly empty while the help attended to the dignitaries gracing the Wastes. I said nothing as we lowered Poe, still only a shivering outline, onto the ground. Then my feet hit the loamy earth, and I was running.

      I barely registered Poe’s quiet curse, barely registered the torches blazing, the blurring guards that couldn’t see me as I sprinted past them, Mennick’s smiling face burned into my vision like a brand. I ran, away from Mennick, away from Poe and Ash and the false Wastes, away from every lie I’d ever known.

    
  
    
      
        Forty-Four

      
      I ran until the lights behind me faded, until I was little more than a slip of nothing darting within the blanket of tall black trees. There was only the air constricting my chest, the pounding of my feet against the earth, a dark roaring within my ears. I ran until I hit an invisible wall, rebounding off it as if I’d run into a pane of glass. The wards. An invisible cage, a spiderweb of magic and Craft, preventing me from running beyond this bit of hillock that looked down upon the Black River. No twinkling lights dotted its shore; no, there was nothing around me, not for miles and miles, because these were the Wastes, and I should already be dead for standing here.

      My legs wobbled. I fell to my knees and retched hard, vomiting up the little in my stomach. I heaved until I couldn’t breathe, until my eyes watered and my lungs screamed. Then I pulled off my coat and screamed into it, until my throat was so ragged, I could taste blood.

      I’d given them everything. Every ounce of who I was, everything that had ever made me, for an enemy they’d manufactured. The Culling. The Long Night. Vida, a purple slash across her abdomen. She was dead. Dead for nothing.

      Footsteps sounded behind me, and the person holding my face, speaking to me in words I couldn’t hear through the screaming in my mind, was a Bastard and a magician, an Arcanist, as traitorous as I was. It was Ash, his hand pressed gently against my back as I retched again and again.

      “Did you know?” I whispered between heaves.

      “No,” he said, voice thick. “I knew…something was wrong, but this is beyond anything I could have imagined.”

      I rocked back on my heels, looking toward the night sky, the wisps of clouds punctuating the moon’s brightness. Suddenly I was a child again, watching Arcanists swarm the Citadel, so many emerging through the puffy clouds that they blotted out the sun. I recalled the eyes that had watched me through the cupboard slats. The snicker from the Arcanist’s throat. The miracle, that every student was spared, that only a few Bastard servants were killed.

      “It was a lie,” I muttered, tears streaming down my face. “It was all a lie. Black Sky. The day the Arcanists attacked. The one who murdered Mistress Rosa saw me. He came for me, but then he…” I remembered it now. The way he froze, turned on his heel, and left. “He saw my uniform. He let me live because he wasn’t an Arcanist. He was a Dursti solder; they were all Dursti soldiers. We attacked our own people, and it was heralded as the Old Gods’ will, that we, the chosen children, were spared. And then there was no more talk of ending martial law. They had all the justification they needed, and I…I…”

      I retched again, Ash’s hand steady on my back.

      “Asa’s research,” I whispered. “They’re doing something to the Lastborn children. Testing it on the Bastard born. But what are they doing? And where is Wren?”

      The world was too big, too bright, and I was so small. I heaved again, wishing I could cough up the lies with the rest of my stomach, disgorge them and forget who I was. Forget how the world had betrayed me. Forget how I had betrayed myself.

      “I knew,” I whispered to myself, to no one, to the star-flecked sky. “I always knew the Culling was a mistake. And that’s because…because…” A laugh tore from my lips. “Because it wasn’t real. None of it was real! I had the right amount of Arcanist blood. It was all for nothing. And what’s coming…” The invasion. The spring. War. A war that would destroy a hundred thousand lives.

      And while I sat, dazed, sick, something bloomed within me. Sharp, heavy, like a many-limbed tree with roots that went deep, deep into the ground, but instead of finding loamy earth, it found something dead and diseased. I wrapped my roots around it, anchoring to the darkness, letting it fill my heart until there was nothing left.

      No. My life was not for nothing.

      I had been chosen. A monster had chosen me, plucked me, turned me from a slave into a soldier. A soldier trained to do one thing: Destroy. Kill.

      “I pushed her away,” I said, chin trembling. “I pushed them both away. I was scared of losing them, and I lost them anyway.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Ash said gently. “There’s nothing you could have done. You were a child.”

      A child. At last, the sickness stopped. I leaned back on my knees, dragged a hand across my mouth. The moonlight caught the tracking rune on my arm, the now-defunct mark they’d etched upon me when I was just a baby. The tracking device Durst had carved into me, I realized, in case any of its children discovered the nasty truth and tried to escape. The first of so many pains.

      No. Not the first. The first cut had been my conception, the stripping of dignity from my long-dead mother and the choice-that-was-no-choice to bear me. A body that had not been mine, even in the womb. And I knew, with bone-deep certainty, that crime against my mother had left a mark upon me. It sat within me now, a jagged gash cleaved through the center of my soul. At last, that pain was awake. And it was angry.

      A child. I’d never been a child—I’d been property. A thing to be used until I could be discarded. To be squeezed until I burst and was nothing more than pulp dripping down pale fingers. The lash marks across Asa’s ruined back. The sepia tattoo inked over Ash’s chest. The hundred thin, pale scars along Poe’s arms. Tasch’s bulging eyes, the ticking vein in his forehead as he lunged for me, the natural consequence of the righteous hatred they’d burned into him as clearly as the runemark on his arm. On mine.

      A thousand cuts leveled against me, slice by slice, and I remembered them all. The discarded uniform at Kali’s camp, and the empty space left by the refugee who’d once worn it. Jahns’s vacant eyes, the smell of burning hair, a paper crane crushed underfoot. And the children—my gods, the children. How many had they taken? A hundred? A thousand? A hundred thousand? Gone. Stolen. Sold.

      And my sister was one of them.

      The burning ripped through every nerve within me, through muscle and blood and bone. And that nasty, sharp thing growing in my chest…it had been planted there, seeded by Durst decades earlier when they’d made the error of allowing me to survive the Culling. The thousand cuts were stitches, piecing me together bit by bit, shaping me into Durst’s monster. And at last, that monster was awake. It was hungry. And it wanted blood.

      I was a Firstborn soldier. I was the Firstborn soldier, a deadly killing machine, honed by hunger and hardship, by fear and survival.

      I was the Bastard Bitch. I was a soldier. A traitor. And now, a sister at last. The tears dried on my face. “We’re getting my sister out,” I said, my voice hard as steel. “We’re getting all of them out. And then we’re burning this place to the ground.”
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      When I returned, Poe was upright, chewing something ferociously, moving his hands across the dark fortress walls. I didn’t get a chance to ask what had shaken him so thoroughly before he blurted out, “They’ve jumbled the exit wards. Arcanic, Craft, and the Sisters’ magic have been combined. It’s like a massive knot, and it’s all leading there,” he said, pointing to the opposite end of the fortress. “I’ll have to manually disable them.”

      I nodded. “We’ll hit the wards first, then double back for Wren.”

      “No,” Poe said, tone clipped. “I need to do this alone.”

      “I’m not asking you,” I said to Poe. “I’m telling. You are not going anywhere alone.”

      He gave me a tight grin. “There’s a principle called delegating; it’s when the leader assigns tasks to—”

      “Stop it, Poe.” I grabbed his chin, pulling his gaze level with mine. “Stop the games. I felt your terror in there. The monsters in that room want to find you. They want to hurt you. We cannot separate. If you’re captured—”

      “You’re not the only one with demons here, Firstborn.” He turned on me, raking his hands into his gleaming hair. “I’ve never needed a cigarette more in my life than in your presence. Chewing it isn’t the same.” He gripped my shoulders, his voice gentle as he looked down at me. “Trust me, Bryn. I will get the wards down. But for Wren’s sake, for my own…I need to do it alone.”

      I looked into his eyes—the eyes of Durst’s greatest enemy, and its greatest prize—and said, “If you get caught, I’ll kill you myself.”

      He smirked. “That’s my girl.”

      “Poe goes for the wards,” I said. “Ash comes with me. We evacuate any children we come across. We find Wren, grab anything we can about Mennick’s war, then rendezvous at first bell.”

      “I’ll have the wards disabled in a half bell,” Poe said.

      “See you in hell,” Ash said as Poe separated from us.

      According to Asa’s schematics, the dormitories were on the upper floor, in the far-left building. We sat outside, waiting for Poe’s signal, neither of us speaking, the urge to stare at Ash nearly overwhelming. The ache in my head built and built. A little longer, I willed my body. Just a little longer. The minutes ticked by, the slowest of my life, until the soft hooting of a dove came from across the quadrant, the signal that Poe had disabled the wards.

      I snapped down my night vision goggles, then reached for the door ahead of me. It opened soundlessly. I shouldered my rifle, and we slipped within.

      The setup was like the Citadel barracks, a long central corridor in a U shape. I motioned down the hall, heading to where the Lastborn would have been housed in the Citadel, my gun held at the ready. Every twenty paces, Ash affixed a long, flat object to the wall, where it stuck like a magnet.

      I entered, disquieted to find the place as silent as a tomb, so similar to that terrible night when I’d frantically searched for Wren, only to find her already gone. How had it been only weeks ago? She’s here, I told myself. You won’t lose her this time. She’s here and you’ll find her. But there were only sparse, carefully made bunks within, and no hint of my sister.

      No. I willed steel into my veins. I entered another room, then another, the night vision goggles I wore showing nothing, detecting no one in the place where the children should be.

      “Shit,” I said beneath my breath. “Where are they?”

      Ash looked around. “Behind that wall is the archives. From there, we can access the rest of the fortress.”

      I nodded. “Two birds, one stone.”

      I followed Ash to the hallway’s end. He staggered the charges against the stone wall, and we retreated on silent feet, turning our heads away, shielding our eyes.

      “Three…two…one…” he muttered.

      There was a quick, quiet flash. Instead of crumbling, the stone there disappeared, vaporized by the rune flash. And on the other side…the archives.

      It looked like a library had crashed into a mad scientist’s lair. A hundred file folders sat in tidy stacks beside graphs and diagrams and papers yet to be tucked away. Dozens of empty glass vials littered the workstations. A Craft-made microscope sat on a desk, beside a container of spent syringes and a haphazard stack of books, each with a forbidding black cover. A single door stood as an exit point, its window showing the dimly lit hallway beyond. Cabinets were crammed against every inch of wall space, and across them…

      “Security runes,” I said. I reached for the cabinet nearest to me, activating the lock screen, rearranging the combination like a proper Breaker, thinking of how proud, how disgusted Oberst would be of his best student. I was rewarded by a soft, satisfying click as the cabinet released its locking mechanism.

      Ash caught my eye. “Did I mention how sexy you are when you’re being brilliant?”

      I smirked. “Start with that one. I’ll unlock the rest. Hurry.”

      I moved to the next cabinet, then the one after that, trailing my rifle’s sight on the door once I finished, praying no one looked through its tiny window. Behind me, Ash whipped through the room like a methodical tornado.

      “There’s a file on Oberst,” he said, stuffing it into his pack.

      I kept my gaze upon the door. But beside me, around me, I felt…something. A shiver through the silence. A thrumming, like the beating of a bird’s wing within a cage.

      “Do you feel that?” I whispered to Ash.

      “Feel what?”

      “It’s like a…pulse. A heartbeat.” Keeping my eyes on the door, I followed the feel of it to beneath a workbench. A metallic glimmer winked at me. A safe, tucked against the floor. “Bingo,” I whispered.

      It had no door, no hinge, only a series of unfamiliar symbols sweeping across it. “Instinct is magic,” I said, repeating Poe’s words to myself. I worked through the sequence, guided by my gut, and by whatever Arcanic blood pumped through my heart and pounded through the vein at my temple. A soft whir sounded. A handle appeared. I turned it, the thrumming instantly louder, a faint glow emanating where the safe opened. I gaped.

      Within were several crystalline objects, each small enough to rest within my palm. They glowed, luminous as the shimmer off a pearl, lit from within by some heavenly light. Carefully, I lifted one; it warmed against my hand, like sunshine in a bottle. And the feel of it…a galloping rhythm, pulsing in time to my heart. I stared, transfixed, not noticing that the longer I held the crystal, the hotter it grew…

      “Bryn.” Ash shook my shoulder gently. “Did you not hear me?”

      “I…” I shoved the crystals into my pack, extinguishing the glow, just as a shadow passed before the door. “Shit,” I said. “Get down.”

      A figure passed us, her black shroud pulled tight—one of the Sisters. Asa had been right. Whether she was patrolling or searching for intruders, I didn’t know, but she passed, and I exhaled a shaky breath.

      “I found it,” Ash said, opening a file. “Ruelle, Wren.”

      “What does it say? Where is she?”

      “Reading,” he replied without looking up.

      “Read faster,” I demanded.

      Ash’s eyes tore across the page. “Mother Ayn Ruelle. Sister and brother—”

      “We know who they are,” I hissed.

      “You’re Arcanist a generation back on your mother’s side. ‘Firstborn sister tested during the Culling. Bloodline shows reception to the Change.’”

      “What the fuck is the Change? Where is she?”

      “She’s here. She’s alive. She’s…” His brows drew together. His face paled. He ran to the window and looked outside. “The moon.”

      I stiffened. “What about the moon?”

      But he didn’t answer. He looked at the papers again, then slammed the file shut. “I know where she is.”

      Ash crept out the door, the light-bending runes disguising us as we raced down the stairs.

      “What does the moon have to do with this?” I whispered after him.

      “It’s full tonight,” he whispered. “Which means she’s outside.”

      It was the hunter’s moon illuminating the way as Ash raced across the grounds, me nipping at his heels, down the steep slope to where the river licked against the banks. The landscape was monochrome, the moon bleaching the color from the world around us into bone white and charcoal. If I’d had any poetry in me, I would have thought it a fitting metaphor for what had been done to this place, how the war had ransacked its lifeblood, stripping the once-fertile farmland of life and color. We raced through the gray scale, with only the gaping silhouettes of trees to watch us, and it was so still, so quiet, I could almost believe it was just me and Ash, alone in all the world. Almost.

      We’d rounded a tree when a cloaked figure lunged at me from the darkness—a black gown draped over a shapeless body, a gauzy shroud clinging to her face. The Sister swiped at me, arms outstretched, and I could feel the wrongness of her magic crushing my throat, choking off my air supply…

      A hand slashed; the Sister grasped her throat, then collapsed. Poe stood behind her, hatred etched upon his face, his hands covered in dirt. Not dirt, I realized. Blood. His cuticles were likewise stained, and the front of his shirt, wet.

      “What the hell happened?” I demanded.

      “Taking down the wards is bloody work,” said Poe, wiping his knife against the thigh of his pants. “I finished early, so I attended to…other business. Ran into an old friend on the way.” He looked around. “Where’s Wren?”

      The darkness that clung to Poe seemed to have deepened. “I don’t know, but we have to find her, fast. We don’t have long until the charges detonate.”

      Ash looked at me. “Search for her, Bryn. For her bloodsong.”

      I balked. “I can’t. I’m not a magician.”

      “You can. It’s in your blood.”

      My mouth tightened, but I tried. I looked for something, anything, some strain of the familiar… “There’s nothing.”

      “You’re searching with your head. Stop thinking. Feel.”

      “We don’t have time for sentimental bullshit!” I shouted, fear raking claws across my chest.

      “It’s not bullshit. It’s magic.” Ash pressed his hands over my chest, above my heart. “Magic lives here, Bryn. Use it. Find her, before it’s too late.”

      I gulped down air, my chest heaving. Then I ripped off Ash’s necklace, and the pain came.

      The magic rushed at me like an angry sea. I felt every inch of it, the way it stabbed up through my legs, pulsing in my bones, my organs, the veins on the backs of my hands, possessing every inch of me. I wondered if I might snap apart, if I would catch fire and burn until I was dust, returning home to the earth.

      But through the pain, there came…something. A strange melody, like a beautiful song that I couldn’t quite remember, and within it, a cord, a thread of something warm and familiar. Had it always been there? I didn’t know, but as I grasped onto its fragile threads, a tug sounded within in me. A bond between my shredded heart and a heart as light and tremulous as a hummingbird’s wings. Not a cord—a steel cable, an unbreakable tether between us, impervious to time or distance or pain. And as it grew within me a hundredfold, a thousandfold, I understood why they’d tried to destroy it. They feared it, this thing that had driven me from Durst to the Wastes. It was a weapon more powerful than bombs, than guns and fear. It lived within me, and suddenly, I knew where to find her.

      I took off at a run, zigzagging through the trees, toward the fortress’s southern exposure, until I found a tree-lined garden. The Sisters stood at its far edge, clad in black from boot to collar, watching…a play, of all things. Some late-night performance of the Arcanist children, who whirled and danced, moving as if in a waltz. Then something erupted in the clearing from where the children performed, and my brain couldn’t make sense of what I was seeing, until I saw a moon-bright child dancing in the middle of them…

      I fell to my knees. “No. Please, no.”

      The moon shifted from behind a cloud, illuminating the children dancing in the wide-open garden, swaying like wheat in a field.

      No. Not dancing. Those were drills they were performing. The same I’d seen the Lastborn practice in the Citadel’s quadrant.

      And fixed upon the lapel of every child there, a dark sphere with three lines striking through it. Three lines, I realized, for the third-born children.

      As one, the children leaned onto a leg, pulled back an arm, as if shooting a bow from an invisible arrow. And from where the arrow would have released…fire exploded, a hot plume of it licking against my skin. Magic exploded.

      And something within me tunneled down, down, down. For there, in the center of them, was a familiar white-blond head. She glowed, even under the pale light of the moon, her long hair pulled into two plaits. And from her moon-bleached hand, fire erupted in a delicate stream, shifting in time to her movements.

      “No,” I said again, not knowing if I had whispered it or screamed it. “Please, no. It’s not real.”

      But it was real.

      That was Wren Ruelle standing there, magic erupting from her fingertips.

      Wren. A magician. An Arcanist.
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      Time and space slowed. My jaw slackened. A terrible ringing sounded in my ears, and for some reason, all I could think of was the first time I’d seen Wren. Her little pink face, her puckered mouth, the wrinkled hands, and the platinum shock of hair atop her head. I’d stared at her, the creature who had stolen away my mother, feeling nothing. She was so fragile, so delicate, like a bit of blown glass left in the middle of the nursery.

      Don’t let him take her. I’d spent a lifetime fretting over those words, scrutinizing every man I met, wondering if he was the fiend my mother had foretold. Wondering if it was some Arcanist, if it was Oberst or even Asa who’d evoked the warning. But it had never been them. “It was always Mennick,” I whispered to myself.

      “The soldiers on the road were Lastborn.” My throat bobbed, sick pooling in my gut. “That’s why Mennick wants Asa’s research. The Change…they turn them into magicians. It kills most of them.”

      “It looks like a school because it is a school,” Poe said. “They’re training them in the Old Ways. Those are the early Arcanic forms. We learn them at this age to free up our magic. The full moon increases the potency.”

      Together, the children leaned onto one leg, extending a hand. Boom. Magic erupted, a torrent of wind that ripped toward the sky. Bend the back knee. Raise the arm. Rocks rose, circling like a swarm of angry flies. Lean back. Clap the arms together. Water threaded through the children, the tingle of magic burning my face.

      “How?” I asked, my heart hammering against my ribs. “How did they do this to her? Why?”

      “This is what Mennick plans to unleash on Arcania,” Ash said, his jaw flexing. “His secret magical army. Between that and the technology developed from Poe’s blood, Arcania won’t stand a chance.”

      “We have minutes left before they complete that form,” Poe said. “We need an exit strategy, now.”

      I stared at Wren, thinking furiously. I focused past the pounding in my head. Something hot and wet dripped onto my face, over my mouth and below my nose. I wiped it off, looking at the moisture there, and…

      “Bryn,” Ash said, fear lighting his face.

      My hand was covered with blood.

      My day was up.

      And then I knew. Suddenly, it clicked. “I know this dance,” I said to myself. I pulled the shroud from the pack and yanked it over my head. Then I fastened my cloak around me so that only black showed.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Poe said, voice raw, but I brushed past him. Ash didn’t try to stop me.

      I crept into the clearing, toward the dozens of Lastborn children—Dursti children turned Arcanists—twirling in the moonlight. The grass crunched softly beneath my feet. The moon watched, its wan light an ally as I wove toward my sister standing in the middle of Arcanists who had not been born, but made.

      I waited until I stood in the midst of them before I scratched my finger across Poe’s light runes, obliterating his protective magic.

      I wound through the children, another fresh magician in the mix, heading toward the only white-blond head.

      My arm found Wren’s shoulder; my hand found her outstretched palm. Wren flinched. Her eyes shot wide, a startled deer ready to turn and flee.

      But this dance I knew. I grabbed onto Wren, whose eyes were far, far away, as if she were a windup doll and Wren herself were asleep within her skull. And we began to move.

      As I joined Wren and the dancing children, I felt…something. Some subtle song that sang along my bones. The music of the wind, drawing fingers against the trees. The sound of the universe taking a deep, mighty breath, and it was so beautiful, I could’ve wept, and laughed, and sung. And as I spun with my sister, inching her away from the group, I thought how unfair it was that some heard the music all their lives, and some never witnessed a single note.

      I was a shadow, stealing this speck of brightness from the Sisters. I danced her around the corner, and we were alone.

      Wren stopped dancing automatically, like a toy turned into the off position. But her face…she turned it to the moon, staring with overlarge pupils as if it were a prayer, as if seeing it for the first time. I shivered.

      “Wren,” I whispered, placing a hand on her shoulder. I coughed; blood splattered against my palm, speckled black in the darkness.

      It was Wren, and it was not Wren who turned and looked out at me from behind her eyes. She reached a hand to my cheek, wiping the blood away. She grinned, showing all her teeth, and it was an effort not to take a step back from her.

      “Wren,” I whined, desperate for a glimpse of my sister, the person beneath Wren’s skin.

      Then Wren reached out her hand. Her smile widened. Her eyes narrowed, and she set me on fire.
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      Burn. I was burning, I was screaming, I could smell singed hair, oh my gods, I was going to die—

      Whoosh. The fire went out as if it had been choked at the source. Damp, cold air embraced me, putting out the last of the heat, and I knew who had conjured it.

      Ash stood there, his magic focused on Wren. Her lip curled as she looked at him. She shot out her hand; magic coated my tongue. Wren’s arms swept down. A boom sounded within me as a sharp gust of wind rushed at Ash. I coughed, putting my hand to my mouth. Blood, a large clot of it.

      “Don’t hurt her!” I screamed, blood streaming down my nose.

      “I won’t,” Ash said, dodging the rocks Wren threw at him like a hail of bullets. “But she’s fighting to kill. Whatever you’re going to do, hurry.”

      “Wren, listen to me.” Tears pricked my eyes as I stared into my sister. “You need to come with me. We need to leave, now.”

      Wren hissed. The black of her pupil spread across her eyes, bleeding into the whites. Her lips pulled back in a snarl. “They warned me that evil would come for us.”

      “It’s me, Wren. Bryn. Your sister.”

      She bared her teeth at me. “They are my sisters.” I knew she meant the Sisters, the children, anyone but me. “You are a stranger.”

      I fought to open my mouth, to deny what she’d said, but the words froze in my throat. I’d put up wall after wall until I’d built a fortress between us. But the magical tether connecting me to Wren held tight, and its connection was stronger than my fear. Don’t give up, it whispered. My chin trembled when I spoke. “You don’t mean that, Wren. You know me. You know who I am.”

      Wren moved her hand forward, and Ash began to shake. She squeezed her fist, and it was as if an invisible rope tightened around my neck, choking the air from me. “You’re right. I do know who you are. You’re the enemy.”

      The magic clawed at my neck, forced its way down my throat, into my chest, breaking me apart bit by bit. I shivered, fighting the urge to retch, forcing my hands to pull against the magical noose around my neck, buying myself enough purchase to speak.

      “Bones…”

      Wren froze. She cocked her head as if confused. “What did you say?” she said sharply.

      “That scruffy old dog. You named him Bones because he was so skinny. He always liked you better. He slept at the end of your bed, even though Asa fed him more.”

      I choked out his name. “Asa. He made cranes for me, but do you remember what he made for you? Do you, Wren?”

      She blinked rapidly. Her mouth opened and closed, but the pressure at my throat tightened.

      “He made you a swan,” I whispered, the magic, the tears constricting my throat. “Because he knew that’s what you were. Beautiful and bright and full of potential, even when no one else could see it. But Asa could see it, and so could I.” Tears streamed down my face, mingling with the blood at my nose, on my lips. “You were always better than me. I never deserved you, either of you.

      “I did everything wrong,” I choked out. “I was so afraid that if I let you get close, something would steal you away from me, that the hurt of it would destroy me, but it happened anyway. I tried so hard to keep you safe that I didn’t give you what you really needed. I’m sorry. I love you, Wren. I should have told you earlier, but I’m a coward. I love you. I—” The rest of the words died in my throat. Wren’s grip tightened. The black dots in my vision grew and grew, and I knew that I’d failed.

      I held on as she broke me apart. Her magic opened cuts at my stomach, my neck, my palms, the pain sending tears streaming from my eyes. Love could not undo what Durst had wrought. Think, I screamed within my mind. Think, Bryn. But there was too much pressure against my throat, my head, my heart. A metallic taste filled my mouth—blood. Blood everywhere, welling where each new vessel ruptured, trickling from my ears, filling the empty places inside me.

      Blood. It was Mennick’s voice, of all things, that I heard as if from down a long, distant corridor, a voice from another life that had whispered to me while I’d stared longingly at War-Ender: Blood has memory. Blood remembers.

      I knew it would cost me the little air that remained in my lungs. But I was going to save my sister, even if I had to trade my final breath for it. I had not released the knife in my hand; I tightened my grip.

      “I love you, Wren,” I choked out, chin trembling. “And I’m sorry.”

      I lunged for Wren, exploding from where I stood. My knife flashed, slicing a long, deep cut down her chest. Too deep, but my limbs were failing, and my control was poor. Pain blazed across her face. She screamed, the sound feral, more animal than human. Survive, Wren. I was Oberst, whip in hand, as he beat Asa.

      We tumbled down together. Then I clamped my legs around her, locking my ankles, and I forced my bloody palm against her chest. Sister met sister; blood met blood.

      “Remember me, Wren,” I screamed, using every ounce of my waning strength to press her to me, forcing our blood together. “Remember!” And down that connection, I willed every warm memory I’d ever had—the first time I’d seen her, my fingers tracing her rubbery baby cheeks; Wren in the middle of the bed, the three of us pressed together on frigid mornings; spinning around and around, hands clasped together, dizzy with laughter; the mental picture I’d taken of her before leaving for the Long Night.

      Our screams mingled. It was Durst’s will against my own as we fought for Wren, as my lungs screamed and muscles seized, as Wren bucked and kicked like a wild thing. The invisible bands around my neck tightened. Wren’s black, dead eyes found mine. “Release me.” It was Wren’s mouth moving, but the voice was cold, alien. “Let me go.”

      “No,” I said, the word punching up my throat as I stared down the thing behind Wren’s eyes. “Never.”

      My other hand found her back, squeezing us more tightly together, my bleeding hand pulsing against the cut near her thundering heart. But Wren was strong; she wiggled a hand free. It found its way to my throat, constricting my windpipe, blood welling where her nails dug into my flesh. But I didn’t let go. I held on as she choked the life from me, my lips moving automatically, the dying embers of my first and final prayer.

      “Remember me, Wren,” I repeated, again and again. “Remember. Remember. Remember.”

      My bloodless lips were still mouthing the words when the world went black.

    
  
    
      
        Forty-Eight

      
      It was pain that told me I was not dead. Pain in my head, my throat, my lungs. Strong hands shook me awake. I sucked down a giant gulp of air, cracking my too-tight eyes, agony razing every inch of me. But I forgot about my split lip and bruised knees, because Wren was staring down at me, her eyes clear, searching my face as if afraid I’d evaporate into mist.

      “Bryn,” she sobbed, wrapping her arms around me. “Oh gods, are you alright? I almost… I didn’t mean to… I’m so sorry.” Tears trickled from her chin. “They did something to me, and I…”

      “S’okay, Wren,” I whimpered through the pain in my throat, the pounding in my head. “Your chest… I only meant to nick you. Are you alright?”

      “It hurts, but…they said you were dead,” Wren cried.

      “Still alive for now,” I groaned.

      “Can you sit up?” Ash asked, fastening his necklace over me once more.

      I nodded, and the two of them pulled me up.

      Wren took a step back, taking in Ash’s scar, which he hadn’t bothered to hide. She gaped, leaning away. “Is that…?”

      “It is,” I said.

      She looked at Ash—the Reaper—curiously, then said, “Your magic feels strange.”

      He smirked at Wren. “So I’ve been told.”

      “I don’t have time to explain, but you need to let him heal you, and then we need to get out of here. Now.”

      She nodded. Ash moved his hand along her chest. Wren winced, but the wound receded, the bloodied flesh zipping into a thin pink line. He looked at the clock tower. “Bryn, the charges. We have two minutes.”

      “I need you to trust me, Wren,” I said. “Can you do that?”

      “Of course,” Wren said, her eyes wide and open and vulnerable.

      I threaded her fingers through my own, then pulled the shroud back over my face.

      “One minute,” Ash said.

      We scampered away from the quadrant, running in the long shadows cast by the tall stone pillars, Ash and Poe little more than gusts of wind beside me as Ash began to count down.

      “Ten…nine…”

      “We’re too close!” Poe said, quickening his pace.

      “Faster,” I urged them, pulling Wren by the hand. “Faster!”

      “Three…two…”

      “Cover your ears, Wren!” I screamed.

      “One…”

      Boom.

      The sound seemed to withdraw into itself. Air screamed. Wind hissed. The ground shook as a plume of smoke and fire rocketed toward the sky. Poe was right; we were too close.

      I screamed as Wren’s tiny hot hand was yanked from my own, as I was thrown by the force of the explosion. My head hit the ground hard. Stars bloomed in my vision, and chaos erupted around me.

      I watched from the ground as the night sky turned orange. My vision was fuzzy; my ears rang and rang, but I could make out yelling, alarms bleating, the smell of burning and the kiss of rising heat. I tried to push myself up, but I was dizzy, so terribly dizzy. My nose still bled. My head pounded. Bone-deep fatigue settled over me. Children screamed, the earth pounding as they ran, and I needed to run with them, but I was so heavy, and so, so tired.

      Then arms reached beneath my shoulders. Someone was dragging me back up, pulling me to my feet and pressing a shoulder beneath my arm. And around me, I felt it—magic everywhere, washing across the earth like an angry tide.

      My head swam; my eyes wouldn’t focus as a tall body—Ash, I knew—braced me, and we ran away from the explosions. Ahead of me, I could make out the hazy impression of trees and a giant stone wall.

      “Wren.” My voice sounded as if from far, far away. Gentle hands sat me down as more blood dripped from my nose. I coughed; Ash crouched beside me, and I heard the familiar sound of a rifle being unshouldered. Plink. Plink. Plink. The action was clean, efficient. Familiar. Four shots fired, the report of the rifle echoing in my ears.

      “Wren,” I groaned. “Where is Wren?” But there was no answer, only the drawing of a deep, even breath, as the man next to me took aim again.

      And that breath…it was as familiar to me as my own. I knew that breath. It didn’t belong to Ash.

      No…

      I forced my eyes to focus, then turned toward the hazy figure next to me. Plink. Plink. The soft, steady breathing. The unruffled air. The focus of steel. The shifting of weight, the smell of a forest. He was a blade that registered only when it was hilt-deep between your ribs.

      My vision focused. Cool-gray eyes met my own. Full lips pulled back into an even grin. “Hello, little sparrow.”

    
  
    
      
        Forty-Nine

      
      Oberst looked down at me, the silver of his temples gleaming in the pale night. Something about him looked older. I tried to read his expression—head cocked, gray eyes bearing down, stubbled chin—but the world was hazy, and I was weak.

      I groaned. “You?”

      “Nice to see you, Ruelle.” Plink, plink, plink. “Put this on.” He settled something over my neck—an amulet like the one worn by the Lost Lords, by Mennick. The pressure receded, but the pain remained, and I knew the damage was done.

      “Who’d you kill to get that?” I managed to quip.

      “Ah, you know me well, Ruelle. No one too important. No one who didn’t deserve it.” Plink, plink, plink. Even through the chaos, I heard the bodies drop.

      “You’ve always been a good shot, Captain.” I could almost forget my fear through the fog, through my spinning head. I coughed, blood flying. “Where is my sister?”

      Plink, plink. “Lost in the crowd.”

      The world was so soft, so hazy at the edges, all of it tinged by the surreal. “What are you doing here?”

      “Come now, Ruelle. You know I never leave one of my own behind.” His eyes darted to me as if drinking me in. He fired off two more shots, then turned. “The real question is, are you still one of mine?”

      “Don’t—” I swallowed; my mouth was dry, sticky. “Don’t hurt them.”

      “You mean the Arcanist filth trying to kill you?”

      “They’re children,” I said through my fog. “They’re Dursti children, forced to quicken. My sister is out there…” I tried to push myself up, but my arm refused to support my weight.

      Plink, plink, plink. “I don’t mean the children, or whoever these…magicians are at this camp. I mean the Arcanic militants you summoned when your little rebel band broke the wards on this place. The magic here rushed out in all directions, and guess what? The Arcanists can read it.” He replaced the clip, snapping it into place. “Turns out that they don’t like what we’ve done with the place.”

      Well, that explained why the press of magic against me was almost unbearable, despite the two anti-Arcanics I now wore. My voice came as if from down a long tunnel. “You didn’t know about this place? That it existed?”

      “No.” Plink plink.

      “How did you know I was alive?”

      “You’re too stubborn to die.” He sat back, scanning the perimeter. “The thing you tried to pass off as your corpse was clever, but too tidy. The clean wound in the chest. You never would have been taken so easily. You would have torn yourself apart before you’d given up.”

      My head throbbed as I forced my eyes to focus on Oberst, on the deep shadows under his eyes, the stubble across his chin. “Tell me.” Every breath was painful, knives scratching at my chest. “Tell me how you knew.”

      He held my gaze. “Because the Ruelle I know would do anything to find her little sister.”

      Something in me tingled. “And why did you think I needed to find her?”

      Oberst looked at me, cold eyes blazing. “Because I’m the one who left you the encryption.”

      Oberst

      Ruelle looked terrible. Blood crusted under her nose, at the edges of her lips. It was the magic, Oberst knew. The godsdamned magic that impregnated this fortress, whatever the fuck it was. He’d seen the Sisters, the strange children reeking of poisoned power. He had to get Ruelle out of here before the effects were irreversible. But she fixed her eyes on him, genuine confusion flitting across her features. “You,” she whispered. “You left me the encryption. Why?”

      He’d made the impulsive decision hours before the Long Night. All the generals had gathered, the heads of each of the houses, and he’d stayed too long in the officers’ chambers after the others had left. The encryption ticked across and fell to the ground. He went to retrieve it, and his eyes snagged on a single word that had frozen him: Ruelle. He decoded it in less than a minute, realizing it referenced not Bryn, but her sister. Then he’d paced, not letting himself think of the consequences as he went to her room, half hoping to find her there, and left it for her to discover, not realizing the grenade he’d lobbed.

      “You deserved to know,” he said, holding her dark eyes. “I didn’t think you’d throw your life away for it.”

      “What the hell did you think I would do?” she snapped.

      “Not this,” he said, gesturing around them.

      “Oberst.” Were those tears in her eyes? His face slackened as he looked at her. She sucked in a ragged breath. “I need to know why…”

      Oberst’s facade broke, his icy countenance melted by her tears. “Because I know what it’s like. To lose everyone. To lose everything. My family was destroyed. It broke me. It made me this.” He gestured to himself. He looked at her for a long moment, at the steel in her eyes despite how glassy they’d grown. “Maybe I thought you would forget about her, just like you forgot your brother. Maybe I hoped you would raise hell. Maybe I didn’t think at all. I just knew you deserved the truth.”

      Yes, he’d seen that encryption. He couldn’t say why he’d left it for her, except that it had quickened some impulse he’d buried long, long ago. The flicker of humanity that had been all but extinguished. And godsdamn if it didn’t break something inside him to know it was still there.

      He hadn’t known there was anything left to break. The army had rearranged him so long ago, broken him apart and put the pieces back in the wrong places, but learning some piece of it remained…it was almost worse. It meant he’d known better, and he’d done it all anyway. He’d tortured and maimed and killed, and all the screams of I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know…those had been real. It was the war that was fake.

      “And now what?” she asked, her eyes soft and round in a way he’d never seen. Was it from the magic that had poisoned her? Was it from him? “How do you think this ends? Going to hand me over to Mennick? Return Durst’s property?”

      But she was not Durst’s. She was his soldier, through and through. “This is my fault. I shouldn’t have left you the encryption. I…” He paused. “I wanted to spare you from the pain.” Why were words so difficult for him? “We’ll spin the story. You were kidnapped by that Arcanist, who took…liberties with you. And when I find him—and I will find him, Ruelle—I will rip him limb from limb.” He could feel his eyes darken. “You’ll redo your final year with me. It will be as if this never happened.”

      She laughed. “You are insane. There’s no coming back from this.”

      “Don’t be a fool. They’ll make an example of you if they find out. I won’t let that happen.”

      Her eyes had turned glassy. “But you’ll get to dance over my burning corpse after.”

      His gaze hardened. “I’ve already done that once.” And he watched how it affected her—how she looked at him, how she’d always looked at him, that mixture of hard and soft, firm and yielding.

      “Bryn Ruelle is dead, Oberst. She died when she mutilated Vida. She died when you whipped Asa to within an inch of his life.”

      His breath grew labored, heavy, as if the truth would crack him apart. Why couldn’t she understand? “Sometimes we must break the things we love to save them. Someone else—Rennard, another officer—would have done far worse to your brother. To you. So I did it instead, knowing that you’d hate me after. And I’d do it a thousand times over.”

      And her face…it softened. And to Oberst’s great surprise, she said, “I understand.”

      Another explosion rocked the earth. And Ruelle…her eyes were waxy, staring beyond him. He’d seen that look too many times. They needed to get out of here, and fast. She needed a healer. He lifted her as if she were nothing at all and held her, carrying her while the world around them burned.

      “No one knows you’re alive but me. No one knows you’re here. And you’re coming back with me.” He was taking her back. He was taking her home, to the only home either of them had ever known.

      Her voice came from far away. “Where, Oberst? To the Citadel, and the fighting?”

      “You’ll complete your last year, and—”

      “I think we both know my fighting days are over,” she said in a small voice. Ruelle settled into his arms, her head thrown back against his shoulder. He’d thought of how it would feel to touch her a thousand times, but never like this.

      “Godsdamn it, Ruelle, don’t you give up on me now.” He ripped something from around his neck, a necklace with a stone upon it. He sucked in a breath as the vile magic of the place rushed at him in a dizzying torrent. He sat her down, making sure the necklace touched her flesh, noticing she wore another there upon a leather strap. Then something fell from her pocket, something he recognized at once. A long, thin object. A runic door.

      He held it up to her. “How many passages are left?” She didn’t answer, and he shook her slightly. “Bryn. How many?”

      She held his gaze. “One.”

      He hissed between his teeth. He held the door between his hands and cracked it open. “I’m sending you back.”

      “Don’t you fucking dare,” she whispered, blood dripping from her nose. “That’s for Wren.”

      “It’s for you.”

      “No,” she repeated.

      “You are dying, Bryn,” he said, voice raw. “You’re not going to make it. You need the healers—”

      “I will never forgive you if you do this,” she spat. “Never.” She reached for his lapel, pulling his face toward her own. Tears filled her eyes. “If you’ve ever cared for me.” The words were so strained, so thick. “If you’ve ever loved me, you will find my sister and you will send her through the door. Please,” she whispered. “Please, Erik.”

      A muscle flexed in his jaw while they stared into each other, while the world rained fire and death around them, a thousand thoughts warring within Oberst. He swallowed. His lips parted.

      He pressed them to hers.

      Just once, the touch gentle, featherlight. It lasted a second—just a second—before he pulled back and looked at her. And her face…there was something raw and raging in it.

      “Bryn,” he began, urgency lacing his voice. “I—”

      But then a whistling sounded next to him. He hissed though his teeth before he threw himself over her, and there was only fire, and pain, and then nothing.

      Bryn

      I was dying. I felt it in every inch of me. Oberst…he would do the right thing. He had to. I stared at the gray of his eyes, so soft, or maybe it was I who had softened. I’d never let myself admit how beautiful he was.

      Where Ash’s kiss was fierce and commanding, Oberst’s was the opposite. It was soft and gentle, so at odds with the cruel captain I knew, and I wondered if I’d ever known him at all. Either of them. He was bathed in the most beautiful glow, and I knew it was death, coming to beckon me home. Tears pricked my eyes. The light behind him grew and grew, and I was dying, I was dying, I was…

      The light exploded, rocking the earth, and something warm settled over me. I waited for the light to sputter and extinguish, but when my ears kept ringing, I knew I was alive. And above me, on top of me, shielding me…

      “No,” I said, somehow managing to roll Oberst off me. “Oberst, no!” He was covered in soot and blood, gods, so much blood, shrapnel cutting into his back, his leg, his chest, and he was dying, he was dying, he was…

      “Help!” I screamed. “Someone help!”

      And he said nothing. He just stared at me, refusing to look away. “Better this way,” he managed to spit out, and the blood, the fucking blood…

      “You’re going to be okay,” I said over him. I dipped my finger in the blood at my lip and began tracing healing runes across his arms. “You’re going to be fine.” Tears streaked down my face to land on his sooty chest.

      He reached a hand for me as I bent over him, his palm cupping my face, and I leaned into it. “Don’t cry for me, little sparrow,” he said against my cheek. “They killed me long ago.”

      Footsteps pounded toward me. “Bryn,” Ash said. Then he saw the body that lay next to me, and all the blood drained from his face. A look passed over him that I’d never seen: Shock. Despair. He fell to his knees. “What happened?”

      “I…” I lifted my gaze to Ash, hoping to find Wren beside him. But my sister wasn’t there, and on the ground, pale and still, was Ash’s brother. The brother he’d searched for all his life, who’d saved me at the cost of his own flesh, and I…I…

      “Explosion” was the most I could manage. My head pounded; my ears rang, but some of the fog bled from me as I stared at Oberst’s ashen face. Adrenaline barreled through me. My head snapped around. “Fix him,” I demanded. “Fix him now, Ash!”

      Ash knelt beside him, face pale and smeared with blood as he took Oberst’s pulse, sealing the wounds at his thigh, his chest. How had I never noticed the resemblance? “He’s lost too much blood,” he said in a small voice.

      “Just do it.” I leaned down and kissed Oberst’s brow, then took his rifle. I grabbed the door. Shots rang, the bullets cutting through the brown-clad soldiers who ran from us, and we stayed like that until Ash stood, hoisting Oberst over his shoulder as if he were no more than a sack of grain. “We have to find Wren. And we have to go. Now.”

    
  
    
      
        Fifty

      
      We ran like hell, Oberst thrown over Ash’s shoulder, my legs weak, head spinning, adrenaline the only thing keeping me upright. I split my mind, screaming into the void that linked me with Wren. Find us, find us, find us… I shoved my thoughts down whatever thought ribbon bound us, only to round the corner and run smack into Poe.

      “Wren! Where is she?” I screamed as we ran.

      “We got separated when the diversion detonated.” An arc of fire streaked across the sky, and Poe cursed. “Arcania’s army is here.” Poe’s eyes went unfocused. “They’re angry. Furiously, unforgivably angry. They’ll kill everyone. We need to leave, now.” He looked at Oberst. “What the fuck—”

      “No time,” I said.

      As if to prove his point, fire snaked across the night, a hundred burning arrows that needed no bows, no archers.

      “Now, Bryn,” Poe said.

      “Not without my sister.”

      Poe cursed, his eyes going unfocused again. “There’s a large group of children toward the cloister hall. They must be evacuating. They’re heading toward the far gate.”

      I nodded. “Hurry.”

      We darted through the quadrant. The clouds shifted, and I looked up to the ridge. There stood a horde of figures, backlit by the moon. Another burst of light, and a thousand flaming arrows erupted, just as the phalanx exploded from the forest, soldiers clad in uniforms so dark, they looked like bits of shadow sweeping across the quadrant. Magic exploded around me, prickling across my skin, and red-clad soldiers crumpled, falling like drops of blood. Children screamed. Adults bellowed. The Dursti deployed their countermeasures, but it was like a trickle fighting a forest fire. It took the edge off the Arcanists’ magic, but nothing more. And as we ran for our lives, I couldn’t help but think about what a tiny speck of nothing I was, and that it was only the fragile moral compass of a few corrupt men that held such might in check. Was that what Mennick had thought when he enslaved an entire nation for the “greater good”?

      The Arcanists broke into smaller groups, pooling their magic into coordinated attacks. Magic burned, fire flared, light burst. The Dursti cannons rang. Anti-magic was deployed, the magic detonating against it and falling away in plumes of dust and ash. The Arcanists threw up arms together, sending bolts of light that fused into a giant web. The web coalesced and then shot for the cannons. They exploded, throwing up a cloud of shrapnel.

      I hadn’t realized I’d slowed to watch until Ash grabbed my arm. “Move!” he said, and then I was running again, stumbling forward as the Arcanists raised their hands for another coordinated attack. Poe turned, clasped both hands together, and then threw them wide. I didn’t know what he’d done, but it sent a bang across the courtyard, a sizzle beneath my skin.

      The buildings had gone dark, while the sirens rang loud. Wren, I screamed within my mind. Where are you, Wren? But I was too panicked to feel any of the connection that had led me to my sister before. We ran down the cloisters, beneath the stone arches, until I spotted a slight form ahead, white-blond hair cascading down her shoulders.

      “Go,” said Ash, turning to face the advancing army. “Get her, and we’ll hold them off. Hurry!”

      “Wren!” I screamed, and she ran for me, colliding into me, and I pulled her into a fierce hug. “I thought we’d have more time,” I said, tears streaking down my filthy face. “I thought I’d be going with you.” Then I handed her the door. “There’s one pass left, Wren. It will take you wherever you like. Go. Go far, far away, and don’t come back.”

      Tears welled in her dark eyes. “But what about you?”

      I gave her a forced smile. “I’ll find you, as soon as I can.”

      She looked at me, at the blood leaking from my nose, my mouth. “No, you won’t.”

      “I will,” I lied.

      “And what about the others?” Wren asked, looking at the children who raced by us. “What will happen to them?”

      I shook my head. More explosions erupted. The earth cracked. “I can’t save them. The door has enough magic for you only.” I was swaying on my feet. Just a little longer, I told myself. Then I would rest, sleep forever. And I was tired, so very tired…

      “But the people here are my friends, Bryn, and—”

      “You have to go, Wren. We’re running out of time!”

      “No,” she said with startling firmness.

      “Please,” I begged, my voice cracking.

      “I can’t leave them behind with these monsters. To be made into monsters.”

      “You’re my sister!” I blurted. “You can leave right now and run away. You can be free!”

      “I can never be free!” she yelled, throwing out her arms. “Don’t you see what they’ve done to us? We will never be free until it ends! All of it. I can’t live with myself if it doesn’t.” She looked at me. “And I don’t think you can either.”

      My eyes welled. My lip trembled, because I knew she was right.

      “I wanted to free you,” I said, tears spilling over. “I wanted to save you.”

      “You have, Sister.” She wrapped me in a hug so tight, it hurt, and something broke within me. “I love you, Bryn.” And I was sobbing, because I saw the determination in her face, and I knew there was no stopping her. My brave little sister. Always my better.

      “I will find you,” I said through the tears. “I will always find you. And we’ll end this. Together.”

      “Together,” she said. She squeezed me one final time as another explosion rocked the earth.

      I drank her in, every inch of her, the halo of her unruly hair and the bit of childhood still clinging to her face. I forced my hands to relax, my arms to release their grip. I took a deep breath, and with a courage I did not feel, I forced the word to my lips.

      “Go,” I whispered. Time suspended for a moment. Then Wren turned and ran, ran like hell after the other Lastborn children, and I wondered if there was any love greater than what it took for me to release her from the circle of my arms, to finally let her go.

      Poe grabbed my arm. “The Arcanists have cracked open the earth,” he said. “The entire fortress is collapsing into it!”

      I ran, feeling my tenuous connection with Wren stretch as she raced for the other children, my heart sinking with every step she put between us. The ground shuddered; the earth shook. We sprinted, jumping over hedges, scattered debris and fallen rock, down a steep rocky hill to the forest beyond.

      It was the brightness that caught my eye first, a sharp circle of light that began to glow. My eyes adjusted, and I beheld the many figures within the circle, children and adults clinging together in a tight group. There were cries, reassurances, then hands rising, and the circle laid against the earth grew.

      “No!” I screamed. “No!”

      The hum told me what it was. The buzz, the vibration that sang against my bones, that whispered across my skin. A massive rune circlet. And in the front, a white shock of hair.

      The sirens sounded, the children huddled, and the last foot fell within the circle. A tall woman whipped out a lance, pricking her finger.

      “Wren!” I screamed.

      A sharp crack echoed through the night as blinding light erupted from the circle. A clean noise sounded, like a knife being brought down sharply, and from it came a burst of power, the magic’s fallout knocking me down. I fell, spots flashing in my vision.

      When my sight returned, the circle was dull, and she was gone.

      I got to my feet, and I ran, Poe and Ash beside me, Oberst a deadweight upon his back. I ran away from the Wastes, from the acrid burning in the air, the magicked arrows whizzing past my ears, from the splintered earth that was crumbling away beneath us. Years of hard-fought survival instincts blazed through me as we reached the mouth of the smugglers’ tunnel. Poe sliced his arm, tracing runes against the tunnel, while Ash stared at me, Oberst’s face pale, his body limp.

      “Bryn, I need to tell you something,” Ash whispered. But Poe’s runes had opened the tunnel, and he’d already pushed me within.

      “Burn through the wards, Ash,” Poe said. “Destroy Arcania’s wards at the other end, or we can’t get through!” There was a grunt, a sizzle, a light thrown in the darkness, an endless, terrifying pause; then a silent rumble washed over the tunnel, the reverberation of wards releasing at the tunnel’s far end. Poe pulled me deeper in, and—

      Boom. The cave shook. A large crack fissured down its center, splitting the earth like hell coming to drag us into its foul depths. “NO!” Ash’s tortured cry erupted from behind me.

      I turned, but Poe was pushing me forward like a violent tempest. We sprinted through, every breath heaving and burning, Poe behind me, Ash trailing us, just as we came out the other end. I heard Ash hit the ground behind us just as Poe screamed, “Get down!”

      Poe threw his body over mine. He snapped his fingers; the tunnel caught fire. The world behind me ignited, and I knew no more.

    
  
    
      
        Fifty-One

      
      When I awoke in Arcania, Ash whispered three words to me. Three small words, uttered where only I could hear them.

      I lay on the mossy ground for a long moment. The world was soft, dreamlike, the air above me a hazy cloud, swirling with white bits of fluff. My body was light, my head fuzzy, as if I were floating down a warm, gentle stream, my limbs suspended, weightless. I could have floated away, held aloft by the water’s cool embrace, until I was accosted by something that did not belong—a sharp, acrid scent. It tickled my nose, burned the back of my throat. Burning. Sulphrik. A sharp crack, the ground breaking apart, Ash’s tortured scream.

      I shot upright, my eyes searching for Ash as if he were the oxygen to my fire. I found him seated against the cave’s verdant wall, long legs bent before him, a rifle laid across his knees. He watched me, his mouth a tight line.

      “You’re awake,” Ash whispered to himself, dropping his head in his hands in relief. “Thank the gods, it worked.” Beside him, Poe was winding a long strip of gauze around his forearm, face pale.

      A flimsy, pink-tinged tube lay on the ground between us, the primitive sort used to start an intravenous line in the field. And I remembered a mortal wound, and the man who’d been dealt it—Oberst.

      My eyes raked across the space, finding only trampled grass and overgrown forest. “Where is he?” I asked. “Where’s Oberst?”

      But Ash’s head was still in his hands. Poe remained crouched, wrapping his bloodied arm. No one spoke.

      My stomach hollowed. I jumped to my feet, my head clear as a bell, and began storming about, searching for Oberst’s sedated form, wondering what he looked like in sleep and how pissed he’d be when he awoke. But there was nothing. “Ash,” I demanded again, “where is he?”

      Ash’s lip trembled, just once. His throat bobbed. His eyes didn’t meet mine. “Ash,” I repeated, “where—”

      “The ground split open just before the cave entrance,” he whispered, his voice flat, dead. “Poe had already hurled you through. Oberst…he was across my shoulders. Then I lost my footing, and…” He swallowed. “If Poe hadn’t grabbed me, I would have gone over with him.”

      “No,” I whispered, my vision blurring, softening.

      He looked at his hands, the same that held the rifle—Oberst’s rifle, I realized—as if trying to understand how they had failed him. “I lost my grip. I let him go. He fell into the space where the earth split, and I…I couldn’t reach him. Then Poe lit the fire and…” He finally looked at me. “I lost him.”

      “No.” I swallowed back my tears. “No, you didn’t. We can go back. We’re going back. Now,” I demanded, looking at Ash, at Poe. “We’re going to find him. Save him.”

      Ash’s mouth was a tight line. “The sulphrik is still burning, Bryn.”

      I rounded on Poe. “Then stop it, Poe! Put the fire out!”

      Poe slumped on the ground, his face waxy. “I can’t.”

      I crouched, getting in his face. “You can. You’re the strongest Arcanist who’s ever lived. Put out the sulphrik, and I’ll go back for Oberst.”

      It was then that I noticed the large section of Poe’s chest covered in a hunk of gauze, blood oozing through it. I realized that, although there was no part of me that wasn’t covered in a bruise or cut or welt, I was alive. And the strange euphoria, the buzzy feeling snapping like static in my veins…

      “You gave me your blood,” I said, looking at Poe.

      He nodded once. “I couldn’t heal you. You’d lost too much blood, and you needed a direct source while your marrow replenished. I had to make a choice, Bryn,” he said carefully, looking at Ash. “We both did.”

      “That’s why the fire’s still burning,” I said, looking at Poe, turning to Ash. “You saved me, and it weakened you so much that you can’t stop the fire. And the cost was…was…”

      Neither of them responded.

      “We have to go back,” I said, wild-eyed, frantic. “Right now, Ash. I can’t leave him behind. I won’t.” I ran to the cave door, clawing at it, my eyes darting to both of them. “Open it. Open it right fucking now!”

      “We can’t, Bryn,” Poe repeated. “I’m too weak. Even if I wanted to, a sulphrik fire is not like a normal fire. It will burn for hours. If you open that door, the fire will come tumbling out like an angry star. You’ll die and take us with you.”

      “You can stop it, you can—”

      “Bryn, it’s too late,” Ash said gently.

      “It’s not. We can save him, we can—”

      “Bryn.” I didn’t know when he’d risen, when he’d come to grip my shoulders and stooped to look me in the eyes. “It is too late. It was too late before we made it to the cave.”

      I rocked back on my heels, throwing him off. “No. No, you’re wrong. He was alive, he was breathing…”

      “He barely had a pulse. Even if we’d gotten him here, it would have been difficult, but it’s been hours. The Arcanists are there, and the wolves…” Ash swallowed.

      Poe’s eyes were fixed on the ground before him. “I had to make a choice,” he repeated softly to no one in particular.

      I closed my eyes. The tears came, hot and swift and hard.

      Ash wrapped an arm around me, drawing me to his chest. “It’s what he would have wanted,” Ash said. “To save you. It’s the choice he would have made.”

      My chin trembled, cotton wool in my mouth as I fought to say the words. “You can’t know that. You didn’t know him.”

      “I didn’t,” Ash said, “but I knew him well enough to know that.”

      I opened my mouth to disagree, to say that Oberst would have chosen to survive, but the words were false on my tongue. Ash was right. It was exactly what Oberst would have done.

      Ash held me as my body shook. I don’t know how long we stood there while I cried until my ribs ached and my tears ran dry.

      “I loved him,” I choked out somewhere in the middle of it all, the words lost to Ash’s shoulder.

      Ash held me tighter as he whispered, “So did I.”

      I looked into Ash’s face, knowing it was a mirror of my own. The despair. The pain. He looked so small, so desolate. And I knew, in that moment, I would burn the world around me to make sure he never looked like that again. Two brothers, and I loved them both.

      I had loved them both.

      I looked myself over, covered in blood and soot and filth. I was weak. I was weary. Three small words. I locked eyes with Ash, and I could see in his face that he knew what I was about to do. What only I could do.

      I pulled away. “You’ll go back for him, for his…” I couldn’t bring myself to say the rest.

      He nodded. “Yes,” he whispered.

      I closed my eyes, swallowing all the things I couldn’t bring myself to say, and forcing myself to utter the rest. “I can’t stay. If I’m going to make it appear real…” I needed to leave before I lost my nerve.

      Ash’s throat bobbed. “It’s too dangerous, Bryn. I shouldn’t have told you. If I’d known—”

      “No,” I interrupted. “No more half-truths. No more secrets. I’ve had enough lies for a lifetime.”

      “But being alone there…”

      “I’m not alone,” I interrupted. And for the first time in my life, I realized that was true. “I have Asa. I have Wren. I have Poe, and I have you.” I looked over his face, his handsome features, committing every fleck of gold in his eyes to memory, then reached for his blood-crusted hand.

      “Don’t,” Ash whispered, voice strained. “Don’t do that. Don’t say goodbye.”

      Every part of my heart ached, but I tried to give him a half grin to lighten the mood. Tried, and failed. My eyes went watery. “Well, what should I say?”

      Ash considered me for a moment, his dark eyes blazing. “Say bon vet.” Bon vet—the flip side of bon mort. It meant “live a good life.”

      I drew Ash to me in a fierce embrace, wrapping my arms around him, knowing that when I saw him again, if I saw him again…it would be different. I would be different. But for this moment, I let myself dream. I let myself believe that he was mine.

      “I’ll find you,” Ash said against my hair as we held each other. “I swear it, Bryn. I’ll come back for you.” And he pressed his lips to mine.

      I kissed Ash with everything inside me—every shattered, broken bit, each jagged part of me that had splintered and no longer fit together, and the pieces that had died along the way. I rearranged all the fragments into someone greater than a girl forced to survive—into a woman who had lived, and I sent every cell of that woman into our kiss. I absorbed each bittersweet detail—the dawn lighting the sky, the birds singing morning hymns, the heat of our mouths colliding, until we broke the kiss at last. He pressed his forehead to mine.

      I kissed his brow a final time as I pulled away. “I slipped the rune circlet into Wren’s pocket before she left. I don’t know whether it still works, or if she’ll find a way to use it, but if she does…”

      “I’ll find her,” Ash said. “And whatever you do, Bryn…keep your secrets.”

      I nodded, wiped my eyes, looking at the rifle he held. “He would like that you have it,” I said.

      Then I cracked open the rune door in my hand, giving him a long final look. “Bon vet, Ash.”

      His voice was thick when he spoke. “Bon vet, Bryn.”

      Magic tingled across my skin, magic I knew like a well-worn shadow. Poe watched me with a vibrating intensity. I stared back at him, not having the guts to say goodbye, to say thank-you, to tell him how right he’d been and what a godsdamned hero he was. Instead, I said, “Don’t come back, Poe. Whatever you do, don’t come back to the Citadel.”

      His green eyes held mine, something tight written across them.

      “Be careful, princess.” We stared at each other for a long moment, neither of us speaking, but somehow, it was enough.

      I couldn’t bring myself to look back at Ash. The last thing I saw was Poe’s face, resigned, pained, hopeful, as I stepped through the door, time and space bending around me, and disappeared.

    
  
    
      
        Fifty-Two

        Kir

      
      It was a dull day for Kir Blythe. He was stuck on guard rotation at the Three Pools, a cluster of lakes situated in the most forgettable corner of the Citadel. At the best of times, the post reduced a soldier to a glorified lifeguard, but on a cold autumn day, there was no one there, not even a few ducks hoping for a frigid swim. A soldier’s glory, it seemed, was not to be his.

      Despite surviving the Long Night, no red cloak lay across Kir’s back; no illustrious post had been bestowed upon him. A vicious Arcanist plot had unfolded in the west, thwarted by civilians who managed to drive them back across the river. The Arcanists had pummeled the area with magic; more children had quickened, and the uptick in new magicians had caused fear and unrest to take root across the country. As a result, Crimson Day had been delayed indefinitely. But with the northern camp destroyed and the unrest in the west, he expected he’d be deployed to the front lines as soon as procedure allowed. After two tension-filled decades, the ceasefire had finally broken.

      His attention was drawn by the sound of rustling, of leaves crushed underfoot, boots dragging across stones. Not the sharp crunch of footsteps, but the long sound of dragging. Step, drag, pause. Like someone hauling something heavy behind themselves. Step, drag, pause. He frowned. He released the safety on his rifle, pointing it in the direction of the sound, just as a figure came into view.

      He raised his rifle. “Halt!” he yelled at the stranger.

      A head came into view; adrenaline coursed in his veins like wildfire. His finger tightened against the trigger, aimed with Firstborn precision at the wild-eyed stranger standing there.

      The person stood, arms raised overhead. Matted hair, torn, soiled clothes, and a maimed leg they dragged behind them. But the shoes…it was the shoes that had his finger pausing on the trigger. He recognized those shoes; in fact, he was wearing a similar pair now. They were standard-issue boots. Kir looked past the torn clothing, the wild, dirt-smeared face, to the person beneath the filth. His eyes popped wide. His mouth went slack.

      “It can’t be,” he whispered. Was it possible for a person to die of shock? His heart beat a furious clip within his chest. For all his considerable training, he dropped the rifle, then ran.

      “Shit,” he cried, as he raced toward the person standing there. “Holy fucking shit.”

      He forgot himself, forgot his duties while he sprinted toward the wobbly figure there, closing the distance between them in a few steps, then threw his arms around her. She whimpered as he crushed her in a rib-busting hug.

      Bryn Ruelle.

      “You died,” he said, tears squeezing from his eyes as he wrapped his arms around her, alarmed at how much thinner she’d grown.

      “Part of me did,” she said. He took her in, the cuts and bruises and crusted blood all over her. She sagged, as if she could finally let go now that Kir had her. And just like that, she collapsed, eyes rolling back in her head.

      Kir caught her, breaking her fall. He screamed. “Medic!” he called, as Bryn shivered fiercely. “Medic! Now!”

      She lay on her back, looking up at Kir with a soft expression.

      “They’re coming,” he said. “You’re going to be okay. You’re going to be fine.” Kir brushed her hair back, and she gave him a weak smile.

      “Asa,” she whispered. “Is Asa alright?”

      Kir blinked at her. “Yes. He’s fine. We’re all fine. But you, Bryn. What the hell happened to you?”

      “Everything,” she said gently, tears streaming down her cheeks as she held back a sob. “Everything happened.”

      Bryn

      I wanted to cry as I stared at Kir, at how different he looked. How different the Citadel looked, with its neat lines and clean sidewalks and starched uniforms, every inch of it hiding a tidy lie.

      And I felt nothing at all, nothing but resolve as I shook, staring blankly at the sky as the medics strapped me to the stretcher with tremendous care. The prodigal daughter, stolen away from the Citadel by the Reaper, subjected to horrors she could not yet face, had returned home at last. I let silent tears leak from my eyes, fall down my cheeks, as Kir held my hand while they carried me into the sick bay, only partly feigning the shock and pain and relief settling into every inch of me. I put on my mask, the one I’d been forced to wear since I was a baby. I pulled the straps tight. I let it grow into me like a second skin.

      I was Bryn Ruelle. I was a soldier. I was a sister. And I was a traitor.

      The medics carried me, the wolf in soldier’s clothes, to the healers, carried me through the Citadel’s gates, to the few friends there, and the innumerable enemies, while over and over, the three words Ash had whispered to me replayed on a blind loop. Three words with the power of a thunderclap and the force of a gale wind, words that had razed my heart with the cruelty of an inferno. Three words that I would use to stop a war before it began.

      Mennick’s your father.
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