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The Throne Room
Epi | ogue

It can’t be them

| gasped, wiped ny face free of the blinding blood, and spun.

The entire ship was being overtaken. One of the attacking ships had come up

al ongside, had tethered itself to The Muiden, nmen pouring over the side.

But not ordinary nen.

Sonme stunmbled into Erik fromthe side, grabbed his armto steady hinself. Erik
jerked back, startled, raised his sword, then halted.

“In the Mstress’ nanme,” Mathew swore, voice thick with horror, “who are

t hey?”

And deep inside, | heard one of the voices—ene of the Seven, | thought, pehaps
Cerrin—gasp, Gods, not them

Erik drew in a deep breath, tried to steady the dread and adrenaline that
coursed through him He shook his head. “lI don’t know.”

“They’' re sea-denons,” one of the crew gasped behind them blood running down
his face froma cut in his scalp. Hs eyes were wide with terror. “Sea-denons,
fromthe tales!”
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Chapter 1

| CROUCHED DOMN BEHI ND a pile of broken stone to catch nmy breath and gazed
down the darkened narrow in the warren of buildings of the Dredge. In the
nmoonl i ght, the alley was mainly shadow, with edges of dull light. Water
gleaned in a thin streamin the alley’'s center. No doorways, no w ndows here.
At | east none that | could see.

A sound cane frombehind, a rattle of stone against stone.

| spun, breath catching, heard ny heart thudding in my ears, poised on the
verge of bolting. My feet skidded in the wet dirt on the cobbl es—

But there was nothing behind me. The alley was as dark as it was ahead. There
were many places to hide, but nowhere to escape to. He could be waiting for
me, hidden in any of the shadows, ready to pounce if | turned back

A sob tightened ny chest and |I fought it back, closed ny eyes against the
sensation. | breathed in slowy, tried to cal mnyself.

Use the river.

The thought slid across the darkness behind ny eyes and | frowned. But then
there was the unm stakable tread of a foot, noving cautiously, and far, far
too cl ose.

My eyes flew open, ny heart shuddered, and | lurched out fromthe shelter of
t he broken stone into the alley, noving alnost blindly, eyes catching glinpses
of heaped stone, piles of shattered crates, and rotting refuse. My bare feet
pounded agai nst the slick cobbles, splashed in the trickling stream | heard a
curse, and a hail of loose dirt and stone as soneone pushed away from a
crumbling wall, then heavy footfalls. A cold sliver of fear |anced down ny
side, sharp with pain. | slapped a hand against it, tried to force it away,
and then the alley turned.

| swerved too late, felt my feet skid in the muck, slip, begin to pull out
fromunder ne, and then | slamed into the mud-brick wall in the corner. M
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breat h whooshed fromny lungs, but | didn't pause. | used the wall to catch ny
bal ance, shoved away fromit before I'd truly gai ned purchase, and stunbl ed
down the left turn.

A door. | needed a door, a wi ndow, an escape.

Behind, the footfalls burst into a run. Soneone shouted, cursed as he stunbl ed
into a stack of garbage, tripped, and fell

| darted along the new alley. Still nothing. No door, no wi ndow. | sobbed,
breath hitching in nmy throat. The dagger of pain in ny side dug deeper. | was
no | onger running smoothly, the pain too harsh, making me stunble. |1’'d been

runni ng too | ong.

A cloud noved across the nmoon. The alley plunged itself into total darkness. |
stunbled to a halt, |eaned heavily against one wall, one hand still clutching
nmy side. My breath cane in ragged gasps. Too loud, too filled with desol ati on
My eyes widened as | tried to catch even the faintest |light, but there was
nothing. Only the reek of shit and stone, rot and death.

The footsteps behind stopped.

| drew a deep breath, held it to listen

Breathing. He was still there. But he'd learned caution. 1'd hurt himwhen I’'d
first escaped, bitten into the fleshy part of his hand hard enough to break
the skin, then shook it like a dog with a rat carcass while he screaned.

could still taste the blood in ny nouth and sniled with grimsatisfaction

He'd let his guard down, but that woul dn’t happen again.

Use the river!

| tried to slip into that other world, tried to force everything to blur and
gray, tried to suppress all sound into a dull w nd—sonething |'d been able to
do without thought since | was six; something |I'd relied on to survive on ny
own since then—but nothi ng happened.

The river was gone.

Choki ng down a sob, smle fading, | turned to the wall | could no | onger see,
pressed ny shoul der against it a nmonent, then, with effort, forced ny weight
away and began edging down its length. Wth ny shoul der scraping the stone for
support, | ran with one hand ahead of ne, felt for a corner, an edge, an
opening. |'d only get one chance at escape.

Behi nd, the man heard ny novenents and edged forward. But he came too fast in
the total darkness. His foot splashed in the stream and then he stunbl ed over

| oose stone. | heard a bark of pain, followed by a bitten-off curse. But he
got back up. | heard clothing rustling against stone, nore cautious this tinme.
My fingers slid off the stone wall in front of me into open space. | halted

explored with my hand.

Anot her corner. The alley turned again.

| edged around the side. The sounds of pursuit quieted, but | pushed on. He
wasn't going to give up, even in the dark. I'd hurt himtoo much for that,
dared to defy himin front of all the others, dared to run

A sense of usel essness, of total despair, washed over ne. | tasted it, like
grit in the back of ny throat, and forced it back with a hard swallow. For a
nmonent, | | eaned nore wei ght against the wall, heard ny tattered cl ot hes
scrapi ng harshly against the rmudbrick. But | kept mnmoving. Wiy couldn’t he just
| eave me al one? Why couldn’t he just let me go? He had other workers. He
didn’t need ne.

But | knew. It was because |I'd bitten him | could still hear his how of
shock and rage.
“I won’t go back,” | munbled, too softly for anyone to hear, voice choked with

tears and anger.

My fingers found another opening: a window, its edges ragged and broken with
decayed st one.

Wth a surge of hope, | stepped back fromthe wall, placed both hands on the
crunmbling | edge, and pushed ny small form upward. Stone ground into ny stonach
and the sharp pain in ny side |lanced down into ny leg. | began to flail
tilting forward. | couldn’'t see where the window led, but it didn't matter
Anywhere was better than here



| began to fall forward into the darkness, gasping with effort and triunph.
A hand | atched onto ny ankl e.

“No!” | screamed, hope flailing desperately in ny chest. “I won’t go back!
won’t!”
“You bl oody well will,” the man grunted.

Anot her hand grabbed the waist of nmy breeches, gripped the cloth tight, and as
the man heaved, | felt myself lifted up off the window s | edge by the pants
and ankl e and thrown backward, out into the alley.

| hit the opposite wall hard. As | collapsed to the ground, no |longer able to
breat he, the noon reappeared from behind the clouds, startlingly bright. |
tried to catch nmyself with nmy hands, but | had no strength left. My arms
crunpl ed and the side of ny face struck the nud-slicked cobbles. Pain jolted
through ny jaw, and | tasted fresh blood. My own bl ood. | npaned.

The man didn't give ne tine to recuperate. My arnms still usel ess, ny hands
graspi ng feebly at nothing, the man kicked nme hard in the stomach, the force
of the blow throwing me onto nmy back. | coughed as blood trickled down into ny
throat, tried to curl into a protective ball, but a hand | atched onto the
front of ny shirt and haul ed me upright. The man | ooned over me, then jerked
me in close, ny feet no | onger touching the ground.

“Thought you could run, eh?” Putrid breath blew across ny face. “No one runs
from Corum’

My head roll ed sideways, no | onger under ny own control. | had no nore
strength left. And for the first time | saw ny attacker

H s face was screwed up into a snarl of hatred, eyes sharp and black in the
nmoonl i ght, teeth yell owed and crooked. Brown hair lay in tangles on fatty,

bul ging skin, a few locks twisted and tied together with thin, colored string.
“No one,” he said again when he saw he’'d caught ny attention

| spat into his face.

He hesitated a single nonent, trenbling in shock. Then he grow ed and threw ne
agai n.

| hit the rmudbrick wall, bounced off it into something wooden resting in

anot her corner, where the alley turned yet again. | caught nyself on its edge,
one hand hol ding, the other slipping off and splashing into collected water.

A rain barrel. O what was |eft of one.

| steadied nyself, pulled nyself upright so that | was kneeling over the
wat er .

And then | froze.

Conf usi on stabbed deep into ny gut as | stared down into the reflection on the
rippled surface of the water.

It wasn’t me. It was a boy, not yet ten. Round face with snmooth skin encrusted
with the Dredge, with dirt and blood and tears. Light brown eyes w de and
desperate. Hair short and crawling with |ice.

Then the reflection of the moon in the water was eclipsed by Corunmis shadow

| jerked back, but Corumwas too quick. Hs hand fell onto the back of ny
head, fingers curling tight in nmy hair. | screamed as Corum nearly three

ti mes ny height and wei ght, dropped to one knee beside me and in a rough voice
spat, “No one!”

He pl aced his other hand over the one wrapped in ny hair, then thrust ny head
downward. Stagnant water closed up and over ny ears, drowning out ny screans,
drowni ng out Corum s harsh breathing as he held me down with his full weight.

| struggl ed, pushed back fromthe barrel, kicked ny |legs, withed and squirned
and fought. Water splashed out of the barrel, soaked into ny clothing. But
there was no purchase, no strength left in me, and then water filled my nmouth
and | drew it in, pulled its coldness down into my lungs and | felt it filling
me, seeping into every part of ny body. And as it touched ny arms, | felt ny
struggling relax, felt my arnms go nunb and sl ack. Strength ebbed fromny | egs.
And then | felt nyself sinking, down and down into the depths of the barrel
down and down forever.

As | sank, | suddenly realized why I couldn’t use the river.

Because this wasn’t me dying. It was soneone el se. Someone who lived in the



sl ums beyond t he Dredge.

And then | woke.

I lurched out of the dreamw th a sharp cry, choking on the slick cool ness of
rai nwat er even though my nmouth was dry. Sick, | crawled to the edge of the

i mense bed, arns tangled in sweaty sheets, and coughed into the darkness of
the room Harsh, racking coughs, as if | were trying to purge ny |ungs of
nonexi stent water.

When the coughing faded, | fell back onto the bed, nmy entire body trenbling
wi th weakness. | swallowed, throat raw, then felt the strangeness of the room
around ne and sat up slowy.

The M stress’ chanbers.

Because | was the new M stress

| shuddered, drew nmy knees up to nmy chest and hugged them cl ose, the

unfam liar cloth of the shift I wore rustling in the darkness.

As the last of the dream faded, reality returned. Except that the dreamfelt

nore real. | knew the Dredge, knew the warren of alleys and niches filled with
filth and refuse. Fromthe age of six until 1'd fled to the upper city at
fifteen, 1'd spent ny life living in its decaying buildings, surviving off of
the streets any way | could, stealing ny food, rooting through the garbage for
t hat di scarded chunk of noldy cheese, that weevil-ridden crust of bread. |I was
a thief, gutterscum spat upon and ki cked out of the way. The only reason |'d
survived as long as | had was because of the Seeker assassin, Erick . . . and
because of the river.

For a nonent, | let the darkened room around me shift, let nyself sink into

the special sight that | called the river. The bl ackness shifted to a lighter
gray, took on edges and fornms as | picked up the faint noonlight seeping
around the drawn curtains leading to the balcony. It was |like sliding beneath
the surface of water, and as | pushed nyself deeper, the details of the room
clarified. Still gray, but now they were visible when before there hadn’t been
enough |ight.

But it was nore than that now, different than what it had been even on the

Dr edge. Because now | had the power of the Skewed Throne augnenting the river.
| could feel the throne pul sing around ne, heightening nmy awareness, taking it
beyond what | was used to. The new power felt raw, al nost unw eldy, barely
under control.

| shifted ny focus, turned back to the bedroom

It was large, the largest rooml’d ever slept in, even after |'d escaped the
Dredge and taken up residence in the merchant Borund' s manse as his bodyguard.
The bed stood against one wall, four posts rising fromits corners, the canopy
tied high above bowi ng down toward ne. Tables stood at various points about
the room mixed in with potted trees and plants, a settee, chairs. Large
war dr obes stood off to nmy left, and chests with |linens and cl ot hes, none of
the contents nmine. One of the tables held a large pitcher filled with water
set in a basin so that | could wash ny face in the norning; another held the
dagger 1'd taken froman ex-guardsnan after he’'d tried to rape ne and |1’'d

killed him 1'd only been el even then
Across the room opposite the bed, were a set of double doors leading to the
ant echanber and the rest of the palace. In the grayness of the river, | could

sense the two guardsnen who waited on the other side of the doors, in the
ant echanber itself. They were arguing, their voices too low for nme to catch
But their enotions coursed through the river like a current. Fear and
uncertainty; nostly uncertainty. They must have heard me thrashing around in
nmy sleep, couldn’t decide whether to enter the room

Before |1’'d taken control of the throne, | wouldn't have been able to sense
their emotions in such detail. | wouldn't have been able to sense themat all,
since they were behind a closed door. On the Dredge and then later in the
upper city as a bodyguard for Borund, | needed to be able to see nmy targets
before I could use the river against them But now, with the power of the

t hrone behind e .

The guardsmen didn’t know what to think of their new M stress, of the



sevent een-year-old girl who had somehow entered the pal ace two nights ago
dressed as a page boy, had slipped through all of the patrols, had bypassed
every guardsman, and sonehow made it to the throne room and taken control of
t he Skewed Throne.

| pushed the river away, |let the darkness of the roomreturn, the enotions of
the two guardsnen fade. |'d done nore than taken control of the throne,

t hough. Because whoever controlled the throne controlled the entire city of
Anmenkor .

| pulled my knees in tighter, tried to suppress a sudden flare of anger but
fail ed.

I"d never intended to seize the throne. I’'d been sent by the administrator
Avrell, the First of the Mstress, and Borund after |1'd escaped the Dredge.
Sent to kill the previous Mstress so that soneone el se could take her place.

They’' d clained it was the only way to get the insane Mstress off the throne,
that they'd tried everything else and failed; that if it wasn't done soon, the
city woul d never survive the winter. In her insanity, the previous M stress
had bl ockaded the harbor and cut off trade when food was desperately needed,
had all owed a quarter of the city and a significant portion of the stored food
to burn, had ordered the city and pal ace guardsnmen not to help in putting out
the fire. She had to be renmoved, and | was the only one who could do it.

Because |’ d been trained by the Seeker Erick to be an assassin . . . and
because of the river. I was the only one who could get close enough to kil
her .

So |'d agreed. Because |1'd believed the M stress had gone insane, and because
Erick, my mentor, convinced me that | was the only one who could succeed.

But it had been a trap. The M stress had been waiting for me, had mani pul at ed
t he guardsmen and servants of the palace so that | would nake it to the throne
room uni npeded.

Instead of killing her, I'd been forced to touch the Skewed Throne.

My anger flared higher—at Avrell, at Borund, and especially at Erick’s
betrayal —but it paled at the sudden surge of horror at the nenory of the

t hr one.

| shuddered, stifled a noan, laid nmy head down on ny knees and cl osed ny eyes,
felt the exhaustion that had pl agued nme since that night washi ng over ne.

| let nyself sink back into the river, dove deep, heading straight for the
edge of the spherical White Fire that burned continuously now at ny core. A
power separate fromthe river, the Fire had saved me nore than once on the
Dredge, flaring up to forewarn me of danger, of threats that | had not yet
seen. And now it protected me fromthe voices within the throne and their

i mense force. | would never have survived the Skewed Throne without it. The
voi ces woul d have crushed nme, smothered me beneath their weight.

I winced as | grew closer to the boundary, drew a sl ow steadying breath as |
felt the throbbing pulse of the throne’s power, and halted just outside the
seething barrier of white flane.

On the far side, a mael strom of voices roared, al nost deafening. Hundreds upon
hundreds of voices clanmoring for nmy attention, scream ng defiance and hatred,
pl eading for release, for pity, all of themtrying to take over at once. They
were the voices of all of the previous Mstresses, all who had sat upon the
throne and rul ed Anenkor since the throne was created, as well as the voices
of any who had dared to touch it since then. Hundreds of M stresses; even nore
of those who had touched the throne and not had the power to survive. | felt
the pressure of their personalities, of their enotions, against ny face |like
heat, white-hot and hissing. Anger and hatred and raw desperation—all trapped
by the throne.

And now trapped by the Fire as well. After being thrust onto the throne,
forced to face its power, |1’'d used the Wiite Fire to capture those voices. |'d
surrounded themin its protective flame and now hel d them deep inside nyself
with the power of the river.

The voices had driven the previous Mstress to the edge of madness. But she'd
managed to lure me to the throne roomby distracting the guards, had nanaged



to use the throne to overpower ne and shove ne forcibly onto its seat.

And then she’'d given nme a choice: die and let the city of Anenkor die with ne
during the comng winter, or claimthe power of the throne nyself and rel ease
her, giving the city a chance to survive.

My anger returned, hot and fluid and bitter. It hadn’t been much of a choice
at all.

| let the river go again with a hard thrust, sat up straight in the Mstress’
bed—y bed nowtegs folded so | could rest ny el bows on ny knees. |If they
wanted a new Mstress, then I’'d be Mstress. But | was tired of being
mani pul at ed, of being given choices that were not choices at all

One of the guards knocked on the door to the antechanmber, followed by a
muf f1 ed argunent, pitched high with concern

| scowl ed. When the knocking resumed, nore urgent, | slid off the bed and
noved to the door, wal king carefully through the unfamliar roomin the

dar kness.

| jerked the door open, the two guards outside stepping back sharply. They
regai ned their conposure quickly, standing stiffly at attention, but still a
little uncertain. One of themwas one of the previous M stress’ pal ace
guardsmen, the other was one of the assassin Seekers.

“What ?” | spat.

The regul ar guardsman, the one who had knocked on the door, licked his I|ips,
gl anced toward the Seeker for reassurance, then answered. “We heard a cry—=-
“I'f there’d been an assassin,” | said, “lI’d have been dead by the tinme you

deci ded to open the door.”

The guardsman stood, nmouth open, with no idea what to say.

| moved to cl ose the door, but the Seeker stepped forward.

“I's everything all right, Mstress?”

My stomach cl enched, a sudden wave of |oneliness, of desolation and
instability and doubt washi ng over ne.

Two days ago, |’'d been a bodyguard for a sonewhat powerful nerchant. Today, |
ruled the entire city—a city on the verge of winter starvation

A chill shivered through nmy skin, tingling, raising the hairs on nmy arns.

| swal l owed, net the Seeker’'s eyes. Dark eyes, with a dangerous glint that I
recogni zed. |1'd seen it in Erick’s eyes when | was fourteen and he’d found ne
in an alley off the Dredge, vomting over the corpse of the second nan |I’'d
killed. Erick, the man who had trained nme, had given ne the chance to escape
the Dredge when | was fifteen and becone a bodyguard for Borund.

This man had the sane stance as Erick, totally relaxed, fluid, with an edge of
death. But unlike Erick, this man had few scars lining his face, had | ess gray
in his dark hair, his nose nore pointed and straight because it had never been
br oken.

Unli ke the regul ar guardsman, the Seeker carried a dagger instead of a sword,
wore | eathers instead of arnor. OF the two, he was the nore dangerous, and yet
| felt nore confortable speaking to himthan to the pal ace guardsnan.
“I"'mfine,” | said, then hesitated.

| could feel nyself trenbling, alternately hot with rage and cold with terror
at the thought of what | would be expected to do as M stress.

The room behind me suddenly felt both too | arge and too confi ni ng.

| drew in a ragged breath and let it out slowmy. “No,” | said. “No, | think I
need sonme air. Take me to the roof of the pal ace.”

The Seeker nodded, then said in a carefully neutral voice, “You should

pr obably change.”

| glanced down at ny sweat-nmatted shift, runpled and winkled, then glared at
both of the guards before closing the door w thout a word.

The Seeker guarding the door to nmy chanbers Ied me to the roof of the pal ace,
halting at the opening to the stairwell with a nod. Dressed in Eryn’s white

robes, the predawn air felt chill and close, still danp with the autum rains
and with a bite of winter. As | nmoved to the low wall at the edge of the roof
overl ooki ng the port of Amenkor, | repressed a shudder at the robe’'s

unfam |iar weight and novenent. | was used to close-fitting clothes, shirts



and breeches, nothing |loose that would interfere with nmy dagger, with ny
noverents. But the previous Mstress did not have breeches, did not carry a
dagger. And soneone had renoved the page boy’s clothes I'd worn to infiltrate
t he pal ace. Her white robes, with bands of gold enbroidery around the neck and
hem were the only clothes I could find.

| glared out over the city of Amenkor in irritation, trying not to scratch
nmysel f. Things would have to change, starting with the cl ot hes.

On the harbor, ships rocked in the waves, silhouetted against the water by the
reflected noonlight. Al but those guarding the harbor’s entrance were at the
docks, where they’d been since the previous M stress had bl ockaded the harbor
A few were | oading cargo, by the light of torches lining the wharf, but I
couldn’t see which ships in the darkness, could only see vague forns noving in
the glow of the lanterns along the docks. Closer in, there was a patch of

dar kness where the warehouses had burned, the buildings nothing but charred
husks.

| felt a weight of guilt settle onto nmy shoul ders, a clench of nausea tug at
my stomach. | may not have started the fire that destroyed t he warehouse
district, but the lantern that had started it had been thrown at ne by a boy
attenpting to save hinself from ny bl ade.

| turned away fromthe black scar, toward the barely discernible streets, the
River, and the outer walls of the city.

At the same tine, | heard footsteps behind ne.

| slid beneath the river, felt the world shift to gray, the sounds of the
night muting to a soft wind, and targeted the wonan who approached.

Eryn, the previous M stress.

| tensed, back rigid, conforted by the presence of ny dagger at ny side,
tucked into a nakeshift belt. I'd seen little of the previous Mstress since
I"d released her fromthe throne and assuned power. There'd been little tinme.
I"d spent a full day seated on the throne, afraid to let ny guard down, afraid
the voices would overtake me the nonment | turned ny back. Eventually, I'd

i solated them behind the Fire, stabilized it so that it burned w thout

consci ous thought. Only then had | stepped away fromthe throne.

But the effort had drained ne. 1’'d collapsed in exhaustion al nost imedi ately,
been taken to the Mstress’ chanbers to rest. Wen |I'd woken, after only a few
hours of sleep, the palace had been in turnoil, the guardsnen seething with

anger, the servants confused. Nothing had been acconplished, all of Avrell’s
ti me spent cal mi ng everyone down.

There’ d been nothing | could do at the tine, so l'd retired early, stil
exhausted . . . and dreaned.

Eryn noved up beside nme, placed her hands on the stone parapet of the tower,
and gazed out over the city. In the noonlight, her hair was blue-bl ack, her
skin washed a pale white, as white as the sinple dress she wore. She held
herself formally, head high, chin lifted. Not arrogant, but assured. The
stance of a ruler.

| felt small beside her. And not only because | was two hands shorter and
probably | ess than half her age.

“Coul dn’t sl eep?” she asked a nonent later, after a heavy sigh

| shifted, slipped into a stance the Seeker watching us woul d have recogni zed,
and answered, “No.” It cane out harsher than |I'd intended. | suddenly wondered
where she had slept |ast night, what she had done while the palace was in
chaos.

She turned toward nme, eyes narrowed, |ips pursed. She | ooked exhausted as
wel I, dark smudges beneath her eyes, her skin tight, as if she’ d been sobbing
for hours. It had aged her. Instead of the nearly forty-year-old worman who' d
so confidently bested ne a few nights before, she appeared fifty . . . and
total ly defeated.

I found ny anger and wariness faltering, forced nyself to renenber that this
was the worman who had al nost killed ne days before.

“It’s hard,” she said, tight and controlled. “lI’ve lived so long with the

voi ces of the throne that now that they re gone . " She grimaced, shrugged



then laughed bitterly, no hunor touching her eyes. “I know |I'd be dead by now,

if you hadn’'t come to kill me. | could never have withstood the throne. It was
too powerful, and the voices . . . they were wearing me down. They woul d have
driven ne insane eventually. But still ”

| said nothing. |I'd seen the insanity in her eyes in the throne room seen how
much she’d fought to hold herself together at the end.

Eryn strai ghtened. “I think . " Her voice had changed, sone of the

bitterness seeping away. “I think, if you hadn’t cone, | would have thrown
nyself fromthis very wall.”

| stilled, startled, then shifted forward so | could see down the height of
the wall, down past the gaps of the inset w ndows, past the banners, to the
stairs at the wall’s base

The stone of the steps gleanmed white in the noonlight.

Sonething tightened in ny chest, and | pulled back fromthe edge with a sharp
gasp. For a brief nonent, the world tilted around ne, and | felt off-bal ance,
dizzy with the height. | placed my hands carefully on the stone wall to steady
nyself and felt the last of nmy wariness vanish, lost in the thudding of ny
heart.

“You used to cone here often,” | said. “Avrell said that on the night the

war ehouses burned, you came up here to watch the fire. He said that you
smiled.”

Eryn didn't answer at first. She sinply stood, staring down at the stone steps
bel ow, her eyes distant. Al npst contenpl ative.

“That wasn’t me standing here that night,” she said, her eyes haunted and

lost. “It was the throne.”
For a horrible nmoment, | thought she was on the verge of junping as she'd
pl anned earlier. | could see it in her eyes, alnost like the nadness |I’'d seen

in the throne room before, but somehow nore terrifying because she was so
calm

But then the nonment passed. Her eyes narrowed and she turned away fromthe
wal I, fromthe steps far below, and | ooked at ne.

“You dreaned,” she said. There was no doubt in her voice. The assured wonman
who' d first stood beside nme had returned.

| thought about |ying, but saw no point. She'd been the Mstress for |onger
than I'd been alive. “Yes.”

She frowned. “That’s unusual. It took at |east three nonths after | assuned
the throne before | dreanmed. Tell me, what happened in this drean®”
“l drowned,” | said curtly. “A man shoved ny head into a rain barrel and

drowned. Except it wasn't ne, it was a boy | didn’t know.”

Eryn nodded, turning back toward the city. “And do you know where this
happened?”

“The slums beyond the Dredge.”

“And did you see the man who killed you—er rather, did this boy you don’t know
see hin®”

“Yes. Hi s nane was Corum”

“Then you nmust send the Seekers after this Corum He is a mark. He deserves to
die.”

| felt a warm surge of satisfaction course through ny blood at the thought. M
hand closed into a fist about the hilt of ny dagger. Corumis face rose sharp
and clear in my mind and ny jaw clenched with hatred. “I can look for him
nmyself. | can kill him?”

Eryn turned sharply at the harshness in ny voice, her eyes going wide in
alarm “Varis,” she said, taking a tentative step forward

Beneath the river, her novenent was slow, alnost [anguid. |1’'d sunk deeper than
I"d intended, had let the world gray alnost to black, the city spread out

bel ow me—ence half lost in the darkness before dawn—ow sharp with edges and

clearly defined. And there was a tug on the currents, a pull. Nothing focused
or clear, but a scent. | doubt | would have sensed it without the added power
of the throne behind nme. | faced it, reached out for it, and found nyself

focusing across the buildings of the merchants’ quarter, across the wharf and



the harbor, across the real River that enptied into the bay, to where the
cobbl ed street called the Dredge ran into the slunms of the city. The scent
grew clearer, nore intense. As sharp and fresh as newfallen rai n—

And suddenly | knew | could find him could find Corum wherever he hid on the
Dredge, using the river, using the throne. |I could already smell his putrid
breath, could feel my dagger sliding up beneath his ribs. | could taste his
deat h.

“Varis, no!”
Eryn's voice was hollow, distant. But then she slapped me, hard, the stinging
sensation piercing through the eddies of the river like a blade. | pulled back

fromthe edge of the city with a jerk, snapped back into nyself at the edge of
t he pal ace wall hard enough | stunbled back. Eryn was al ready there, holding
me up, steadying nme. Her face was a steel nask of terrified anger, cold and
stark in the noonlight.

“Never do that again!” she spat. “Never reach out |ike that using the Sight or
the throne!”

“But | can find him” | gasped, still disoriented. | felt an urge to vomt,
but fought the sensation down, swallowed hard as | caught ny balance. “l can
scent hi m-=

“No!” she growed. “It’s too dangerous. Reaching |ike that, extending yourself
out so far. . . .” She shook her head. “You could | ose yourself, never find

your way back. Previous M stresses have been lost in such attenpts before. No.
It’s better to send the Seekers. That’'s what they’ve been trained for.” She
squeezed ny shoul der, |ocked gazes with nme, her voice brittle. “Tell me you
will not try that again. Tell ne!”

| nodded, still feeling sick. “I won't.”

“You' Il send the Seekers?”

| nodded agai n.

The terror began to fade fromEryn's eyes. “Good.” She | oosened her grip and
st epped back, eyeing nme carefully. Then she sighed. “Good. Now you shoul d get
some rest. Avrell and the others will want to talk to you tonorrow. There are
t hi ngs you nust deci de on, and decide on quickly, if Amenkor is to survive.”
“If it’s to survive what?”

Eryn hesitated, her eyes searching. But | was still shaking fromthe . . . the
Reaching into the Dredge.
Eryn’s nmouth turned in a sudden frown. “Wnter,” she said. “If we're to

survive winter, of course.”

Then she turned and wal ked steadily to the stairs, without |ooking back

| stayed on the tower to watch the dawn. To the east, over the hazy shadow of
nmount ai ns, the sky lightened. 1'd never seen what |ay beyond the city of
Amenkor, had al ways been hidden inside the streets, unable to see what was
outside of the walls and buildings. Fromthe tower of the pal ace, though, as
the sun rose, | could see how the city crowded around the encl osed bay and the
River. To the north, the Dredge ran up into the decayi ng buil dings of the
slunms, which clung to the rocky cliffs of the northern portion of the harbor
before reaching the top of a ridge and spilling over beyond view. To the
south, the land fell away steeply fromthe edge of the outer wall of the

pal ace toward a coastline dotted with wi ndswept trees. A road cut through the
| andscape in both directions—north and south—ntersecting another road heading
from Anenkor to the east, toward the nountains.

| stared at the road and the River snaking out into the foothills of the
nmount ai ns, eyes wide. The entire | andscape was covered with trees, nore trees
than 1'd ever seen, could ever have inmagined. |I followed the dense forest as
it faded into the haze at the base of the nountains, noted a cleft in the
peaks in the far distance: the pass that led to the | ands beyond.

As the sun rose higher, dawn slipping away, | turned back to the city bel ow.
Anmenkor. The real Amenkor
My Anenkor.

| leaned forward, stone gritty beneath my pal ns, and stared out over the
streets, over the water of the river and the harbor, over the two juts of |and



that reached out to enclose the bay, protecting it. Barely discernible in the
di stance, at the ends of each jut of land, | could see two towers, I|ike
sentinels at the harbor’s entrance. And before that entrance | could see the
M stress’ ships bl ocking the water-course, preventing all ships fromentering.
And | eavi ng.

I frowned. But | shrugged asi de the sudden uneasi ness and turned back to the
city. Lights had been doused and peopl e had begun to emerge into the streets.
As the cries of the dockworkers and hawkers on the wharf began to filter up to
the tower, | turned to where the Seeker waited patiently. Wth a nod, we
descended.

Erick was waiting outside the Mstress’ chanbers. He was al one, aside fromthe
pal ace guardsman |'d left outside the door earlier, and he smiled when he saw
me, the skin crinkling around his eyes.

| halted, the Seeker who acconpanied nme stepping to one side behind ne. My
eyes narrowed in anger, my hands tightening in the folds of my white robes.
hadn’t seen himsince he, Borund, and Avrell had convinced ne to kill the

M stress. Like Eryn, he appeared haggard, ol der than he was.

“Varis,” he began

“Don’t,” | said, cutting himoff, noving forward and past himto the door. “I
don't want to talk to you.”

“Varis, wait.”

| stornmed through the antechanber into the Mstress’ roons, paused when | saw
the neatly fol ded page boy’'s cl othes stacked on the chest at the bed s base,
then turned and strode to where the curtains were drawn across the gl ass
doorway that led to the balcony. | halted before them but did not pull them
back.

| heard Erick enter behind me, heard the door close.

“Varis.” Hi s voice was hard, conmandi ng. The sane voice he’'d used to train ne
to be an assassin in the sluns of Amenkor. But things had changed in the | ast
few weeks. He was no |longer ny nentor, had not been ny nentor for two years,
since I'd left the Dredge. Neither he, nor Borund, nor Avrell, could conmand
ne now.

| spun. “What?”

Erick stood just inside the door, back straight, eyes dark, jaw tight, clearly
angry. He crossed his hands over his chest, spaced his feet a shoulder’s width
apart, and said nothing. The scars that lined his face, that marked him as
danger ous even when he was relaxed, stood out in the |ight.

For a nonent, | saw himas he had appeared on the Dredge al nost four years

bef ore, when he’d found ne: cold, arrogant, and unreadable. A guardsman. A
Seeker. | was nothing then. A wi sp of a girl barely surviving off the dregs of
Amenkor. Qutterscum |'d | ooked no further than the next rotted apple or
scabbed pot at o.

But he’d changed all that. |I'd discovered he wasn’t as cold and arrogant and

di stant as he had seened.

The anger | felt began to ebb, to drain away as the sil ence between us
deepened. But it didn't vani sh conpletely.

“Did you know?”

Hi s forehead creased in confusion. “Know about what?”

“Did you know it was a trap! That they sent nme to kill the Mstress sinply to
get ne into the palace, to get ne to the throne roon®?”

He shook his head. “No.” A flat denial. No hesitation

| 1 ooked hard into his eyes, wanting to believe him and found them conpletely
open, nothing hidden. The tension in my shoul ders rel eased and | turned away.
"Good,” | said, nmy voice still sharp, even though | felt a wave of relief. |
hadn’t realized how betrayed |1'd felt, how horribly deep it had cut nme, unti
I"d seen him

Behind, | heard Erick nove a few steps farther into the room

“l don’t think Borund knew either,” he said. “He and Avrell only wanted ne to
convince you to kill the Mstress. They thought 1’'d have a better chance at it
than they woul d by thensel ves. They thought you trusted nme. Neither one of



t hem nment i oned anyt hi ng about you becom ng the M stress.”
| grunted w thout conment.

Erick was quiet for a long nonment, then added, “It took thema long tine to
convince nme that killing her was necessary. And in the end they didn't
convince nme that she was insane. You did.”

Startled, | turned to see his face. “Wat do you nmean?”

He noved forward, until he stood only a few paces away. “You knew t hat

somet hing was wong with the Mstress when she sent ne to kill Mari. You knew

Mari wasn't a mark just by looking at her. After that | began to question
every mark the Mstress sent ne after. By the tinme Avrell and Borund
approached nme, | already knew that the M stress was insane and that sonething
needed to be done. But | didn't know what. All they had to do was convi nce ne
that killing her was the only option.”

“But you don’t think Borund intended for nme to beconme the Mstress? O
Avrel | ?”

“Borund, no. | don’t know about Avrell.”

| thought back to that neeting only four days before. I'd thought then that
Avrell was hiding sonmething, that there was sonething he wasn't telling ne,
somet hing he’d kept back. | hadn’t gotten the same sense from Borund or Erick
Was it possible Avrell hadn’t known the M stress’ plans? Had he been
mani pul ated by her as well?

I shook ny head in annoyance and noved to the chest where the page boy’s
clothes rested. On top of the neatly folded linen shirt lay a key.

| reached down and picked it up. It was the key to the roomthat held the

archer’s niche 1'd used to bypass Baill’'s guards during their watch. Avrel
had given it to ne, along with the page boy’s cl othes.
“I don’t think Borund knew either,” | said, distracted. Then | sighed and set

t he key back onto the clothes, turning away.

“l don’t want to be the Mstress, Erick.”

Erick snorted. “But you are. Nothing can change that now ”

| felt a surge of rebellion. Erick nust have seen me tense

“Where woul d you go, Varis? You can't go back to the Dredge. You spent too
much tinme as Borund' s bodyguard to return to living off the slums. And could
you be a bodyguard now? After what’s happened here?”

| thought about the Dredge. But Erick was right. There was nothing for ne
there. 1'd left that |Iong ago, had abandoned it after killing Bl oodmark. But I
could becone a bodyguard again. Not with Borund, no. Not now. But stil

I ran ny hand over the page boy's clothes and felt for the voices of the
throne in the recesses of nmy mnd, still kept at bay by the Fire. If | let the
Fire relax just a little, let it danpen .

| felt a flush of heat flow through me, tingling in my skin, coursing along ny
arms, across ny shoul ders, down my legs. And then the heat flowed outward,

suf fused and surrounded nme conpl etely, extending out through the room through
t he pal ace, and then out farther . . . until it reached the edges of the city
itself, pulsing in sync with nmy bl ood.

I could feel the city, fromthe palace to the Dredge, fromthe River to the
two towers that guarded the harbor. Its heartbeat matched mne. Its life

fl owed t hrough ny veins.

| drew in a deep steadying breath, then pushed back the sensation of the city,
forced the power behind the protective curtain of Fire again. My hand slid
fromthe page boy’'s clothing to ny side. Erick was right about being a
bodyguard as well. How could |I return to that now? I was bound to the throne,
and through it to the city. Bound by ny own choice. Eryn may have |ured ne
into the throne roomand forced nme to touch the throne, but in the end she

hadn't forced me to assune its powers, hadn’'t forced ne to take control. It
had been ny decision. | could have said no.

“These aren’t even ny clothes,” | said and turned away fromthe page boy’s

clothing toward Erick. “I want my own clothes.”

Erick grinned. “Let’s see what we can find. Then we need to find Avrell. He

has a nmeeting set up with the rest of the people in control of the pal ace



staff. They’'re all anxious to neet the new M stress of Amenkor.”

I shot hima hard glare but his grin only w dened.

“ no i dea what she’'s going to want, Matron Ireen. You'll have to ask her
when she arrives.”

| heard Avrell’s voice the nonment Erick opened the door to the neeting room
his tone cal mand casual but tinged with irritation. He drew breath to
continue, but someone el se coughed discreetly and there was a | oud rustle of
cloth and the scraping of chairs.

A smal |l group of men and wonen rose fromtheir seats as the door opened fully,
Erick stepping into the roomin front of me and then to one side. The nonent |
caught their collective gaze, | reached for ny dagger and slid beneath the
river, but managed to keep fromdrawing the blade. Instead, | gripped its
hilt, hard enough that nmy knuckles turned white. Then | scanned the room

A sinmple table with seven chairs sat in the mddle of the room A few potted
trees rested in tw of the corners, the other two taken up by snall tables
with trays of cheeses and fruit and a pitcher with glasses for drinks. The
wal | behind the tall chair at the head of the table was covered with a white
banner with the gold insignia of the Mstress: the stylized marking of the
Skewed Throne—three slashes; one horizontal, the two others angl ed down and
out fromthat, one shorter than the other. Al of the remaining walls were

bar e.

There were six people waiting at the table. Avrell and Nathem | already knew,
both adm nistrators of the Mstress, the First and Second respectively. Next
to Nathem stood a woman | had never met before, broad shoul dered and ol der
dressed in the Mstress' whites, her face squinched up into a penetrating
frown. Wth one quick glance, she took in nmy brown breeches, soft-skin shoes,
and the |l oose linen shirt Erick had borrowed from one of the guardsmen. Then
she harrunphed and shook her head in disapproval. The shirt was too | arge and
the breeches itched, but the shoes were well worn and confortable. | shifted
beneat h her hostile glare, even though beneath the river she was conpletely
gray and so not a real threat. Both Avrell and Nathem dressed in the blue-and
-gold robes of the Mstress’ order, appeared gray as well.

But the three nen on the other side of the table were not gray. Baill, captain
of the pal ace guard, stood rigid, face set, hands fol ded confortably over his
sword belt. His eyes held mne with a reserved | ook, but they noticed
everything: ny clothes, my dagger, ny hair hanging | oose and unconbed about ny
face. Hs reaction was inpossible to read. Beside him also dressed in the
burgundy silk shirts and brown breeches of guardsmen, were two nmen | did not
know. The first was tall and thin, with the same cold, casual, dangerous | ook
that surrounded Erick. A Seeker. He wore no visible weapons and nodded to
Erick before turning his attention to ne. Wien he saw ny clothes, a small
smile lit in his eyes and his lips twitched. The second man was shorter than
the Seeker and wore a sword. He barely glanced in my direction. Al three
appeared red.

After a long, unconfortable nmonent, Avrell cleared his throat and said to the
roomin general, “May | present Varis, the Mstress of Anenkor.”

Anot her awkward pause, and then everyone gave a short bow, Avrell and Nat hem
first, with Baill giving a belated brief nod at the end.

Erick noved to the far side of the room and stood behind a hi gh-backed chair,
resting his hand on one corner of its back

“I'f the Mstress would care to sit,” Avrell said, notioning to the chair.

I shot hima glare, but he was too nuch the diplomat to react. Nothing touched
his dark brown eyes as he gave ne a casual smile. He was too practiced, had
spent too much tine around M stresses and the throne. To all appearances, ny
sei zing of the throne had cone as a pl easant surprise.

But | didn't trust him If he' d helped Eryn to lure ne to the throne room
then he’d mani pul ated ne wi thout renmorse. And if not, then he’d hired me to
kill her, betraying the wonman he was supposed to protect. | couldn’t afford to
trust him

Captain Baill was no better. Nunerous nmerchants within the city had been



nmurdered during the last year by a consortiumof nmen |ed by the nerchant

Al endor in an attenpt to take over all of the city's trade. Baill had been
suspected of hel ping the consortium although he’d done nothing but what the
previous M stress had conmanded, so nothing could be proved.

Uneasy, | gl anced around the room once nore, then stepped around Avrell’s side
of the roomto the chair. As | noved, the guards posted outside the room

cl osed the door behind ne and all but Avrell and Erick took seats.

“Let’s begin by introducing everyone,” Avrell said. “Avrell Tremain, the First
of the Mstress.” He bowed his head again, then notioned to his left. “This is
Nat hem Ordaven, the Second of the Mstress—=

“l1 know.”
Nat hem seenmed startled and somewhat nervous, his brow creasing in thought as
he tried to figure out how |l knew him But we'd never met officially. | only

knew hi m because |1’ d overheard Avrell speaking with himabout the Mstress
while | was inside the palace, on ny way to the throne room

“I see,” Avrell said smoothly. But he shared a troubled glance with Erick that
made ne smile with satisfaction. He noved on, notioning to the woman. “Matron
Ireen is the head of the Mstress’ servants. She’ll handle all of your
needs—el ot hi ng, food, whatever you want. She' |l want to speak with you at
length after the neeting.”

Ireen had shifted forward, ready to speak, but under Avrell’s glare she sank
back in her seat and crossed her arnms on her anple chest with a grunt.

Avrell turned toward Baill. “And this is Captain Baill CGorret of the pal ace
guard. 1'lIl leave it to you to introduce the others, Captain Baill.”

Baill gave Avrell a dark | ook, then stood and notioned to his right. “Karl
Westen, Captain of the Seekers, and Arthur Catrell, Captain of the city
guard.”

He sat as the other two guardsnen nodded.
An unsettled silence followed, as if everyone were waiting for sonething.
Captain Catrell sighed and shifted with nervous agitation, his gaze darting

around the spare roomas if distracted. Nathemstill seemed deep in thought.
Baill sinply stared at nme, his expression unreadable, neither curious |ike
nost of the others, nor contenptuous.

For a long nonent, | stared back, but then | shifted ny gaze to Avrell. *Wat
have you done with the previous M stress, Eryn?”

Caught off guard, Avrell sat forward and in an uncertain voice said, “l didn't
know what to do with her. W’ ve never had an . . . ex-Mstress, so to speak

So | assigned her roonms in the palace and all owed her to keep her usua
servants.” He recovered his poise as he spoke. “She’s been part of the pal ace
since she was eight, and she doesn't really have any other place to go. Wre
there . . . other arrangenents you w shed to make?”

| frowned. Wth a sinmple inflection, he’'d nmade it sound as if any other
arrangenents woul d be unreasonabl e.

“No,” | said grudgingly. | didn't know if keeping her in the pal ace was a

m stake or not, but for now!l was willing to wait.

But | felt as if 1'd been mani pul ated agai n, the decision taken away from ne.
Wth irritation | didn’t bother to suppress, | asked, “Wat did you want to
tal k about ?”

“There are many things to discuss,” Avrell said, nodding as if the neeting
were back on track. “The bl ockade of the harbor, the work to be done in the
war ehouse district after the recent fire, the food shortage and the advent of
wi nter, the sudden cessation of conmunication with the Boreaite Isles, but I
think the first thing that needs to be discussed is the—=

“I think,” Baill interrupted, voice loud to override Avrell. Avrell’'s gaze
narrowed as he | ooked across the table at Baill; Baill’'s gaze never shifted
away fromnme. “I think the first thing that needs to be discussed is how Varis
managed to get into the throne room of the pal ace wi thout being di scovered by
the guard.”

Nat hem drew in a sharp breath, and Captain Catrell’s attention suddenly
focused as he shifted forward in his chair.



Wth a casual novenent, Baill turned to Avrell. “She couldn’t have done it

wi t hout help,” Baill continued. H s voice was as cal mand coll ected as
Avrell’s, but there was a deadlier undercurrent to it, a threat of violent

deat h.

Avrell did not flinch. “I helped her. | let her in through the tunnels beneath
the outer walls, gave her maps of the palace, and told her the novenents of

t he guards.”

The captain of the city guard grunted as if punched. “You conpromni sed the

M stress’ security? Wat for?”

Avrell gl anced toward Captain Catrell, but only briefly, his eyes dropping to
the tabl e before turning back to Baill with a challenge. “I wanted Varis to
kill the Mstress.”

There was a brief nmonent of silence. Then Captain Catrell stood and in a
surprisingly snooth noverment brought his sword to bear, the bl ade reaching
across the table toward Avrell’s throat w thout wavering.

“Then you are a traitor,” he said sinply.

No one in the room noved. Avrell held the gaze of the captain of the city
guard, not even gl anci ng down at the sword.

“I made a vow to protect the throne and the city of Amenkor,’
a tinge of disdain. “Not the Mstress herself.”

Avrell said with

To one side, | saw Baill frown and shift in his seat as if unconfortable. He
no | onger seened as certain as he had a nonent before.

“Besides,” Avrell continued, turning his attention to me, still refusing to
acknow edge the presence of the sword, “l could only get Varis into the

pal ace. There was nothing | could do about the guardsnen after that. It was
the Mstress’ own luck that Varis made it to the throne room w t hout being
seen.”

Avrell’s gaze locked onto mine, but it was conpletely unreadable. | thought
about the key he’'d given ne to get into the inner sanctum of the pal ace, the
key to the archer’s niche. But then | realized that Avrell was right. The key
could only get ne so far. It was the Mstress herself who had distracted the
guards beyond that point.

Grudgingly, feeling as if 1'd been cornered again, forced into speaking
against my will, | said, “It wasn't |uck.”

Wth a glare at Avrell, | turned to Baill. “The M stress—the previous

M stress—tured nme to the throne roomherself. She wanted ne to ascend to the
throne. She’s the one that diverted the guardsnmen fromthe outer corridor so
that | could enter the inner sanctum”

Baill considered for a |long monent, his gaze never wavering from nine
Sonet hing flickered behind his eyes, there and then gone, too quickly for ne
to read. Then he nodded. “Lower your sword, Arthur. | believe her.”

Captain Catrell hesitated, then resheathed his sword and sat down.

“Now, ” Avrell said. “About the food shortage—=

“No. "

A |l ook of annoyance passed over Avrell’'s face and he turned toward ne with a
frown. “No?”

| drew in a deep breath and | eaned forward, letting nmy anger touch ny voice. |
was tired of being manipulated. “If we’'re going to discuss the food shortage,
I want all the remaining nerchants here. Borund in particular.”

“But if we're going to be able to find nore resources to replace those lost in
the fire in the warehouse district, we need to act quickly. Wnter is
approaching fast. W have only a few nore days left to send out ships. After
that, there won’'t be enough tine for the ships to travel to the other cities,
trade and | oad cargo, and return before the seas become too rough for safe
passage. W can’t wait for the merchants. W need to act now”

| glared at Avrell, and then felt something shift. A strange warnth enfol ded
me, and suddenly the room grew distant, as if sonehow |’d taken a step back
fromthe table, even though | was still seated.

In a cold voice, | said, “The ships belong to the merchants, or are owned
outright by their captains. | will not order themto sea w thout the



merchant’s or the captain’s consent.”

Wthout waiting for a response, | shifted my attention to Captain Catrell

“Can you send guardsnen to Merchant Borund’s nanse?”

“Of course.”

“Then send them Tell himthe bl ockade on the harbor is lifted, that he may
send ships out at once if he wishes, and that they are to find and buy

what ever food they can and return. They will be conpensated by the pal ace.
Also tell himto gather together the resources he has left in the city, those
that weren't destroyed by the fire in the warehouse district. He is to bring a
report to the palace tonmorrow nmorning, early. Get fromhimthe names of all of
the remai ni ng nerchants in Anmenkor and give the same nessage to them | want
the entire merchants’ guild to be represented at this neeting.”

Captain Catrell stared, stunned, then nodded and said, “Very well.” He sat a
little straighter in his seat and no | onger seened as distracted as before.
Baill I eaned forward. “So the bl ockade is to be lifted?”

“Yes.”

Bai || nodded with approval and | eaned back in his seat. Avrell had told Borund
and ne that Baill refused to lift the blockade, had nade it seemas if Bail
was at fault, that Baill’s claimthat the Mstress had ordered the bl ockade

kept even after the nmerchants protested was a lie. Now | began to wonder.
What if Captain Baill had sinply been followi ng the Mstress’ orders? W had
no evidence he’d been working for the consortiumat all.

“Was there anything el se?” | asked, in a tone that suggested there shoul dn’t
be.

Everyone in the roomstilled, as if they’'d all drawn a sharp breath and were
holding it. No one said anything.

| suddenly wanted to | eave, the urge like a prickling sensation across ny
back. The roomfelt too hot, too closed in and dense. And still distant.

| stood. “Good.”

“But what of the guard patrols in the city?” Avrell said abruptly, standing as

well. “And the arrangenents for your servants?” He notioned toward Ireen
The prickling sensation across ny back increased. “Keep the patrols. As for
the servants. . . .” My gaze fell on Ireen, who sat forward expectantly, face

set into a stern frown. “Do whatever you want.”

The frown vani shed, replaced by confused shock, followed by stern elation

| suddenly pitied the servants of the palace. Ireen seemed a harsh m stress.

| stalked fromthe room Erick following with a slight from. | ignored
Avrell’s attenpt to catch nmy attention, but he raised his voice to shout after
me, “We need to discuss the political situation with the rest of the coast!

W' || have to discuss it at sone point!” The others stood awkwardly, noddi ng
as | passed.
Once out into the hall, | turned toward the Mstress’ chanbers, four pal ace

guardsmen falling into step behind Erick. As we noved through the corridors,
passing servants in the hallways and roons who paused in their work to gaze
after the new Mstress with blatant curiosity, the sense of distance

di ssipated and the tension in ny shoul ders | oosened. But | still felt

agitated. The river roiled around ne, but |I didn't want to let it go. Al |
coul d think about was Avrell. And Baill.

Back in the Mstress’ chanbers, | began pacing the room Erick closing the
doors behind us, the four guardsmen remrai ning outside, two in the corridor and
two in the antechanber.

“You will have to speak to Avrell at length,” Erick said. “He can tell you
everything you need to know about being the Mstress. At |east regarding the
everyday workings of the pal ace.”

| frowned but didn’'t answer, circled the room to the bed, the lowtable with
the basin and pitcher of water, the doors |ooking out onto the bal cony.
Soneone had entered while | was gone, had drawn back the curtains and opened
the doors so that the breeze could enter the room | could see the entrance to
the harbor, the view slightly different fromwhat 1'd seen fromthe rooftop
Thi s | ooked out along the southern jut of land, rather than the main part of



the city and the river. But the viewdidn't hold ne, and | returned to the
bed.

My hands it ched.

| halted, staring at them a nmonent before sinking down into a seat on the bed.
Then | | ooked up at Erick

“What is it?” he asked.

“l don’t know.”

Except | did.

Eri ck nodded as if he understood, then noved to a second table |I hadn't

noti ced before. A platter of fruit had been set out, and a pitcher of sone
type of dark red drink.

He picked up a few grapes.

| glowered at his back, then said, “It’s not sinple anynore.
“What do you nean?”

| sighed, |ooked back down at ny hands. “On the Dredge, it was only about
survival. | hunted—for food, for the easiest target, and then later for marks
you sent me after. \Whatever it took to survive. Then, for Borund, | hunted
agai n—for those targeting Borund.”

Erick turned. “And now you don’t know what to hunt for?”

“Yes. No.” | shook nmy head in annoyance. “It’s nore than that.”

Erick hesitated, then cane forward. “No, it’'s not. You're still hunting, just
as you hunted for Borund. Except this time you re hunting those that are
targeting the city.”

My hand still itched and with a casual nove | drew ny dagger, held it before
me. The bl ade was worn, the handl e nicked. A guardsman’s dagger. | could stil
feel the blade slashing across the ex-guardsnan’s throat, the notion awkward
and funbling, inexperienced, but it had been enough. He'd been the first man
I"d killed. My first mark. After that, the process had been easy: identify the
mark and Kkill.

Identify and kill.

Si npl e.
“Except now the marks are winter and starvation,” | said, and | ooked at Erick
“l can’t hunt starvation. | can't kill winter.”

A troubl ed | ook crossed his face, but at the sane time the sound of bells cane
t hrough the wi ndow to the bal cony, followed by the | ow bell ow of a horn
sounding close, as if originating fromthe pal ace itself.

Erick noved to the balcony. | trailed behind, putting away ny dagger.

The bal cony was long and narrow, with a few flowering vines on trellises in
the corners and a bl ack wought-iron railing encircling all three sides. As |
nmoved up to its edge, | let the Fire relax and felt the pulse of the city
course through ne.

In the harbor, the Mstress’ ships were pulling back fromthe entrance, noving
swiftly and silently. On the docks, there was a sudden frenzy of activity as
men began to | oad cargo that had rested idle on the wharf for days. A few of

t he nmerchant ships that had renmai ned | oaded even after the bl ockade were
already tossing their lines and pushing away fromthe docks.

Erick grunted. “The tide is good. They should be able to | eave quickly.” Then
he turned to ne, notioning to the ships below “You are hunting, Varis,” he
said. “But you’re using ships instead of a dagger.”

| glanced toward him uncertain what to say. But the tension in ny shoul ders
had conmpl etely faded. And there was no prickling sensation along my shoul ders,
no itching in ny hands.

| leaned my weight forward onto the railing and watched the ships, felt them
as they glided through the water. Fixing ny attention on the | ead nerchant

ship, I followed it, feeling a sense of elation as it surged forward under the
wind. Sails whuffled, snapping taut as they belled out, nmen scranbling on the
deck and through the rigging. | felt the tension of the men’s nuscles, felt

their sweat. Then | noticed the flag flying on its highest mast: gold on a red
field. Borund' s flag.
O course. He woul d have known the bl ockade would be lifted soon after he'd



learned 1'd seized the throne. He’'d been waiting for it. It rmust have been his
shi ps | oading up at the docks before dawn.

Borund’s ship neared the entrance to the harbor, then slid through the ends of
the two juts of land and the watchtowers, passing out into the darker blue
ocean. As it passed the towers, my connection to the ship began to fade.

felt a painful sense of |oss as the sensation of wood and rope and water, of
the nmen’s sweat and bl ood, slipped away, then ended.

Apparently, the power of the throne and its connection to the city ended at
the entrance to the harbor.

| sighed, watched the remaining ships for a |l ong nonent, then felt a familiar
tug on the currents of the city.

| turned, straightened where | stood.

The Dredge.

My eyes narrowed.

“I have a mark for you,” | said, then turned toward Erick

He stood, back rigid, eyes dark and serious, as deadly as he'd appeared to ne
at first on the Dredge. “I live to serve, ny Mstress.”

| shivered, uneasy at the words, but nodded in response. “H's name is Corum”

Chapter 2

| WOKE TO BRI GHT SUNLI GHT, the sound of midnorning bells fromthe city bel ow,
and a hol | ow sense of fear

| couldn’t do this. | was a hunter, an assassin, a thief. | didn't know the
first thing about ruling a city.

Sonething clattered and | turned ny head sharply, the fear quashed, ny hand
sliding up under ny pillowto the hilt of my dagger. Three servants dressed in
white, all young girls around fifteen years old, noved about the room setting
down trays of cheese, opening the curtains and bal cony doors, and | aying out
clothes for the day. | watched them cautiously, but none of them approached
and finally the tension bled away.

| dragged nyself into a seated position on the edge of the bed, nmoving slowy,

one hand raised to ny head. I'd slept later than I'd wanted, but the I ack of
sl eep over the last few nights had finally caught up to me. | noaned, yawned,
then scrubbed at ny gritty eyes. | felt as if someone had beat me sensel ess

and left me for dead in a back alley.

Soneone coughed and | glanced up to see one of the servants—a girl close to ny
age, with blonde hair, a roundish face, and soft gray eyes—standi ng before ne
hol di ng out a cup of sonething brown and steanming. It snelled of dead, dried

| eaves.

The girl ducked her head and nuttered, “M stress.” She watched ne closely

behi nd | owered | ashes. A quick touch on the river reveal ed she was gray. Al
three servants were gray.

| frowned but took the warmcup. Bringing it close, | breathed in the steam
wrinkled my nose at the snmell. This close it snelled nore |ike nuddy water.

But | could actually see small pieces of crunbled | eaves floating in it.

“What is it?”

The girl seened surprised. “It’s tea, Mstress. From Marl and.
| took a tentative sip, expecting it to taste as if 1'd licked a nudbrick on
the Dredge. Instead, its warnth seeped into ny chest, the bitterness maki ng ny
tongue tingle. It did taste like dirt, but not Iike the stagnant rot on the
Dredge. Mre like the gardens surroundi ng Borund’s nanse. Earthy, like |oam

| unconsciously straightened as | took another sip, no | onger feeling so
exhaust ed.

After 1'd drunk half the cup, the gray-eyed girl nodded to one of the other
servants, who brought forward a stack of clothes. “Some of the nerchants have
already arrived and are waiting to see you, Mstress.”

Bor und.
| stood, setting the cup aside on the bed. “Were are ny clothes?”
The gray-eyed girl frowned and picked up the cup before it could spill. “Right

here,” she said, notioning to the second servant, who unfol ded a



whi t e- and-gol d dress.

| grimaced. “No, where are ny clothes? The breeches and shirt |I wore
yest er day?”

“Ch! The Matron said we should renove them”

My eyes narrowed, and the gray-eyed girl took a tentative step back. “The

Mat ron?”

“lI-1reen,” she stanmmered.

| recalled Ireen’s elation yesterday and suddenly regretted telling her she
coul d do what ever she want ed.

“Find them”

The gray-eyed girl cast a terrified glance toward the girl holding the
clothing. “We—we can't.”

My eyes narrowed further. “Wy not?”

The girl swallowed and seenmed on the verge of bolting fromthe room “Matron

I reen—= she began, voice tight, eyes wide, then finished in a | ow rush, head
bowed, “Matron Ireen had them burned.”

| drewin a breath to respond, then halted, too stunned to know what to say.
“Bur ned?”

The girl nodded.

Anger flooded ne. My hands itched for ny dagger, but | managed to keep mnysel f
i n check.

“Find me some breeches and a shirt,” | said with suppressed rage. “And get rid
of all these . . . dresses. Breeches and tunics, that’'s all | want to wear. Co
to Master Borund’ s manse and get all my clothes fromthere if you have to.”
“Yes, Mstress. Right away.”

The girl backed off, dragging the servant holding the offending dress with
her. They held a hissed conversation, punctuated by hand gestures, and then
both girls nodded formally in nmy direction and fled the room

| wondered how rmany of them were true Servants—girls who coul d sense and use
the river like me, girls that could one day be the Mstress if they could
learn to control the throne well enough. They were here because soneone had
noticed they had the talent and had brought themhere to learn to use it. But
because of that, they were as dangerous to ne as Avrell and Baill.

A soft footfall sounded and | spun, eyes catching the last girl on the far
side of the room She stilled, tried a tentative snmile and a small bow, then
began a frantic and unnecessary rearrangenment of the curtains.

| sighed and thought of Erick, suddenly wi shing | hadn't sent himafter Corum
after all, that 1’'d sent one of the other Seekers instead. | was surrounded by
people | couldn’t trust; having himhere would have given ne someone | could
rely on.

| scanned the room the hollow feeling in nmy gut returning. Wth a small push,
| let the Fire relax and felt the sensation of the city flow through ne, |et
the voices of the throne rush forward. Not far enough to overwhel mne, but
enough so | could hear distinct voices clanoring for attention

| ignored them focusing instead on the city. Cosing ny eyes, | reached out,
wary of Eryn’s warning about pushing nyself too far. | thought of Erick, of
how he felt when | saw himbeneath the river, about his scent—sweat mxed with
a tang of oranges.

After a noment, | sensed himin the city, somewhere on the Dredge, lost in the
darker turmoil of the enotions of the people that lived there, that survived
there. | smiled, the tension in nmy shoulders relaxing as |I felt himnoving, as

| drew in the tang of orange that surrounded ne.

Eri ck was hunti ng.

| felt a monentary urge to take ny dagger and join him escape fromthis

pal ace with all its meetings and servants and guardsmen. For a nmonment, | gave
in, let nyself drift forward, heading toward the Dredge on the flows of the
river, following Erick’s scent, Eryn's warning forgotten

But when the sensation began to stretch, when | could no | onger feel a tenuous
connection to ny body, before the |ast threads broke, | pulled back

The feeling had been glorious . . . and frightening at the same tine.



| breathed in one last calmng breath, then shifted nmy attention to the Dredge
itself, to the seething roil of desperation. |I couldn’t pick out individuals,
couldn’t even narrow ny focus down to a street, but | sensed that it was
possible. It wasn’'t the sane as stretching toward Erick, or even Reaching to
find Corumas |’'d done on the tower. |1’'d had a known scent to follow then
somet hing concrete to focus on. Wthout that scent, the eddies and currents
were a junbl ed nmess, too conplex to separate. For now

But | could sense the fear. The people of the Dredge were terrified. The
tension on the river was pal pable, a tension | recogni zed because |1’d survived
on the Dredge for so long on ny own. Wnter was approaching, and the Dredge
woul d be the hardest hit. The people in the slunms were worried about where

t heir next chunk of bread or gobbet of neat would cone from

There had to be a way to help them to feed themthis winter and beyond.

| pushed the voices and the city back, let the river slide away with a sigh
and turned ny attention to Borund and the nerchants.

An hour later Marielle, the gray-eyed servant, |led ne through the palace to
one of the sitting rooms, where Avrell, Borund, and two other merchants were
waiting, talking animatedly. | heard their voices fromtwo corridors away.
“—but | ook at what happened in the warehouse fires!” Borund spat, his voice
easy to recogni ze.

“l realize that,” Avrell countered, voice as slick and fluid as it had been
during the neeting the day before. “But in the interest of organization and
control =

“I't won’t matter how well organized or controlled it is if some other disaster
wi pes out the remaining supplies. W cannot take the risk!”

Al'l voices ceased as Marielle and | entered, all four nen turning toward ne
with dissatisfied, angry frowmms. Wth a faint twinge of surprise, | realized
|"d already been in this room Low tables and pillows were scattered anong
plants and a few latticework screens designed to provide small al coves for
private conversations. |I'd hidden in one of those screened-off al coves when
I"d infiltrated the pal ace, had overheard Avrell and Nathem di scussing the
decision to kill the Mstress.

Once the nerchants realized who had interrupted, their anger faded, replaced
by cautious but curious frowns fromthe two nmerchants | didn’'t know, and a
genuine smle fromBorund. Warmh fl ooded through ne at the snmile, and
grinned in return. Borund was dressed in his formal red-and -gold nerchant’s
coat and ruffled white shirt, the wire rinms of his spectacles catching the
light. He was nostly bald, skin shiny on the top of his head, but with
gray-brown, w spy hair above his ears and circling around to the back
“Varis,” he said, rising to give a | ow bow at the wai st. The others rose as
well. “l mean . . . Mstress. May | introduce Merchants Regin and Yvan.”

Bot h nerchants gave stiff bows. They were dressed nmuch |ike Borund, but with
different colors: Regin wore a dark bl ue-and-gold coat, while Yvan’s was
creamcol ored, with black enbroidery. Yvan was fat, with cold, hard,
intelligent eyes and a shiny, conpletely bald head. Regin was thin, poised,
and had | ong, wavy, dark hair.

“Forgive ne,” Regin said, surveying ny clothes. Marielle had found boots,
breeches, and a white shirt that actually fit. My dagger was tucked into one
of the soft-sided boots. “I did not recognize you, Mstress.”

My eyes narrowed, but | couldn’t decide whether he’d meant it as an insult or
not. “Wat were you argui ng about? And where are the rest of the merchants?”
“This is all that’s left,” Borund answered, then glanced angrily at Avrell
“And we’ve been arguing over where the supplies we have should be kept. |

thi nk they shoul d be noved to various |ocations throughout the city, to
protect themand to make it easier to distribute themonce winter sets in.
Avrell wants to store themin a central |ocation.”

“We can keep better control over the supplies and their distribution if they
are in one location,” Avrell countered. “The palace, for instance. It would be
easier for the city and pal ace guards to protect themif they were not
scattered throughout the city.”



Borund snorted. “But |ook at the fire in the warehouse district. Wth one

m shap, we lost close to half of our winter storage. G anted, nost of it was
Al endor’s, but . . .”

“Alendor,” | interrupted, noving forward to take a seat on one of the pillows,
| egs crossed so | could rest ny elbows on ny knees. “Wat happened to hin®?”
The nerchants shifted unconfortably where they stood, then slowy took their
seats around nme, along with Avrell. Marielle was nowhere to be seen

“No one has seen himsince the night of the warehouse fires,” Avrell said. He
cast me a warning glance to keep quiet, motioning slightly toward Regin and
Yvan. Neither of themknew |I'd followed Al endor into the warehouse district
that night in order to kill him to break the consortium of nerchants he' d
built up. The consortium had been buying up and hoarding the resources of the
city to forma nonopoly, killing off any conpeting merchants. |nstead of
killing Alendor, 1’'d ended up killing his son, Cristoph, and in the process

t he war ehouse district had caught fire.

“Tarrence—and the nerchants in the city that we know were part of Al endor’s
consortium-all scranbled to | eave the day after the fire,” Avrell continued.
“How do you know?” Borund asked.

“Once | knew who was part of the consortium | had them watched by the city
guard. | also have sources scattered both inside and outside the city.
Tarrence, for exanple, was sighted yesterday south of here, in the port city
of Kent.”

Borund grunted w th grudgi ng respect.

“I's that all?” | asked.

Everyone still ed.

“What do you mean?” Regin asked, his voice tinged with condescension

| bristled where | sat, turning ny full attention on Regin. | noted his
nmerchant’s jacket had nore gold enbroidery than Borund s. Borund had told ne
once that the color of the jackets indicated what comodity the merchants had
dealt in when they applied for nenbership in the guild—red for wine, blue for
fish, creamfor dairy—and that synbols in the enbroidery indicated what they
currently dealt in. Mire enbroidery indicated a nmore powerful merchant.
Judgi ng by his enbroidery, Regin outranked Borund in the guild.

“Alendor tried to seize control of all trade within the city,” | said, “tried
to seize control of the merchants’ guild, of all resources within Arenkor

i ncludi ng your own. He ordered the deaths of nenbers of the guild itself, as
wel |l as nerchants fromother cities along the coast. Are you saying the guild
isn’'t even searching for hinP”

Yvan snorted, but it was Regin who answered, his voice |aced w th anger

“OfF course we're searching for him The guild itself has condemmed hi m and al
of those that were part of the consortium Their licenses to the guild hal
have been revoked and all of their rights rescinded. In effect, they can no

| onger legally act as merchants, either within the city of Amenkor or any of
the ports that recognize the merchants’ guild as a power. Al endor’s nane neans
nothing. Al connections to any tradi ng houses al ong the Frigean coast are
gone. He has been destroyed as a nmerchant. He’'s not in the city, and he has
nowhere else to run to, nowhere he can expect safe haven, at least fromthe
nmerchants’ guild. What nore do you expect us to do?”

Regin halted, his jaw clenched. Raw hatred blazed in his eyes, but it was not
directed at ne. Alendor’s betrayal had cut Regin deeply. He wanted nore than
just Alendor’s downfall. He wanted Al endor dead.

| drew back from Regin’s gaze, glanced quickly at Borund and Yvan, saw the
same rage in their eyes, then turned to Avrell

“I's there anything el se that can be done?”

“Qutside of the city?” He thought for a nmonent, then nodded. “You, as M stress
of Anenkor, can contact the rulers of the surrounding cities and warn them of
Al endor and his cohorts, ask themto use their own guard to watch for him
and—+f he is found—send hi m back to Amenkor for punishrment. Those that we have
good relations with at the nonment—Venitte, Merrell, some others—will agree
and if they find him return himto us.” He hesitated a nonent, then added,



“You can al so send the Seekers.”

| straightened where | sat, but before |I could say anything, he halted me with
a frown.

“There is a risk in sending the Seekers after targets beyond the city of
Amenkor. The rulers of the surrounding cities do not take kindly to having
Amenkor assassins roamng their streets in search of citizens.”

“Even for known crim nal s?”

“Even for known crimnals. Sending the Seekers beyond Anenkor should only be
done in an extreme situation. Since we don't even know in which direction

Al endor may have run . ”

He let the thought trail off and I grimaced.

“I want himfound,” | said, and heard nore enotion in my own voice than | had
intended. | could still hear Alendor’s voice ordering Borund' s death, could
hear the cold, businesslike finality init.

“He will be found,” Avrell answered. “My contacts in all of the ports wll

keep their eyes open. He cannot hide forever
Not conpletely satisfied, | turned to Regin. “Wat about the other ports? Have
you sent word to them warned thenf”

Borund cleared his throat. “Qur main formof comunication with the guilds in
other cities is through our ships. Since the harbor has been closed to trade

. .7 He shrugged.

Regi n picked up the thread. “W sent word overland, but that takes time. Now
that the harbor is open again, the word will spread nore quickly. The
merchants’ guild will keep its eyes open for Al endor as well.”

| nodded. “And what of Al endor’s—and the other nerchants’ —+esources? ”

“They coul dn’t have | oaded everything up and left, at |east not by ship,”
Avrell said. “The harbor had been bl ockaded by then. And taking everything by
wagon or cart would have attracted too rmuch notice. They nust have |eft

somet hing behind. But | have no idea where they may have stored goods besides
t he warehouse district. That’s a guild nmatter.”

Regin stirred. “I believe we can search the guild records to see what property
each of the nenbers of the consortiumowned. Then, perhaps, with the city
guard’'s help, any stores |left behind could be seized by the guild and
allocated to the remaining guild menbers—=

“How?” Yvan interrupted. H s voice was |like stone grating agai nst stone,
runbling fromhis chest as if fromthe bottom of an enpty barrel

“l don’t understand— Regin began, but Yvan cut himoff.

“How are you going to allocate it to the remaining guild nmenbers? Evenly? By
percentage of the share in the guild? By status? Does Borund gain nore from
the seizure sinply because he owns nore property than | do?”

“I"'mcertain that the guild can cone up with a fair method of distributing
what we seize.” Regin’s voice was |laced with heat and an undertone of warning.
Unconsciously | slid beneath the river and al nbst recoiled at the bl atant
hostility |I found seething on the currents. Hostility toward each ot her that
had not shown in the nerchants’ faces a few nonents before.

Yvan shifted forward, the notion requiring sone effort. His voice was | aced
wi t h suspi cion. “Perhaps we should di scuss that anpbng the guild menbers before
we attenpt to seize any abandoned property.”

“That,” Regin declared, going rigid, “would be a waste of tinme.”

The two | ocked gazes, both bristling, |like two nongrel dogs on the Dredge
preparing to fight over a rotting fish head. Yvan | eaned farther forward,
ready to respond. .

And anot her voice intervened, sliding smoothly along the currents of the
river.

Take it. Take it all.

| tensed, ny forehead creasing as | frowned. The soft, sibilant voice was
barely nore than a whisper, and with it cane the heady scent of oak and wi ne.
| breathed in the scent deeply, then halted.

The voice had come fromthe river, had come fromthe throne.

Pushi ng the argunent between Regin and Yvan into the background rush of the



wi nd, | dove deep, caught the scent again and followed it, down and down,

until | canme up to the edge of the spherical Fire at ny core that kept the

voi ces of the Skewed Throne in check. Through the white blaze | could sense a
worman, the smell of oak and wi ne strong, constant. An ol der wonan, her essence
solid and consistent, renmoved fromthe rest of the nael stromof the other
voices. | could feel her holding herself together, resisting the pull of the
rest of the throne.

Who are you? | denmanded, but she ignored ne.

Look at them Her voice shook with contenpt, with the effort to hold herself

t oget her agai nst the chaos. Look at them bickering. How petty.

| turned back, saw Regin and Yvan arguing, Borund breaking in now and then
trying to cal mthem down. Both men seethed with aggression, both trying to
gai n the upper hand.

| felt a bubble of contenpt well up inside ne, acid wth anger

They’'re fighting over food, Varis. Over food that belongs to the city. Food
that the city needs to survive. W won’t |ast through the winter if they
control everything. They' |l hoard it, ration it, give thenselves nore and give
t he people of the Dredge | ess. They don’'t care about the gutterscum They’'d
rather the gutterscumdie.

The bubbl e of contenpt rose higher. | could taste it now, the anger |ike ash
in the back of my throat.
Behind the Fire, | felt the presence of the wonan ease forward, closer to the

white flames. They reacted, the wall of the sphere thickening, pulsing, but
the woman didn’t waver, didn't back off.

You' re the Mstress, Varis, she whispered softly. The city and everything in
it is yours.

The Fire thickened even nore. Regin and Yvan were cl ose together now, faces
barely inches apart, eyes |ocked, both hard and unrelenting. Avrell sat back
silently, watching, his eyes intent, calculating. Borund sat nervously,
uncertai n whether he should interfere nore than he already had.

You can sinply take everything, the woman said, voice |ow and reasonabl e, and
so close now | could alnpst feel it, like a breath against ny neck, cold and
vibrant. Let me help you, Varis. Let me out . . . so | can help.

| snapped around.

“Nol "

| forced the Fire toward her, eyes blazing, and the woman jerked back with a
cry of fear and hatred. 1’'d startled her out of her carefully held control
and with a shriek of triunmph the mael strom of the throne took her, dragging
her down as she cursed and screaned

Wthin monents she was | ost, trapped again by the throne, her scent m ngling
with all the others.

| turned back, a sheen of sweat touching ny forehead, the palnms of ny hands.
Avrell, Borund, and the two merchants were watching nme, startled, and
suddenly realized 1’'d shouted out |oud. And that the bubble of contenpt and
anger remai ned.

| glared at both Regin and Yvan. Regin drew breath to speak, but he never got
t he chance.

“Enough,” | spat. The raw edge in ny voice silenced everyone, forced Yvan to
| ean back in shock. | was breathing hard, al nost shaking. But the woman,
whoever she had been, was right. | was the M stress.

“The guild will get none of the resources |eft behind by the consortium?”

Regin and Yvan instantly shifted forward to protest, but |I cut them off.
“Everything will be seized by the Skewed Throne, stored by the pal ace wherever
| see fit, and protected by the city guard. That can be done?”

| glanced at Avrell for confirmation, suddenly uncertain, and he nodded once,
abruptly, as shocked as the nerchants. But Avrell was recovering already. |
could see it in his eyes, along w th approval

“You,” | said, turning back to Regin, “will provide the guard with a Iist of
all of the properties owned by Al endor and the consortium as well as lists of
all the food you and the remnai ning nmerchants have stored in the city.”



“But,” Regin interposed, “the trade of the city has always been carried out by
the nerchants’ guild.”
“Not this winter.”

“Mstress,” Yvan began, voice as slick and reasonabl e as the woman fromthe
Fire’s had been, and just as false.

“No,” | growmed. “This winter the nerchants will work with me so that everyone
gets fed and survives to the spring harvest. Everyone.” | swtched ny

attention back to Regin. “Don’t force me to seize nore than just the
consortium s property, Master Regin.”

Regin halted, his eyes hooded with anger at the threat, but he backed off.
Yvan did the sane, reluctantly, with a | ow, dangerous grunble.

There was a nonent of tense silence, then everyone turned at a clink of glass,
nmoverents sharp. Marielle stood uncertainly in the entryway, holding a | arge
platter of food and drink. She bowed slightly, balancing the weight of the
platter.

“l thought some food and wi ne woul d be appreciated,” she said, glancing in ny
direction, eyes questioning.

| nodded.

As she went about setting up the food at the various tables, the tension in
the room eased. No one spoke, Regin and Yvan watching nme carefully, Borund

gl anci ng back and forth between them and Avrell. Avrell was subdued, hands
folded neatly in his lap, his eyes hooded, deep in thought.

When Marielle came forward offering drinks, Borund coughed. “Mstress, 1’'ve
brought the lists of ny own resources within the city, as well as those |I have
stored in other cities that there is still time to reach before winter. As you
requested.”

He passed the papers to ne, script neat and orderly on every page. But it was
conpl etely meani ngl ess because | couldn't read.

| hesitated, staring down at the pages in nmy hand blankly. Al of the
confidence 1'd felt a nmonment before fled, replaced by a sudden sense of

i nadequacy. A shudder ran through ne, and | becane aware of how Regin and Yvan
must see nme: a fraud. Qutterscumrisen above her station. A street player,

m m cking the M stress.

The awkward silence in the roomshifted. Both Regin and Yvan sat back
unconfortably. Borund suddenly realized his m stake and began to col or

Before the full horror could set in, | felt a hand against ny arm | junped.
Avrell had | eaned forward to take the papers. “Allow me, M stress?”

I nodded and he took the papers, sat back, and gl anced through each page, lips
t hi nni ng.

After a |long nonment, he | ooked toward Regin and Yvan. “And your own reports?”
Bot h Regi n and Yvan strai ghtened where they sat, but said nothing.

“The M stress did request that you bring a report with you today, did she

not ?”

“Yes, but-—=

“l see.”

Regin bristled. “It was not possible to get a full accounting in such a short
amount of tinme.”

Avrell blinked. “Are you telling me that one of the npbst powerful

nmer chant s—ao, now that Al endor is gone, you are the nost powerful nerchant in
Amenkor, are you not?”

Regi n nodded.

“Are you telling nme, then, that the nost powerful nerchant in Anenkor does not
know what his own assets are on a day’s notice? | find that inpossible to
bel i eve, Master Regin. Mst inpossible.” Avrell’s eyes darkened, his voice
tinged with anger.

Regin fidgeted where he sat, then exhaled. “A report will be sent

i medi ately.”

Avrell turned his stare on Yvan, who grunbled, “Fromny house as well.”
“CGood.” Avrell shot a questioning glance toward nme, but | had not quite
recovered and notioned for himto continue. “Then we can turn to the rea



guestion: do we have enough to survive the winter? Taking into account all of
t he conbi ned nmerchant houses and their resources, sparing nothing.”

“And the fact that we nust feed the entire city,” | interjected, shooting a
hard | ook at Regin. “All of it. Those on the Dredge included.”

Regi n frowned, gl ancing toward Borund and Yvan before turning back to ne.

| read the answer in his eyes before he spoke.

“No. "

There was a collective, drawn-out silence. No one reached for their drinks, or
the small plates of food Marielle had set beside each one of us as we spoke.
Mariell e herself stood silently beside the tray of food, her fingers druming
lightly against the side of the bottle of wine. Her eyes caught mne, w de and
fearful. She bit her lip before turning away.

“How bad is it?” Avrell finally asked.

Borund stirred. “Right now, there’'s enough that the entire city won’t starve,
but not enough to feed everyone. |1'd say we can feed hal f the popul ation for
the winter with what we have already stored in the city, naking certain
assunpti ons about what portion of Alendor’s supplies remain. Sone of what was
| ost can be replaced if we bring in whatever the fishing boats can catch over
the next nmonth, before the water becones too hazardous to fish.”

“What about the ships that have already left?” | asked.

Regi n shook his head. “They're trading mainly for |and goods—fruits,
veget abl es, salted neats, and grains. If all of themfind trade goods it’'s
possible that they will return with enough food to suppl ement what we have and
| ast through to the early spring harvest, but we aren’'t the only city facing
starvation this season. The autumm harvest was not good anywhere on the
Frigean coast—+o00 nmuch rain in sone parts, not enough in others—and the trade
routes to Kandi sh across the nountains and to the other eastern countries were
cut off.”

“\Npy ?”

“Heavy snowfall in the passes would account for sone of it, but not all,”
Avrell said. He seened as troubled as the merchants. “Sonething nore serious
has happened to the east, but we have had no word yet on what that night have
been. None of our envoys have returned, and |’ve received no nessages from any
of my diplomatic sources. There was a certain anount of political unrest in
the area in the last few years, especially regarding the aging enperor and his
succession. It’'s possible that he has died and there is a succession war goi ng
on that has cl osed down the comunication lines. But this is purely

specul ation.”

Avrell’s report was followed by silence. | knew nothing of the eastern cities.
Regin cleared his throat. “The ships we sent should return with sone food,
since each of us had sone stored in other cities—=

“I'f the rulers of those cities haven't seized it yet,” Yvan runbl ed.

Regin frowned but continued as if he hadn’t been interrupted. “However, |'m
not certain how many new resources they will be able to find and purchase.”
“Hopefully, it will be enough,” Borund said, his voice | ow.

“Wien will we know?” | asked.

“I don’t know,” Regin answered. “The earliest the ships will returnis

someti me next week. We can expect themto arrive any tinme after that for about
two weeks, but a nonth fromnow we can’t expect any nore to return. The seas
will be too rough for safe passage. That’s why it was inperative that the

har bor be reopened now. It will take a nonth for some of the ships to reach
their intended ports and then return. ”

Anot her nmonent of silence.

“Then send out the fishing fleets,” | said abruptly. “Bring in as nuch fish
and crab as you can. We'll determ ne how to distribute what we have | ater

once we have a full accounting from everyone, and once the ships have
returned. In the nmeantime, | suggest we start rationing now”

Regi n and Yvan took this as a disnissal, downing their glasses of w ne quickly
before exiting with perfunctory bows. Borund foll owed nore slowy.

As he stepped to the outer corridor, he paused to give a respectful bow “It



is good to see you well, Va—= He caught hinself with a self-deprecating snile
“Mstress.”

Then he left. | watched his departing back and realized that things had
changed irrevocably between us. | was no |onger his bodyguard, no |onger took
his orders. But there was still an intangible connection between us. W'd

al ways been uncertain of how to treat each other

But his absence didn’'t hurt as nuch as Erick’s.

Avrell sipped at his wine, set it aside slowy before turning to ne. “You
cannot read, can you?”

| felt nyself harden defensively. “There’s no need to read on the Dredge, and
Borund never found the time to teach ne.”

“I see.” Avrell reached down to collect the | oose pages of Borund s report,
not reacting to ny anger. “We shall have to find sonmeone to teach you. Perhaps
Mariell e?”

Marielle stilled at the nention of her name, a thread of fear coursing through
the river. A fear associated with Avrell. But it was fleeting. Wthout a word,
she turned back to picking up the plates and gl asses the nerchants had | eft
behi nd.

“I'n the meantime,” Avrell continued, “lI can keep track of all of the reports
and papers that you need.”

| frowned. | didn't know how nuch | trusted Avrell —didn’'t know how nuch
trusted anyone yet, besides Erick and Borund. But there was no one el se.
Avrell stood when | said nothing, gave a short bow, and then left, noving
slowy. | watched his retreating back, then said softly to nyself, “One

nont h.”

Westen, captain of the Seekers, was waiting for nme outside the neeting room
where 1’d met with Avrell and the merchants. He stood | eaning casual ly agai nst
one wall, body relaxed, arns crossed in front of his chest. The stance sent a
shiver of recognition through ne, rewoke the ache 1’'d felt since rising that
nor ni ng.

Erick had stood that way while waiting outside my niche to give me a new nark.
When | hesitated, Westen pushed hinmself away fromthe wall and smiled. “1’d
like to speak to you, if you have the tine.”

| was suddenly aware of the four guardsmen who'd fallen in around me. Wt hout
| ooking, | sensed that they were all Seekers, their presence too still, the
tension on the river sharp and ready.

The hairs on the nape of ny neck stirred. The pal ace guardsnmen who had
acconpanied ne to the nmeeting had been repl aced.

“Do | have a choice?”

The corner of his nmouth twitched, and he notioned me forward, falling into
step beside ne. “You are the Mstress. You al ways have a choice.”

| snorted, felt the other four Seekers reposition thenmsel ves behind us. W
noved deeper into the pal ace, passing open wi ndows | ooking out onto gardens
and through wi de roons decorated with trees and tables. W passed a few
servants, all of whom paused and nodded or bowed their heads as | passed.
Westen said nothing for a long while, content to sinply wal k beside nme. But he
never relaxed, the tension that all Seekers radi ated never faltering.

When he finally did speak, his soft voice startled ne. He'd said nothing at
all during the neeting the day before, but for some reason, |’'d expected his
voi ce to be harsh, like the Dredge

“Erick’s told me much about you,” he said.

Wary, | glanced at his face, at the dark brown hair, the dark eyes, the nose
that had been broken at |east twice. There was none of the deadly danger |
associ ated with the Seekers in those eyes now | felt nyself relaxing. “Such
as?”

He grinned. “He told me how you killed that man the first time he saw you, how
you used the dagger to slice the cord wapped around your neck, how you
punched t he dagger into his chest.”

| snorted. “I didn’t punch the dagger into his chest. The man fell on top of
me. | was |ucky the dagger was pointing up. And | puked after the man died.”



Westen chuckl ed. “Everyone reacts differently after their first kill. Puking
is not uncommon.”

| frowned. That man hadn’t been ny first kill—and Erick knew that. He hadn’t
tol d Westen everything, then.

“He al so told me how you hel ped himhunt for his marks in the slums beyond the
Dredge,” Westen continued. “How you eventually helped himkill themas well.”
“Yes.”

“And he told me of Bl oodmark.”

| halted at the tone in his voice and he turned to face ne.

“What about Bl oodmar k?”

Westen was no | onger smiling. “Bloodmark wasn’t one of your nmarks, was he? He
wasn't someone the M stress had sent Erick to find, to judge?”

“No. "

“And yet you hunted himdown and killed him”

| felt a flush of shame course through me, old shanme that | thought had faded.
But this tasted fresh and bitter against ny tongue. “He killed the baker and
his wi fe—peopl e who hel ped nme survive the sluns, who cared for me—for no other
reason than to hurt ne. He deserved to die.”

Westen wat ched me cl osely, his eyes searching ny face, then he grunted.
“Perhaps. But back then it wasn’t your decision to make, was it?”

He turned away, continued wal king down the |length of the corridor. W'd
descended to the level of the courtyard and the main gates, but were on the

opposite side of the palace. | didn't recognize any of the roonms. None of this
had been on the maps Avrell had given me when | infiltrated the pal ace and was
maki ng my way to the throne room

Rel uctantly, | followed Westen as he energed into an open room w th dar kened

al coves on either side, a door on the far side, and nothing else. The floor
and wal |l s were bare stone—no tapestries or banners, no furniture or potted
plants. Tall netal sconces with bow s of burning oil at the top lined the

wal |'s, three on each side of the room

Westen halted halfway to the far side, turning to face nme. “But none of that
matters now. You are the Mstress, and | agree that Bl oodmark needed to die.”

Bel atedly, | realized that the four Seekers that had acconpani ed us were gone.
W were the only two in the room “What’'s nore interesting is that Erick told
me he trained you. 1'd like to see how much you’ ve | earned.”

And with that, he drew his dagger.

| stopped, ten paces fromthe door, only five paces away from Wsten. H s

voi ce had grown even softer, and the dark dangerous glint that | recognized in
all the Seekers had returned to his eyes. | kicked nyself for having foll owed
him for allowing nyself to be drawn into an unknown part of the palace, into
a rooml didn't know how to escape. On the Dredge, such a nistake woul d have
meant rape at the very least. Mre |likely death.

O bot h.

“CGo ahead,” Westen said. “Draw your dagger. You are the M stress, and unlike
Avrell or Baill or any of the other guardsnmen, the Seekers are sworn to the

M stress, sworn to protect the Mstress, not the city and the throne.”

Angry at myself, | reached for nmy dagger, slid into a stance that nmade Westen
nod in approval, still uncertain what the Seeker intended. At the sane tinme |
slid beneath the river, wapped the currents around ne, and reached toward the
Seeker captain. He held no malice, no hatred; he didn't intend to hurt ne.
“You don't report to Baill?” | asked, and even before Westen answered, | felt
nmysel f slipping into old rhythms, into old patterns that 1'd | earned while
sparring with Erick in the back alleys and decayi ng courtyards of the sluns of
Amenkor. | hadn’t trained with Erick in over two years, hadn't faced a true
Seeker since then

“No. The Seekers report only to the M stress.
W consult with Baill as a courtesy. And even then
And then he attacked.

He cleared the five paces between us with a speed | never expected, faster
than Erick, faster than anyone |1'd ever seen before, his blade flashing out

He grinned slightly. “To you.
" He shrugged.



and to the side. | barked in surprise, lunged hard to the left, his dagger

sl ashing through the space where I'd just stood, and in the same novenent |
twi sted, dropping nmy wei ght down onto one hand and sweeping out with ny foot
in an attenpt to trip him nonentum and a push with nmy supporting arm
thrusting me back up into a crouch when ny foot connected with enpty air.
Heart pounding in ny throat, breath comi ng harder, | pushed nyself deeper into
the river, felt the textures of the room darken, tasted the burning oil on the
air, the snoke and the sweat and the bl ood. New sweat, but also old. The bl ood
old as well.

“This is a training room” | nmurmured, ny attention shifting back to Wsten
who crouched as | did a few paces away.

“Yes,” he said, but he spoke in a distracted voice, his attention on ne, his
eyes hard, neasuring, judging. “For the Seekers.”

Then he spun forward, his nmotions fluid, graceful, his weight perfectly

bal anced. As | parried, raising a hand to bl ock his forearm thrusting him
away even as | sliced in tight with ny own dagger, | found myself sinking
deeper, found the roomitself fading, until there was only Westen, only the
subtle shift in stance, the liquid and deadly flick of his dagger, the
nmoverents of his arms, his feet, his body. He flowed, a slow and danger ous
dance, closing in for a wicked cut, a sharp bl ock, a vicious slash, and then
away to circle, to watch, and then back again, snmoother than Erick had ever
been.

There was no sound except the rustle of cloth, a grunt, a gasp as a hand
connected with chest or an elbowwith a thigh. Sweat broke out in ny arnpits,
slicked my arnms and chest beneath my breasts, the white shirt Mrielle had
found for me stuck to ny skin. My hair grew matted and clung to nmy neck in wet
tendrils. And still Westen attacked, sweat sheening his own face, his eyes
narrowi ng as he noved faster, his tactics changing, his thrusts ained toward
my chest at first, then shifting to ny legs, then ny back, testing ne and

wi t hdrawi ng before striking again.

Then Westen closed in hard and qui ck, changing tactics yet again, one hand

cl anmping around nmy free wist and tw sting me around, catching ne across ny
chest with my own arm pulling ne in tight to his body, so that | couldn't
nove, my dagger arm caught in the strange enbrace

| spat a curse, breath heaving in and out through clenched teeth.

| felt Westen shift, but not enough for ne to break free. H s breath cool ed
the sweat of ny neck as he leaned in close. He wasn’'t even breathing hard.
“You're only defending yourself,” he whispered. “I want you to attack.”

Before | could respond, his dagger snicked across nmy arm slicing through
cloth and scoring along flesh as he rel eased ne and he thrust nme away. |

hi ssed, in both shock and pain, stunbled to a halt and stared down dunbfounded
at the beads of blood welling in the rent of cloth, staining the fabric in
bright little circles.

A scratch, nothing nore, the blood already congealing. But during all of the
sparring with Erick, he had never intentionally drawn bl ood.

“But . . . I'mthe Mstress,” | hissed, shooting Wsten an angry glare

He shook his head, face deadly serious. “Not here. Here you're only a Seeker
Now attack!”

Anger flaring, | slid into a new crouch. Wsten responded, circling. Vaguely,
| sensed others in the roomnow, hidden in the darkness behind the al coves,
wat ching. But | ignored them focused exclusively on Wsten, watched his

nmuscl es as they tensed and rel axed, watched his eyes as they watched ne.

I lunged forward, not as graceful as Westen, not as smooth, but | had the
river and | used it. Pushing along its flows, | saw where Westen intended to
shift, saw his novenents before he nade them before his muscles even flexed,
tasted his blade as it arced through the air, every notion distinct and
brittle under the gray glare of the river. My blade flicked in hard and sharp
caught nothing but air as Westen tw sted, but | brought it back in tight
again, shifting my grip, and felt it catch cloth. Wsten barked out in
surprise, even though I knew | hadn’t touched skin with the blade, couldn’t



taste the blood on the river, and in the nonent of his distraction the pal m of
nmy enpty hand slamed into the joint of his shoul der

He staggered back, his arm hanging nonmentarily linp, his dagger falling from
his hand and clattering to the floor. Even as he recovered, slipping into a
new stance, his enpty dagger hand flexed, fingers clenching. The nunbness was
al ready wearing off, so | pressed ny attack, hoping to take hi mdown now and
end this while he was defensel ess.

But even as | closed in, he grinned, as if he knew what | was going to do, and
the next thing | knew his other hand punched forward and struck me in the gut.
Al strength fled fromny legs, and | dropped to ny knees with a sharp cry, ny
dagger forgotten as pain flashed upward frommnmy stomach, hot and visceral. One
armstill twitching back to life, he tw sted nmy dagger hand up behind nmy back
with the other, ny own hand going nunmb, and | heard my dagger clatter to the
stone fl oor.

Bot h of us gasping, Westen once again behind me, ny hand t hrobbing with pain
in his grip, he chuckl ed.

“Erick taught you many things, but you still have nuch to learn.”

He waited, the heat and intensity of the fight bleeding out of the room out
of our bodies. Then he let nmy hand go.

| sagged forward, coughed as | relaxed enough to taste the acrid snoke in the
air, ny throat dry.

Then Westen stood before ne, one hand extended to help ne up. Hi s eyes were
bri ght.

“I look forward to training you in the ways of the Seeker, my M stress,” he
said, and then he grasped my hand and pulled me to ny feet.

| followed Borund as we approached the throng of angry people outside the

cl osed doors of the gates to the inner ward, eyes scanning the crowd as he
pressed ahead, shoulders tensed as | tried to stay close, ny hand on ny
dagger, the river pulsing around ne. But no one seened interested in Borund,
and no one seened interested in me. | was just his bodyguard. Everyone was
focused on the guardsnmen at the gates, denmandi ng answers, demanding to know
why the harbor had been shut, why their ships and cargo were being kept in the

city.
Soneone shoved ne into Borund s back and | hissed, apprehension rising as the
angry crowd pushed closer. | barely had enough roomto wi eld ny dagger to

protect Borund if necessary and felt sweat break out between ny shoul ders.
| was about to grab Borund s shoul der and pull hi mback when he turned and
swore, eyes bl azing.

“We’ || never get into the palace. They' ve closed the gates, and this crowd
isn't likely to disperse any time soon. Damm! | need to know what’s going on!”
| drew breath to suggest retreating to the guild hall, feeling as if |1'd done

this all before, the sensation prickling along the nape of ny neck, but a boy
with a round face and dressed as a dockworker stepped fromthe crowd. \Wen |
saw him ny uneasiness grew, my hand falling to my dagger. But the boy was
gray. Harml ess.

Yet | felt | knew him even though 1’'d never seen hi m before.

“Master Borund?” the boy asked.

Borund frowned. “Yes?”

“Avrell, the First of the Mstress, would like to see you,
said to give you this.”

The boy held out a chunk of stone, the outline of a snail enbedded in one

si de.

Borund drew in a breath sharply.

We foll owed the dock boy through the edge of the nob, at first heading toward
the gates, then angling away, passing into a side street running parallel to

t he pal ace wall. W passed no one, the buildings nostly vacant.

A cloud drifted overhead, the bright sunlight fading to a dull gray. |

shi ver ed.

The boy ducked into a small building that had once been a stable. The reek of
manure still clung to the nusty air inside, but there were no horses. Instead,

the boy said. “He



t he buil ding was packed tight with marked crates, straw poking out through the
cracks between the wood.

Borund gasped as the dock boy led us into a narrow space between the stacked
crates. “Capthian red! Crates of it! | haven’t been able to get this since
last winter, not a single crate!”

Irritated, the boy notioned for us to hurry, and | felt tension craw across
nmy shoul der bl ades again. As if | were m ssing sonething. Something inportant.
| shrugged it aside as the narrow path between the crates turned, branched
once, then opened up into a small niche that barely fit the three of us
hunched over. The dock boy shoved us out of the way, then pulled at a chunk of
the plank flooring. A section lifted upward, cut with a ragged edge so that it
couldn’t be seen when set in place. | stared down into the rounded openi ng
below. | could see that it dropped down into a thin tunnel, even though there
was no |ight.

Borund hesitated, glancing toward nme for confirmation.

“It’s safe,” | said. “It drops down to a tunnel. There's no one down there,
and | can see a lantern ready to be lit.”

Bor und nodded and managed to | ower hinmself down into the hole.

The dock boy stared at ne the entire tine.

“How di d you know there was a lantern?” he finally asked. “It’s too dark to
see it.”

| didn’t answer, sinply dropped down snoothly after Borund as he noved to
light the waiting lantern. Then | turned, expecting to see the dock boy
staring down at nme through the circul ar opening.

But it wasn’t the dock boy anynore. It was Eryn.

| shouted, lunged in front of Borund to protect him drew ny dagger wi thout

t hought, the wei ght of the bl ade heavi er than usual

At the edge of the tunnel’s entrance, Eryn's face darkened into stern concern
eyes tight, lips thin. She knelt at the edge of the hole, hands gripping the
edge of the entrance tightly, the notion sharp and urgent.

“Do you see, Varis? Do you see?”

Then the lantern flared to life behind me, yellow |ight pulsing outward in a
blinding flash, and | jerked awake.

| gasped and flailed in the bedsheets, heart pounding. But then I recognized
the room realized |I’'d been dream ng, and col |l apsed back onto the tangl ed
sheets, breathing shallow and fast.

Slowy, my heart rate slackened, and my breathing eased. Wen | felt calm |
slid out of bed and padded to the dressing table to pour nyself sonme water,
nmovi ng through the now familiar roomw thout pausing, wincing only slightly
fromthe bruises I'd received the | ast few weeks while training with Westen

Washi ng the sour taste of sleep fromny nmouth, | drifted to the bal cony,
letting the doors swing shut behind ne.

Staring out over the darkness, | frowned. This was the third tine in the |ast
three weeks that 1'd had the same dream Except that it wasn't truly a dream
It was a menory, fromwhen |I’'d been a bodyguard for Borund. | remenbered it

clearly, heard the bells tolling in the harbor as word was spread that no
ships were to |l eave the city, felt Borund' s rage that the M stress would dare
do such a thing. W'd tried to go to the palace to find out why, but the gates
had been seal ed. Then the dock boy had shown up and taken us to Avrell.

The first two times 1'd relived the nenory as | slept, nothing had changed.
W' d entered the tunnel, craw ed through the passages to the palace. And then
t he dream had ended.

But this tine, Eryn had appeared.

| hadn’t thought much about the dreanms before. But now . .

| shivered and stood straighter, rubbing ny upper arnms for warnth. The night
air was sharp. In the three weeks since the neeting with Avrell and the

nmer chants, the signs of wi nter had beconme nore obvious. The air had gotten
colder, the daylight thinner. The vines of the plants on the bal cony had begun
to turn brown, sone of the | eaves dropping to the floor

And the day before, Marielle had pointed out across the harbor to the barely



di scerni bl e waves of the ocean. “See?” she'd said. “There are nore whitecaps
now, no matter how the wind blows. And the spray of the waves poundi ng agai nst
the rocks is higher.”

| glanced down at the wharf in the noonlight, counted the masts of the ships
at dock, and frowned in thought.

Since beconing Mstress, |'d settled into the steady pattern of the pal ace,
become familiar with the eddies and fl ows of the guardsmen, of the servants
and the supplicants fromthe city, with an occasi onal break—never announced,

al ways at randonrwhen Westen woul d appear and escort me down to the training
room Avrell had guided ne through the first few rough days, when |’'d been
forced to see and hear grievances fromthe people of the city and the guilds
and then asked to nmake a decision. At first, such grievances had occurred
every day, but as the days edged toward winter, they slowed to a trickle.

At one point, Avrell had nmuttered that we were fortunate |1'd taken control of
the throne at the beginning of winter. Wen |I’'d asked hi mwhy, he'd said that
there were few envoys and del egations fromthe surrounding cities during

wi nter. Everything of major political inmportance had al ready been settled, and
he’d have time to familiarize me with the coast and all of its cities during
the wi nter nonths.

I"d scow ed at himin annoyance. | already disliked dealing with the squabbl es
of those in the city. | didn’t want to think about dealing with the entire
coast. He’'d already started tutoring nme, though, a few hours a day spent

di scussing the other city-states along the coast—Venitte, Marland, Temall, and
Merrell—as well as the Kandish cultures to the east and the Zorelli to the
sout h.

And then there were the dreams—ef nurders, of rapes and killings and
mutil ati ons—ost of which occurred in the sluns beyond the Dredge. | sent out
the Seekers when |I could, just as |I’'d sent out Erick to find Corum But a few
of the dreans hadn’'t provided me with enough detail s—a face, a place, a
nane—to send soneone searching. In those cases, there was nothing | could do
except renenber.

But this dreamwas different. | wasn't living someone else’'s life as it was
ended or as they were hurt. This was a nmenory.

Except this last tine, at the end, it hadn't even been that.

A few hours later, dawn’s light just beginning to break the horizon behind ne,
| heard a cautious step on the balcony and turned to find Marielle hol ding out
a cup of hot tea.

“Mstress.”

| took the cup, shivering in nmy shift. Below, beyond the three stone walls

t hat surrounded the pal ace, the streets of Anenkor were coning alive.

wat ched the nmovenents of the people as | drank deeply, then sighed, turning
away.

“I want to speak to Avrell.”

“Shall | have hi m summoned?” Marielle asked as we stepped inside, notioning
sharply to the other girls in the room They began arrangi ng nmy usual cl othes,
one noving to pull back the sheets on the bed. | watched intently as the
sheets were stripped off, wadded up, and new sheets laid down. | suddenly
realized |'d never made a bed before, never even seen it being made by soneone
el se, not even here at the palace since |I’'d taken the throne. At Borund's
manse, it had al ways been nade when |’'d returned, and on the Dredge |’'d never
had a bed.

“No,” | said, distracted, watching the servant work. “1’'Il go to him”

“Very well, Mstress.”

When | turned around, Marielle and the girl presenting ny clothes were trying
to suppress sniles.

| growl ed and grabbed for my shirt.

I found Avrell in a section of the palace |I’'d never seen, hunched over a table
with a slanted top covered with parchment, Nathem at his side. H s hands were
stained with ink, and his brow was furrowed in concentration. One hand trailed
down a col um of nunbers, and he munbl ed sonet hing to Nat hem under his breath,



the creases in his brow deepening.

| hesitated a nonent, then asked, “Where are the ships?”

Bot h Nat hem and Avrell gl anced up, Avrell’s eyes darkening briefly at the

i nterruption before he recognized ne. Leani ng back, he stood and stepped out
frombehind the desk with a small snile

“Mstress, you did not need to cone down here. If you needed me, | could have
cone to you.” He noticed the ink on his hands and fol ded them together, hiding
themin the sleeves of his robes.

But then you would have had tine to prepare, | thought.

Behi nd him Nat hem began shuffling the papers, discreetly continuing whatever
t hey’ d been working on

“l needed to get out of my roonms,” | said, and began pacing restlessly. “Regin
said that nost of the ships should return within the nonth. We're already at
the end of the third week and there are only three ships at the docks. \Were
are the others?”

“l don’t know.”

| paused, hearing the undertone of concern in Avrell’s voice. Concern that he
was trying to hide

He shifted back to the table, inpatiently waving Nathemto the side, tapping

t he papers he’d been reading. | glanced down at them but could only pick out
a fewletters and nunbers. Marielle had been working with ne on a daily basis,
but | had no patience for such things. | fought back a surge of frustration. |
didn't like having to rely on Avrell, didn't like having to rely on anyone for
anyt hi ng.

“These are the reports fromthe captains of the ships that have returned,”
Avrell said. “The first two are from Marlett and Dangren, both towns within a
few days’ sail north of here. The ship that returned yesterday cane from
Merrell, much farther up the coast, also north of Anenkor. All of the captains
report rough water, and all three of the cities are in the sane condition we
are: short on food and supplies for the winter. However, none are worse off
than we are. Mdst have sufficient grain and other essentials for the winter
and a few have sone to spare. After sonme heavy bartering and with quite a few
favors called in, all three ships managed to return with at | east three
quarters of their holds full.”

“What of the other ships?”

Avrell shook his head. “Nothing, not even a nmessage returned by land.” He
caught ny gaze. “We should have heard back fromthem by now, even if it was to
say they were caught in port by the seas or storns. But we aren’t the only
ones who' ve | ost contact with their ships. Both of the captains from Merrel
and Dangren said that ships have vani shed fromthose cities. The nost common
explanation is piracy and early winter stornms.” Hs voice was tinged with
doubt .

| began pacing the room again, Nathem shifting out of ny way. “But you don't
believe that.”

“No. "

“Why not ?”

Avrell’s eyes darkened. “Piracy rises when food is short, but not to this
extent. And ships and their crews don’t vani sh conpletely w thout sign, by
stormor by piracy. Weckage or bodi es woul d wash ashore somewhere. W’ ve
heard nothing fromany of the small villages and towns al ong the coast
concerning raiders or unexplained debris from destroyed ships.”

| paced silently for a nmonent, Avrell watching.

“So where do we stand on resources for the winter with what Al endor and the
consortium |l eft behind and what these three shi ps have brought back? Al ong
with what the fishing boats have harvested.”

“Wth strict rationing, we can feed perhaps three quarters of the city now No
nore.”

| swore, Avrell raising an eyebrow at ny vehemence. Even Nat hem seened
surprised, coughing as he pulled out a second sheaf of papers and began
wor ki ng at anot her table.



“There is sone good news,” Avrell said. “Merrell has pronised to send a
shi pnent overland, but there’s no telling when it might arrive. Perhaps not

till spring. The roads between Amenkor and Merrell are not good even in the
sumer. But the grain they' ve already sent will be hel pful.’

“So,” | said, halting. “Wat can we do?”

“Hope nmore ships arrive,” Nathem deadpanned, wi thout | ooking up fromhis own
papers.

| frowned at himin annoyance, then bit my lip in thought.

Avrel | straightened al nost inperceptibly under ny steady gaze. “What is it?”
he said, voice guarded

For a nonent, | considered telling himabout the dream But then | recalled
his face the night he and Borund and Erick had convinced me to attenpt to kil
the Mstress, saw his eyes.

I wondered if he was lying to ne now, holding back supplies. But why? He had
nore invested in Anenkor then | did. He’'d only be hurting hinmself. And | knew
he woul dn’t hesitate to replace ne if he didn’t |ike ny decisions. He'd
already attenpted to assassinate Eryn, a worman he’d aided for years. He barely
knew ne.

Except that we both knew he woul d never succeed. He'd tried to place other
Servants on the throne before resorting to me, and they’'d all died. No one

el se could control the throne and survive.

And besides, |’'d been trained as an assassin. He’'d never get anyone cl ose
enough to kill ne. The throne would warn ne that they were com ng, and | had
my own skills, learned on the Dredge and now bei ng expanded by Wsten, to keep
me alive after that.

| grow ed, shoved away the usel ess doubts and nmistrust. “I need to get out of
t he pal ace.”

The words canme out nore heartfelt than |I'd intended.

Avrell hesitated, then said, “Of course. You ve been inside the inner ward
since you seized the throne. You re used to having the run of the city.” He
paused. He knew | was hol di ng back sonething, but he couldn’t deterni ne what

it was. “I’'Il arrange an escort.”

He noved to the door, where my usual escort of four guardsmen waited outside.
H s hand had just fallen on the handle when | said, “I'd |ike you to conme with
nme.”

He still ed.

“OfF course,” he said in a neutral voice. Then he opened the door and said
somet hing to the guards outside.

An hour later, | stepped out of the main doors to the palace onto the w de
stone steps of the pronenade. They descended down to a circular courtyard
where an escort of ten guardsnmen and two Seekers waited on horseback, two
other riderless horses saddl ed and ready near the front. The two Seekers
nodded in ny direction with cool smles—’'d sparred agai nst both of them under
Westen’ s wat chful eye—and the ot her guardsnmen nodded as well, with obvious
respect.

| frowned. Westen had said word that |’'d disarned himduring our first match
was spreadi ng anmong t he guard

Avrell came up behind ne, his blue-and-gold robes replaced with a fine bl ue
shirt, |eather breeches, and boots. He | ooked strange in the new clothes; 1'd
only ever seen himin the First’s robes.

“Are we ready?” he asked.

“l don’t know how to ride a horse,” | said.

Avrell paused. “I see. Then | suppose we'll have to go on foot.”

He notioned to the | ead guardsman, who issued a curt order. Al of the
guardsmen hesitated, glancing at each other in confusion, then slowy began to
di smount. When Avrell and | descended the last few steps of the pronenade and
headed for the gate, they formed up around us.

The first thing | noticed was that | was at |east two hands shorter than any
of the guardsmen or Avrell. The second was that they fornmed a tight group.
suddenl y understood why Eryn had slipped away unnoticed on occasi on, causing



Avrell, Baill, and the guardsnen so rmuch grief. They' d thought it was her
madness, but | began to wonder. Having an armed escort all the tinme, even in
the halls of the pal ace, became tiring.

W passed out through the inner gates into the niddle ward, the entire group
pausi ng just outside the gates.

| drew in a deep breath, snmelled the sea salt on the air, a weight lifting
away fromny shoulders. | hadn’t realized how confined I'd felt inside the
pal ace. The sensation of openness envel oped nme and | grinned. This was the
Amenkor | knew. the streets, the alleys, the narrows.

The peopl e.

A small crowd huddl ed around the gates waiting to get in, mainly servants and
guardsmen, a few nmen and wonen that ny gutterscum eye marked as easy, rich
targets. They turned to look, curiosity mngled with suspicion lining their
faces.

After a long nmonment, a few heads bent together and the suspicion faded,
replaced with awe. A few pointed toward ne, and | suddenly felt unconfortable.
On the Dredge, and working as Borund’s bodyguard, |’'d always faded into the

background, becone gray. |’'d depended on not being noticed, never being seen
But now .

| turned away fromthe gawking faces, fromthe sudden flurry of noise as word
was passed down through the crowd, like a ripple on water

Avrell grunted.

“What ?” | asked, not |ooking toward the group

Avrell glanced at me, then turned to survey the crowd, back straight, head
held high. In the shirt and breeches he seenmed sonehow nmore . . . regal, nore

arrogant and severe. “News that there was a new M stress flew quickly through
the city,” he said, turning back to ne, “especially after you lifted the

bl ockade. But no one knew who you were. It took thema nmoment to realize you
were the new M stress because the M stress al nost never | eaves the pal ace. And
when she does, she’'s always either ridden a horse or left by carriage. You'l
have to learn to ride eventually. ” He glanced at ne, scanning ny clothes.
“I"'mcertain they expected sonething . . . different.”

| glowered at him then turned back to |l ook at the crowd. “Wy are a few of

t hem bowi ng?”

Avrell’s eyebrows rose. “Because you are the Mstress, and nost of the people
of the city revere the Mstress. You are their liege, their protector

their god.”

| shuddered, an enptiness opening up inside nme. Unconfortable, | turned away
fromthe bowed heads.

“Let’s go,” | said, heading off to the right. The guard fell in snmoothly
around us.

“Where are we headed?” Avrell asked after a noment, his eyes darting down each
street we passed, his brow furrowed in consternation

“Wait.” | didn’t want to tell him wanted to watch his reaction

He sighed, but continued to scan the streets, perplexed.

| wal ked swiftly, turning down a few streets and all eys, but keeping the

pal ace wall in sight. People noved out of our way, staring after us in
confusion or awe once we'd passed, but | ignored themall, attention on where
we were headed. | paused once, uncertain, but chose a street at random and

reoriented nmyself once we'd reached the next cross street.

Twenty mnutes | ater, the nunber of people on the streets dropped off. The
bui |l di ngs took on an enpty air, wi ndows bl ank, doors shut, sone boarded up
with signs in the window The niddle ward held all of the guild halls, housed
some of the nore influential merchants and their offices. But since the com ng
of the Second Fire six years ago—when the huge wall of Wite Fire had swept in
fromthe ocean and burned its way through the city, leaving a small part of
itself enbedded inside me—the econony had sl ackened. Many of the buil di ngs
that had once held thriving businesses were vacant, the store owners and their
enpl oyees now residing in the lower city.

O the Dredge.



W rounded a corner and came upon the stable, the entire entourage halting.

“Do you recognize it?” | asked, watching Avrell’s face cl osely.

Avrell nodded. “Yes. It’s the building that houses the entrance to the tunne
beneath the palace wall. But why did you want to bring nme here?”

“Who owns the building?” | thought | knew the answer already, but | had to be
certain.

“The pal ace, of course.”
| nodded. Avrell seenmed as perplexed as when we’'d |l eft the gates behind.
“Let’s go inside.”

|I"d taken a few steps before | realized Avrell hadn’t noved. “I don’'t
under st and what we’re doing here,” he said.
| sighed. “I have sonmething to show you.”

Avrel |l shook his head but foll owed.

The guardsmen pul |l ed back the stable door and we stepped inside, the snell of
old manure and fresh straw sharp on the nmusty air. Avrell covered his nmouth
with his hand and gri maced as he gl anced around at the stacked crates that
filled the building. A narrow path | ed down the center to the trapdoor and the
tunnel .

“What did you want to show ne?” Avrell asked, voice strained. He was trying to
breat he t hrough his nout h.

“Look,” | said, moving up to the crates.

Avrell squinted at the markings on the sides. “Capthian red,” he nuttered,
strai ghtening abruptly. His eyes flashed. “W haven’'t had Capthian red in the
pal ace in six months. It’'s been al nost inpossible to find.”

| eyed himcarefully, but he was scanning the crates in confusion, shoul ders
tight. | felt ny suspicions begin to shift, turning away from Avrell, focusing
on someone el se. “Then who does all this belong to?”

I mmges of the lists provided by the merchants’ guild flashed through Avrell’s
mnd, | could see it in his eyes. Though his hand still clutched his nose and
nmout h, he no | onger seemed annoyed about the forced outing, or the snell.
Instead, his body was tense with concentration

After a long noment, his gaze caught mine. “No one. None of the merchants
reported owni ng any Capthian red.” He glanced around at the number of crates,
stacked to the ceiling. “Not in such quantities at any rate.”

He thought for a nmonent, then stepped cl oser, inspected the markings on one of
the crates. “There are no ownership markings on the crates either.”

"Whi ch neans what?”

He stood, brow furrowed in confusion. “It nmeans that this was smuggled into
the city. But who would snuggle in this much wi ne? Al endor? One of the other
nmer chant s?”

| shook ny head, a spark of anger igniting deep inside me, coloring ny voice.
“The buil ding belongs to the pal ace. Al endor woul d never have hidden it here.”
“Then who?”

| wal ked up to the nearest crate, glared at the markings on the side that were
still gibberish to me, and said with utter certainty, “It was the Mstress.”

| turned at Avrell’s shocked silence, ny face hard.

“I't was Eryn.”

Chapter 3
"HOWNP” AVRELL SPAT.
"What do you mean?” | asked. We were moving down the corridor |eading toward

Eryn's chanmbers, the guard escorting us—+educed to the usual four now that we
were inside the pal ace—scranbling to keep up.

“How did she srmuggle it into the city? How did she find the contacts? How did
she get the wine into the defunct stabl ehouse without ne knowi ng? She's barely
left the palace for the last three years. She can't leave the city.”

| pulled up short. | couldn't tell what bothered Avrell nore: that Eryn had
managed to smuggle the wine into the city, or that she’d done it without his
know edge. But that wasn’t what had brought me to a halt.

“What do you nean she can’t |eave the city?”



For a nonent, Avrell |ooked puzzled, too intent on Eryn's betrayal, but then
he realized what he’d said and his eyes wi dened. “Nothing. It’s not inportant
now. ’

Sone of the anger | felt toward Eryn shifted to Avrell. | took a small step
forward, ny hand dropping to my dagger

Avrell flinched, then, with a small shudder, took control of hinself. H s back
strai ghtened and the poise he usually showed erased nost of the rage fromhis
face. He becane the diplomat |1'd seen when guardi ng Borund, except now that |
knew himbetter | could see flickers of the rage he’'d suppressed in his eyes.
“The Mstress is tied to the throne,” he said stiffly, “and the throne is tied
to the city. Because of this, the Mstress can never |eave the city.”

“What happens if | try?”

“You'll die.”

| clenched ny jaw, nostrils flaring. “OF course.”

| didn't understand why being trapped in the city turned ny stomach. |’'d never
been outside the city streets, had lived on or near the Dredge until | was
fifteen, and after that I1'd lived in the lower city, guarding Borund. I'd
never even been close to the city' s outskirts, had never considered what |ay
beyond except in a vague way. Wiat lay outside the city couldn’t help nme on
the Dredge. Even Avrell’s discussions of other cities, other places, seened
unreal —not hi ng nore than words or stories.

But now I couldn’t escape, even if | wanted to.

| shoved the thought aside and spun, continuing down the corridor to Eryn’'s
chanmbers. After a nonent, | heard Avrell trying to catch up. At |east now he
was qui et.

Eryn had kept to the roons Avrell had given her after |1'd taken control of the
throne, and 1’'d had no urge to seek her out. | still felt too unsettled around
her, too off-balance. | didn't knowif | could trust her after she'd
mani pul ated me onto the throne, and so |’'d ignored her, shoved her to the back
of my mnd, where she was a constant nagging threat. The only other time I'd
seen her had been on the rooftop after 1'd dreamed of Corum and that
confrontati on had been strai ned.

| didn't slowas | came up to the outer doors to her chanbers. | jerked them
open before the guards could reach them stalked into the waiting room
scanning it with one swift glance. A forest of potted trees, a few scattered
chairs and tables, a settee, a door to the inner chanbers.

Wth barely a pause, | headed toward the door. At sone point, I'd slid beneath
the river.

“Varis, wait—= Avrell began, but with a surge of power | shoved hi m back

wi t hout turning, heard himgrunt as the eddy struck, and then |I was through,
into the inner bedroom the door cracking sharply into the wall.

A servant shrieked, dropped the |linens she was holding with a soft fwinp.
“Where is she?” | asked.

Wth a trenbling voice, the girl said, “The garden.”

| frowned, but she pointed toward a curtai ned doorway, the door open, a slight
breeze pushing the curtain out into the room

| shoved aside the curtain and stepped out onto an open veranda of white
stone, a little larger than ny own balcony, with a small table and chairs. A
wi de stone balustrade lined with fat pots separated the veranda fromthe small
private garden beyond. In the evening sunlight, the trees and trellised vines
of the garden were vibrant, the white stone of the curving paths harsh to I ook

at. | hesitated, let my eyes adjust, then stepped to the three stone steps
| eadi ng down to the garden
| didn't feel the wall of force at the top of the steps until | ran into it,

too blinded by rage. | hit it hard, staggered back with a barked curse, tasted
bl ood on ny I|ip.

“What is it?” Avrell asked, catching nmy el bow to steady me. The guards fanned
out behind us, eyes sharp, hands on swords.

I ran a hand across nmy nouth, grimaced at the smear of blood. “Eryn.”

“I felt you comng.”



Everyone turned, the guards closing in tighter as Eryn stepped away from a
trellis full of wide white flowers |I’'d scanned a noment before. | suddenly
recall ed the throne room how she had hidden right in front of me, emerging
only after 1'd refused to play her games. O rather, the throne’'s ganes. A
trick of the river that | didn’t know howto use . . . or see through.

Eryn stepped into direct sunlight, turned a hard gaze on the guardsnen. “You
can | eave now.”

The guards turned, then hesitated, uncertain, confused. They’'d taken orders
fromEryn for years. The instinct to obey was autonatic.

After a noment, Avrell gave thema short nod and they retreated to the inner
r oons.

I frowned in annoyance. They should have waited for a signal fromnme, not
Avrell.

As soon as they were gone, Eryn turned to nme. “Wiy have you cone here? This is
my retreat, mnmy private garden. | want nothing to do with the throne now. |
don’t want to be disturbed.”

| stepped forward, halting at the edge of the wall of force. “Wy didn’t you
tell me about the w ne?”

Eryn frowned. “What w ne?”

“The Capthian red you had srmuggled into the city without nmy know edge,” Avrel
said, his voice acidic. “The wine stored in the stabl ehouse in the middle
ward.”

Eryn didn’t answer at first. “Are you certain it was nme?”

“Who el se could it have been?” Avrell countered. “None of the merchants woul d
have dared hide illegally obtained wine in a building owed by the pal ace, |et
al one a building containing a passage beneath the pal ace walls!”

“Some woul d argue such a building woul d be the perfect place to hide goods,”
Eryn said. “Wiy would we search our own buil di ngs?”

“But they woul dn’t have known of the passage,” | spat, “wouldn’t have stacked
the wine so that the entrance to the tunnel would remain open. And if they had
known of the passage, they woul dn’t have risked the wine being found if the
tunnel were used.”

A troubl ed | ook passed through Eryn’s eyes and her poi se wavered, her gaze
dropping to the stone of the garden’s path. “I see.”

Before me, the wall of force on the steps shuddered, then unraveled, rigid
currents sliding back into their regular flows.

| relaxed, felt ny pulse begin to throb in ny cut lip now that ny rage had
been blunted. It hurt like all hells. “Wiy didn't you tell us about the w ne?”
| asked again, ny voice calmbut still |aced with anger

Eryn sighed and gl anced back up, her eyes worried, watery and red, as if she
were on the verge of tears. “Because, ” she said in a stern voice, “I don't
renenber smuggling in any w ne.”

Nei t her Avrell nor | nopved.

“But you told me about the wine,” | said, incredulous. “You showed it to nme!”
“How?” Eryn said, stepping forward to the edge of the steps, so that Avrel
and | were | ooking down at her. “How did | show you?”

“lI dreaned | was conming to the palace with Borund, to nmeet with Avrell. W
were followi ng a dock boy, who led us to the stables and the tunnel. The first
fewtines that was all it was, as if | were reliving the nenmory. But this |ast

time, after we’'d seen the crates of wi ne, the dock boy changed into you.”
Both Avrell and Eryn seened confused, staring at each other with furrowed

br ows.

“Coul d you have influenced her dream sonehow?” Avrell asked, voice tinged with
doubt. “Perhaps w t hout know ng? W’ ve never had two M stresses alive at the
same time before. Is that possible?”

But Eryn was al ready shaking her head. “No, | don’t think so. The Sight
doesn’t work that way, and none of the previous M stresses trapped in the

t hrone had any know edge of such a thing that | remenber.” She turned to ne,
frowni ng. “However "

| shifted beneath her gaze. “Wat?”



Eryn sighed, her shoul ders sagging in uncertainty. “It could be the throne
itself. O at |least one of the personalities in the throne.”

“What do you mean?” | asked, but | thought | already knew. The ol der wonan who
had snel | ed of oak and wi ne.
Eryn hesitated, glanced at Avrell, then noved up onto the veranda to the table

and chairs, taking a seat. After a studied pause, Avrell nmoved to join her. |
shifted to a place near the table, sitting back agai nst the stone bal ustrade,
arns crossed over ny chest.

“The throne is a malevolent thing,” Eryn said, her voice tired. She nade a
smal | notion toward the door and in the darkness behind the curtain | sensed
the servant 1'd startled before nmoving away. “All of those wonen—and a few
men—al | of whom at sone point touched the throne and thus became a part of it,
they all want the sanme thing: control. They know that they’ re dead—somne of

t hem have been dead since the throne’'s creation alnost fifteen hundred years
ago—but there is always the tenptation to gain control, to seize it if
necessary. |If they can overpower whoever sits on the throne, then they can
live again through that body. 1t’s happened before. Someone ascends the

t hrone, someone weak. Then the throne takes control, clains the power. In npst
cases, the person doesn’t survive long after that. The throne itself
overwhel ms the inhabited person’s body, destroys it.”

| glanced toward Avrell, his mouth pressed into a tight, thin line. | had
heard himtalking to Nathemin the waiting room had heard hi mdescribi ng how
the wonen he’d tried to seat on the throne before nme had died. I'd lived their

deaths, in the nonments when the throne threatened to overwhel mne, and
shuddered at the screans, at the nenory of clawi ng ny eyes out, of biting off
my own tongue, of having nmy heart beat so hard and fast that it finally burst
in a white-hot, searing explosion of pain.
And | renenbered the neeting with the nerchants, heard again the voice of the
worman sliding through the currents of the river. She'd renoved herself from
the rest of the throne, fought her way free. And she’'d wanted control, wanted
me to give her control
“But not all of those the throne took control of died,” | said.
Eryn shook her head. “No. A few of them survived, overpowered by one or all of
the personalities. In those cases, the new personality is subsuned, lost in
the storm and soneone el se takes over.”
| thought of the throne room recalled the voices echoing in its chanbers the
night | attenpted to kill Eryn. A girl’s voice, perhaps twelve, and an elder’s
voi ce, rough with spite and anger.
But in the end, Eryn had regai ned command. It was Eryn who had pushed ne onto
the seat of the throne. It was Eryn who gave ne the choice to take contro

or let the city die.
Eryn continued, “All of the wonen who have sat upon the throne before—-and
t here have been at |east two hundred-have had the Sight . . . what you cal
the river, Varis. And when the throne was first established, the Sight was
enough. The M stress could use it to build a barrier between her own
personality and those within the throne. But as nore and nore peopl e becane
part of the throne, that barrier had to be stronger and stronger, each new
M stress nmore powerful than the last. Not everyone who was seated on the
throne had the power to master it, and those that didn't died. Close to a
hundred have died in this way, nost of themw thin the last few centuries. But
we’' ve reached an inpasse. The throne has becone too powerful for even the
strongest of us with the Sight.”
Eryn | eaned forward, her eyes intent. “But there’'s something different about
you, Varis.”
| shifted unconfortably.
“l sensed it in the throne room” Eryn went on, voice soft. “AFire. A Wite

Fire, like a small enmber of the Fire that burned through the city six years
ago. It burns inside you, protects you fromthe voices when the Sight cannot.”
Avrell stirred. “Is that why you chose her to be the Mstress? ”

Eryn shook her head, never taking her eyes off me. “No. | didn’t know about



the Fire until the throne room | only knew that Varis was the only one with
the Sight in the city strong enough to have a hope of controlling the throne.
None of the Servants here woul d have survived, not even Marielle. You know.
You tried the strongest—Beth, Arrielle, Cecille—= Her voice grew rough and she
hal ted, swallowed hard. “You watched themdie.”

| suddenly understood the fear 1'd sensed in Marielle weeks earlier. She was a
true Servant. If Avrell had not shifted his attention to ne, she m ght have

been thrust on the throne herself . . . and killed.

No wonder Marielle feared him

My gaze fell on Avrell. “So you knew,” | said.

He | ooked at me bl ankly. *Knew what ?”

My back straightened. “You knew that | was never supposed to kill Eryn, that

it was a trap, the assassination just a ploy to get nme into the throne room”
“Yes.”

| snorted in contenpt, even though part of ne was relieved. At |east now

knew he’d wanted nme to be the M stress, that ny ascension to the throne wasn't
a conplete surprise

“I't wasn't his idea,” Eryn said. “But he did bring your presence to ny
attention. He noticed you when he first met with you and Borund, told me of
hi s suspicions that you used the Sight. It was ny idea to have you attenpt to
kill ne.”

“Why not just have nme brought to the throne roon? Order ne there?”

“Because of Captain Baill,” Avrell answered, voice thick with derision. “He
woul d never have allowed it. His position was too strong with Eryn on the edge
of madness. He woul d never have given that up.”

“And because you woul d never have accepted the throne unless you were forced
to,” Eryn added. “No one willingly takes the throne. Not now.”

| thought about entering the throne roomthat night, of feeling the presence
of the throne stalking ne, hunting me as if | were prey, and shuddered. No. No
one would willingly take the throne. Not once they came into the throne room
and felt its presence anyway. Even those trained for it, like the Servants.
Silence settled, interrupted by Eryn’s servant bringing a pitcher of chilled
water and a set of glasses. As the girl poured three glasses fromthe pitcher
she glanced toward me and | sensed her relief.

Relief that soneone el se had assuned the throne.

| frowned as the girl bowed her head and left, slipping silently through the
curtain to the darkness of the inner room | wondered if she would have been
next .

Avrell took a sip of water. “How does that explain your appearance in Varis’
dr ean?”

Eryn sat back with a small sigh. “Everyone is vul nerabl e when they sleep. Qur
def enses are weakest, our protective barriers thin. | think that one of the
personalities in the throne penetrated Varis' defenses, enough to influence
her dreans. At first, whoever it was probably triggered her menory, hoping
that woul d be enough for Varis to realize that the wine was in the stable. But
when that didn't work, they used sonething nore direct.” She paused. “They put
nmy image in the dream”

“But why your inage?” Avrell asked. “Wy use you?”

Eryn grimaced. “I don’t know. ” She gave ne a |long, considering |ook. “But
maybe we can find out.”

| straightened, a thin coil of unease uncurling inside nme. “How?”

Eryn 1 ook a thoughtful sip of her water, set the glass down carefully.

“You have an advantage that none of the previous Mstresses have had, Varis:
me. | know how to use the throne, know how to manipulate its powers as well as
the Sight. | could show you how to search for whonever is influencing your
dreans, perhaps even show you how to protect yourself fromthem using the
Sight. None of the previous Mstresses had a living Mstress to aid them to
gui de them after they took the throne. We all had to rely on the voices, had
to determ ne which voices we could trust to help us and which to ignore. Al

on our own. And there are voices within the throne that you can trust, Varis.



“Let me help you,” Eryn said, her eyes inploring, a tinge of desperation

entering her voice. Al signs of the regal, inperious woman |’'d seen on the
roof had vanished. “lI could help you with the Sight, as well as the throne.
Pl ease.”

Besi de her, Avrell nodded to hinself, his face intent, as if a problemhe’d
been westling with had been sol ved.

| hesitated, the coil of unease sliding deeper into my chest. If | allowed
Eryn to get that close .

But | already knew ny answer. | didn't want anyone influencing my dreans. The
t hought itself sent shudders down my back. It nmade me vul nerabl e, weak. And
did need help protecting nyself fromthe voices in the throne. The Fire wasn't
enough. The worman who had snell ed of oak and w ne proved that.

“We can try,” | said, and | sawrelief flash in Eryn’s eyes. She sniled. The
first real smle |I’'d seen from her

“CGood,” she said, relaxing back into her chair as she took a sip of water.
“But first,” Avrell said, suddenly all business, “the wine. You said you don’'t
remenmber snuggling in any wi ne, but obviously you did. Did you snuggle in
anyt hing el se? And how did you do it w thout anyone know ng?”

Eryn gl anced toward me, her smile w dening. “Now, Avrell, you don't expect ne
to reveal all of the Mstress’ secrets, do you?”

He grunted, not finding it humorous. “OF course not. However—=>

“No.” A trace of steel entered Eryn’s voice. “I won't tell you everything,
Avrell. You ve | earned enough about the Mstress’ powers today.”

Avrell drew breath to protest but caught hinself, stiffening beneath Eryn's
gaze. “Very well.”

Eryn turned back to me, her face serious now, the smle gone. “l sruggled in
some food and had it stored in various places throughout the city.”

“What and where?” Avrell asked, |eaning forward.

Qoviously irritated, Eryn replied, “Sonme cured neats—pork and beef

mai nl y—grain, potatoes . . . all staples. But not enough to feed the city for
the entire winter.”
“But it's nore than we have now,” | said.

Eryn frowned. “Wat of the ships you sent out?”

| shook ny head, and Eryn sat back heavily and bit her lower |ip.

“But if you don’t renenmber snuggling in the wine,” | said, “then maybe there
are other goods you smuggled in that you don’t renenber.”

She nodded. “Or worse. W& may find that what | do remenber is not, in fact,
true. At the end, the throne was too powerful. Wat | think |I remenber may
have been del usi ons, thoughts brought on by the other voices in the throne, or
per haps even their own nenories that |’'ve absorbed as my own. That’'s why |

didn’t cone to you earlier. |I don’t know what | actually did, and what | only
wanted to do, or attenpted to do and failed.” A forlorn | ook passed across
Eryn's face, harsh with pain and loss. “For a time, | believe |I actually was
i nsane.”

No one spoke for a long noment. Then Avrell turned to ne, concern for Eryn
clear in his eyes. “Perhaps whoever touched your dreamto show you the wi ne
knows where the other stores are hidden.”

| nodded in agreenment, but ny mind had taken a different path.

| looked up at Eryn sharply. “Wy did you bl ockade the harbor?”

When Eryn didn’t answer, | continued. “You snuggled goods into the city, were
preparing for a harsh winter . . . so why did you bl ock the harbor and
interrupt trade, keep ships with supplies fromentering, and force our own
ships to stay here, unable to get nore?”

Eryn shook her head. “1 don’t know. Ever since that cursed Fire passed through
the city, I’'ve steadily lost control . . . of the throne, of my power, of ny
mnd. | don't understand rmuch of anything | did in the last few years. It’'s
all mxed up, with large sections of it just . . . gone. As if I'd |lost part
of nyself sonehow. Just . . . gone.”

Avrell shifted unconfortably at the desolation in her voice, caught ny
attention nmeani ngfully, then stood. “We should attenpt to find sone of these



hi dden stores,” he said quietly. | pushed away fromthe bal ustrade | was

| eani ng against. “Perhaps if you could tell us a place to begin searching?”
Eryn rose suddenly as well, suffused with new energy. The conversation had
changed her. Instead of the norose woman |’'d encountered on the tower or found
wanderi ng her garden nonments before, she was now vibrant with purpose. “I can
do better than that,” she said with a grin and a lifted eyebrow. “I can show
you.”

Eryn burst out |aughing at something Avrell said as we were escorted by the
pal ace guardsnen through the nmarket square in the lower city. We'd cone from
the outer ward, where Eryn had led us to an old building on Lirion Street
stacked with barrels of salted fish. Avrell had been shocked, had sent one of
t he guardsmen back to the palace to retrieve paper, a quill and ink, and a
smal | foldable table so that he could record what we’'d found. |Inmediately
after the guardsmen had left, he set the remmining escort to counting the
stores.

Now we were headi ng down to sone warehouses along the River, near the neat

mar ket and stockyards. Eryn and Avrell had been tal king ani matedly since we’'d
I eft the pal ace.

| watched them from behind as we noved through the crowds at the edge of the
mar ket and passed into the streets beyond. They were tal king about the city,
about things that had happened years ago, problens they had resol ved t oget her
while Eryn was M stress, people they had net. People |I'd never heard of, and
events that had only affected the upper city, the real Amenkor, that had never
reached the slunms beyond the Dredge.

| felt a pang of . . . jealousy? Loneliness? Sonething deep in ny chest,
vaguely famliar. Like the yearning 1'd felt whenever the baker—the

whi te-dusty man, | thought, and smled tightly—-had reached out to touch ne.

| wanted to be part of the conversation, wanted to share in the laughter, in
the nmenories. But | couldn't. I'd been gutterscum back then, nothing nore than
a girl dressed in tattered rags hunched protectively over a half-rotted apple.
My nouth twisted into a scow .

Ahead, Eryn gasped and said, “Do you remenber when Al den cane to the fete with
that frilly lace thing around his throat?”

Avrell grinned. “He clained it was the highest fashion in Venitte at the
tine.”

“That’s right! 1'd forgotten!” Eryn’s hand gri pped Avrell’s upper arm a

casual gesture. Avrell didn't react. “It turned out he’'d gotten the thing from
some ‘captain’ at the wharf.” She snorted, shaking her head. “Just punishnent,
| say.”

W reached the edge of the River and Eryn’s hand fell away from Avrell’s arm
“Here we are,” she said, turning back to look at me. A smile still touched her

lips, but she'd straightened, back to the business at hand. “There should be
cured neats in here.”

Avrell nodded, the guardsnmen already at the w de doorway. Wen the | eader of
the escort notioned them forward, we stepped into the shadowed interior

The place was smaller than the ones |1'd visited in the warehouse district
whi l e acting as Borund’'s bodyguard, support pillars reaching to the ceiling,
the rafters dusty and filled with cobwebs. A dry nustiness assaulted ny nose,
and one of the guardsmen sneezed. Avrell raised one hand to cover his nouth,
as he’ d done at the stabl ehouse.

O her than the cobwebs and a few traces of straw, the warehouse was enpty.

“l don’t understand,” Eryn said, her voice tight, her brow creased in
confusion. “I remenber having cured neats shipped here. Unless . ”

She halted, all of the confidence she’d shown since we’'d | eft the garden
trickling away.

Avrell notioned to the guardsmen, who scattered through the warehouse,
checking the far corners, a few ascending the stairs against the back wall to
see if there was anything in the roons above. The floor creaked as they noved
around, dust sifting down through cracks between the boards.

Stepping forward as we waited, | circled the bottomfloor of the warehouse. In



the far corner, the dust had been disturbed, as if something had been stored
in the warehouse recently, but had been noved.

| frowned, began wandering back to where Avrell and Eryn stood.

Both Avrell and | knew what the guardsnen had found before they returned. W
shared a | ook, Avrell’'s lips pressed thin with concern

“I know | had cured neat stored here,” Eryn said, back stiff, voice adanant.

“But you said yourself you weren't certain whether the nenories were yours or

not,” Avrell said soothingly. “It could have been sonmeone el se’s nmenory, one
of the previous M stresses.”
“No! | stored neat here. | renenber!”

The guardsmen had all returned. The | eader of the escort shifted uneasily as
we turned. “There’s nothing here now, Mstress,” he said to Eryn. He wi nced as

he realized his nistake, shot a horrified glance at me. “I nean, Eryn.”

An awkward silence fell. Then Avrell stirred. “Wre there any other places
where you thought you d stored supplies?”

Still troubled, Eryn shook herself and frowned in thought. “Yes, a few other

pl aces. The cl osest would be on the other side of the River, on the Dredge.”
A sharp pain | anced down into ny stomach and | stilled, nmy nouth suddenly dry.
| hadn’t been to the Dredge since |I'd killed Bloodmark and fled the slums. |
hadn’t even been to the far side of the River since then

Al eyes were turned on ne, Avrell’s filled with an unspoken question

| shrugged aside the queasy terror in ny gut, net Avrell’s gaze, and said,
“Let’s go.”

W |eft the enpty warehouse behind, Avrell and | falling into step behind
Eryn, the guardsnen fanning out around us. Curt orders were passed as we
neared the Dredge and the stone bridge that arched across the River and the
guardsmen closed in tighter around us, but no one el se spoke. Eryn was intent,
focused on where we were headed; Avrell seened on the verge of speaking, but I
shot hima glare and he subsi ded.

As we crossed over the bridge, my stomach knotted and ny hand fell to ny
dagger. Wthout thought, | slid beneath the river, slid into old, famliar
patterns with an ease that was sickening.

The Dredge had changed in the two years since |’'d | ast been here.

W noved through streets filled with peopl e—srpore people than when 1’'d | ast
been here—their clothes worn, spattered with dirt and grime, some with
tattered shoes or bundl ed rags covering their feet, but nost barefoot. They
nmoved sl owy, shoul ders hunched, heads down, arnms held listlessly at their
sides or clutched tight to their chests. A few carried bundles. A significant
portion of them were foreigners—dark-skinned Zorelli fromthe south, Kandish
with scraggly feathers entwined in their hair, Taniecians fromthe north with
the blue marking of the Tear of Tani ece snudged on their right cheek

But it wasn't their clothes or their postures that tightened the knot in ny
stomach, that pressed sonmething hard into the base of ny throat. It was their
eyes. They were enpty, w thout hope, desolate and beaten. A few were harsh
with anger, or hard with desperation, but nostly they were |ike wal ki ng dead,
al ready | ost and forgotten. And everywhere there was a sense of darkness, of
decay, of buildings crunbling and streets narrowi ng—a crushi ng sense of
oppression, as if the very sky were closing in.

| felt the pressure creeping in on ne, closing off ny throat so that |
couldn’t breathe, settling over me like a snothering blanket. My pul se

qui ckened, throbbing in nmy tenmple, thudding in ny chest. | tasted the Dredge,
the grit and refuse harsh against my tongue, the scents of danpness—ef rot and
shit and nmalignant growth—el oying, stronger than it should be. Al of the
menories of nmy life beyond the Dredge crashed down on nme at once, heightening
t he sensations, making themnore real, nore vivid, and infinitely worse.

| turned toward Avrell in horror. H s eyes w dened, and he reached toward Eryn
to stop her, to turn us back, but before he could say anything, Eryn halted
and said, “Here.”

| choked back the overwhel mi ng sense of the Dredge, forced nyself to focus on
where Eryn had pointed, to ignore the prickling sensation crawing across ny



shoul ders and up ny neck

It was a building like all the rest on the Dredge, edges worn, w ndows bricked
shut, so that the only entrance was through a doorway half filled with
shattered stone and debris.

“Are you certain?” Avrell said, doubt clear in his voice.

“Yes,” Eryn said, nore confidently. “I can see the ward | placed on the door
There' s sonething here.”
And as she spoke, | saw the ward as well, saw the subtle currents of the river

where they twisted into a pattern | didn’t recogni ze near the heap of stone
around the door and around the base of the building and wi ndows.
But the pattern’s intent was obvious. As | noved closer to the building, |

felt the river pushing nme away. | resisted it, cane to a stop before the door
besi de Eryn.
“Let’s see what’'s here,” | said.

Eryn reached forward with one hand and the ward fell away.

| scranbl ed up over the debris, stone and dirt shifting beneath nmy weight, and

heard Avrell and the guardsnmen protest behind nme. Three guardsmen foll owed ne

instantly, but | knew there was not hing dangerous inside the building. 1'd

al ready checked using the river

“Is it empty?” Avrell asked, coming up to the opening.

“No,” | said, and heard Eryn sigh with relief. “It’'s filled with crates.

can't tell what’s in them”

Avrell clinmbed through the entrance, balancing carefully, grimacing in

di staste. He brushed off his hands and eyed ne carefully. “Are you all right?”

| nodded sharply. “I"'mfine.”

He shook his head at the obvious lie, then notioned toward the guardsmen, who

began assessing the crates, one of themsetting up the foldable table in the

di ffuse light comng through the doorway. “W don’t need to stay here long.”

| didn't respond, watched the guardsmen at work for a nonent instead, then

turned and crawl ed back out into the sunlight.

Eryn stood at the edge of the Dredge, a few of the guardsnen to either side.

As | noved up beside her, she said, “W're attracting attention,” and nodded

toward the people on the street who were eyeing Eryn and the guardsnen warily.

Most dropped their gazes and nmoved on quickly; others glared openly. One nan

with a clouded white eye hawked a ball of phlegmto the cracked stone cobbles

before skirting those around us and di sappeari ng down a darkened narrow.

“CQuardsnen al ways attract attention on the Dredge,” | said.

Eryn pressed her lips together tightly, and | felt the guardsnmen to either

side tense. Their hands fell to the pomels of their swords.

“I's this what it's like all the tine?” Eryn asked.

| shrugged unconfortably. “It’s worse now than it was. It never used to be so
cromded. Or dirty this close to the River. The sluns—the true

slunms—hadn’t crept so far in this direction. I would never have cone this far

up the Dredge back then. There woul dn’t have been any reason to.” d ancing

down the street, | realized that we were close to Cobbler’s Fountain, where

I"d meet with Erick when 1’d found one of his nmarks, where ny nother had

brought ne to play when | was six, before the Dredge had taken her

| frowned, focusing on the people before us again.

W were drawing a crowd. A restless crowd.

The back of ny neck prickled with unease and nmy hand gri pped mny dagger

Murnmurs began to run through the group, low at first, people muttering under

their breath, but nothing nore. | suddenly recalled the man with the mlky

eye, saw the derision on his face as he spat, saw his hatred.

| shifted my weight, settled into a defensive stance. “Get the others.”

“But the First is not done,” one of the guardsmen protested.

Before us, the crowm seened to ripple, the murnur rising.

Far down the Dredge, sonething on the river shuddered. Soneone shouted. The

tension in the air spiked.

“Cet themnow ” | spat, and stepped forward, in front of Eryn, two guardsnen

followi ng my | ead, shoving Eryn behind them the other scranbling up over the



debris and vani shing into the buil ding.

“What is it?" Eryn asked.

| didn't answer.

Down the street, the shouting intensified and the river recoiled, fear and
anger and retribution mngling sharply with the scent of sweat. The crowd-ro,
it wasn’t a crowd anynore—the mob before us shuddered again, the angry faces
at the forefront surging forward as if pushed from behind, then receding like
a tide.

And then Avrell was there, the rest of the guardsnen closing in protectively
on either side. At the same time the tidal surge of the nob pushed forward
again, threatened to overcone the guardsnmen at its edge, before pulling back
and parting.

Into the opening left by the crowd strode a group of armed nen.

The pal ace guardsnen stiffened. The | eader barked out an order, and swords

sni cked from sheat hs.

On the river | could taste the advent of blood, |ike copper. | breathed it in
t hrough nmy nostrils, nmy hand kneading the hilt of my dagger, and thought, This
is the Dredge. This is where | cone from

But not where | bel onged.

The group of men advanced, their nakeshift weapons—hal f-rotted boards, a few
kni ves, stones—at the ready. Only the | eader of the nob carried a sword, his
face twisted into a scom of hatred, but the blade wasn’t drawn. Not yet. Hi s
hair hung in | anky brown chunks bel ow t he shoul ders, and his breeches and
tunic were stained but not crusted with dirt |like the others. A scar narred
the sharp line of his jaw and his brown eyes bl azed.

“What are you doi ng here?” he spat as he approached, halting a few paces away.
H s voice was | ow and rough with rage. The crowd’s grunbling increased, a few
men openly cursing. The old man with the mlky eyes spat on the ground again a
few paces behind him “Get out! You don't bel ong here!”

The guards bristled, stepped forward with swords raised, but Avrell halted
themw th a barked order.

| drew in the copper taste of blood with flared nostrils, then shifted

forward, stepped clear of the guardsnen to face the | eader, ny hand still on
nmy dagger, the river tight around ne.
“W’re here,” | said slowmy, “to figure out howto feed you.”

The man hesitated, the tension on the river waveri ng—

Then he burst into laughter. “Here to feed us!” he roared. He turned to the
cromd. “Did you hear that! They're here to feed us!” The crowd responded with
a roar of its own, half laughter, half angry derision. A roar that sent
shudders through ny spine.

Then the man with the | anky hair spun back. “And how do you intend to do
that?” he hissed. Al hunor had left his eyes. There was nothing left but a
deadly glint, cold and heated at the sane tine.

When | didn’t respond, he snorted with contenpt. “That’s what | thought.”

He'd already started to turn away when | asked, “Wat’'s your name?”

He halted. “Wy?”

“Because | want to know. ”

He sneered, then hesitated, his eyes catching nmine. The sneer faltered, becane
a frown.

Then he gave a nmock bow and grow ed, “Lord Darryn, at your service
the title with contenpt.

My lips twitched and a few of those in the crowd chuckl ed, but when Darryn had
strai ghtened, | becane deadly serious. | saw himjerk back as he caught ny
gaze again and | stepped into the opening, noving close enough to keep him

of f - bal ance.

“I amthe Mstress of Anenkor,” | said, |oud enough so everyone coul d hear

and felt a surge of satisfaction as some of those gathered gasped, as Darryn
hi nsel f blinked in surprise, “originally fromthe Dredge. And | will find a
way to feed you.”

Then | stepped back, turned to catch Eryn’s eye, saw Avrell notion quickly to

twi sting



t he guards, who began to force a way out through the crowd. The people of the
Dredge refused to part at first, hesitant, their eyes on Darryn, but when he
sai d nothing, did nothing, they grudgi ngly gave way.

When we’ d worked nost of the way free of the press of the bodies, Eryn noved
up beside ne.

“I replaced the warding on the building.”

| nodded, afraid to speak. Trenors had begun to run through my arnms and ny
hand trenbled. | gripped the handl e of ny dagger to make it stop, turned ny
attention to Avrell.

“Did you get what you needed?”

He swal | oned once, his face pale, his eyes wider than usual. “Yes. | think
so.”

“Good. Let’'s head back to the palace. |I’ve had enough of the city for one
day.”

Eryn snorted, the sound weak.

| didn't stop trenbling until we passed through the inner gates.

When Erick returned fromhis hunt on the Dredge, | was working with Marielle,
huddl ed over a padded board, a piece of chalk clutched tight in one hand.
“You're pressing too hard,” Marielle said. “You don't need to force the chal k
into the slate. And you're holding it too tightly. No wonder your hand hurts
after each session. Just relax.”

| growed with frustration, shot Marielle a hateful glare which she ignored,

t hen focused again on the black stone.

Marielle had drawn a few lines at the top and witten letters between them
the witing snmooth and fluid. Beneath, she’d drawn nore lines, with the sane
spaci ng.

|I"d copied the first two letters onto the second set of lines, my script shaky
and jagged. | frowned at the attenpts. “l hate this.”

“You're doing fine,” Marielle said, but | could hear the strain in her voice.
“Try the next one. And this time don't press so hard.”

| sighed, took the chalk in a death grip, and scanned the next letter. | bit
my lower lip and concentrated, the room fadi ng away behind ne as | touched the
chalk to the slate. |I began a slow, careful curve, but it began to waver

al rost i medi ately. | gripped the chal k harder, but that didn't help. | felt
sweat beadi ng on ny forehead.

When the chal k broke hal fway through formng the letter, | barked in a half
yell, half growl, “I can’t do this!”

“Can’t do what?”

Both Marielle and | shot a glance toward the door—Marielle’s in relief, nine
inirritation. Erick stood there, his Seeker’'s clothes stained with the
Dredge, his eyes bright with | aughter.

| grinned, then stood abruptly, shoving the slate behind nme. “Nothing,” |

sai d.

Erick’s brow furrowed and he stepped through the doorway. Eryn moved into the
room behind him

“l ran into her in the corridor and escorted her here,” Erick said as he
approached, voice |ow He paused, caught ny shoul ders and held ny gaze,
expression suddenly serious. “lIt’s done. Corunms dead.”

| straightened, regret leaving a bitter taste in ny nouth. Regret that |
hadn’t killed Corum nyself, not regret that he was dead. But even that regret
faded, washed away by the netallic taste of rainwater, |eaving only a sense of
ri ght ness, of bal ance and satisfaction

Eri ck watched ne closely, then nodded in approval, letting his hands drop from
nmy shoul ders.

“What about those he had working for hinP” | asked. “The other gutterscum he
was using as sl aves?”

Erick’s face turned grim “Mst of them scattered when the guardsnen rai ded

t he buil ding where he had them working. They're back in the sluns beyond the
Dredge. A few didn't have anywhere to go or were too weak to run. The
guardsmen have themright now, down in the barracks. A healer is checking them



for disease and wounds.”

“And what happens to them after that?”

Erick shrugged. “We let themgo.”

“Back to the slums,” | said bitterly, “where they end up with soneone el se

i ke Corum”

Erick shifted unconfortably. “Wat else can we do with then®”

What could we do with then? | didn't know. But there nmust be sonething. |
couldn’t get Darryn’'s face—his contenpt, his hatred—eut of my m nd.

But he’'d let us go without harmng us.

“So . . .” Erick said, his voice too casual, “l hear that you disarmed Wsten
in your first match.”

| snorted. “And then he brought ne to ny knees, ny armtw sted up behind ny
back. Wth one hand.”

Erick didn't laugh. “No one’'s ever disarnmed Westen in a bout before, not since
he becane captain of the Seekers.”

| hesitated, hearing the serious note in Erick’'s voice. “l cheated,” | said
finally. “1 used the river.”

H s eyebrows rose. “That’s not cheating. And the Seekers have | et the pal ace
and city guardsnen know. You shoul dn’t have any problenms with the guard after
this. If they doubted your ascension as M stress before, they don’t now.”

| didn’t know what to say, a strange sense of exhilaration filling ne at the
pride | heard in Erick’s voice.
“You're also the talk of the Dredge,” Erick added. “I don’t know what you did

yesterday, but it certainly caused a stir.”

There was a hint of disapproval in his voice—probably over the fact that I'd
confronted Darryn personal | y—but before | could answer it, soneone coughed
lightly and Erick stepped aside, revealing Eryn, the nonment broken. She had
halted three steps into the room her hands fol ded before her, her black hair
| oose, spilling down her shoul ders, stark agai nst her dress.

“I'f you' re ready,” she said. “l thought we could try to determi ne who is

i nfl uencing your dreans today.”

I frowned, stomach tightening into a knot. Setting aside the slate, facedown
so that Erick wouldn’t see it, | nodded to Eryn. “Wat do you need ne to do?”
Eryn hesitated, then seened to steel herself. “I think it would be best if we
tried this in the throne room”

| froze, eyes going slightly wide. The tension in nmy stomach doubl ed and
swal | owed, hard

| hadn’t been to the throne roomsince the night 1'd taken control, had been
avoiding it conpletely. My only concession had been to issue an order to have
t he danage done to the doors by Baill and his guardsnen that night repaired.
“Very well,” | said weakly.

Eryn turned to |lead the way into the hall.

| shifted, caught Erick’s eye

“I"1'l come with you,” he said.

| felt better instantly.

The entrance to the throne roomwasn’t far frommy chanbers. The three of us
hal ted before the iron-bound, wooden doors, the wood gl eamng with an inner
war nth. The soft curves of the ironwork were delicate yet form dable, newy

wrought after Baill and the guardsmen had ripped the doors fromthe walls
trying to gain entrance to the throne room al nost a nonth before. | could
still hear the iron hinges clanging to the marble floor inside, could hear the
crack of the wood as it split under the battering ram | remenbered standi ng

out si de these doors that night, knowing that the Mstress waited for ne
inside, that the throne waited for ne, and that it was a trap

| felt sweat break out on ny palns, felt nausea rising as Eryn hesitated. For
a nonent, we shared a look, and | saw in her eyes the same apprehension |

felt.

Then Eryn nodded to the guardsnen who opened the doors with a ponderous creak
of new wood and the faint squeal of new hinges.

Eryn and | stepped into the roomtogether, Erick a pace behind. A |long wal kway



led up to a tiered dais, thick colums rising to either side. Every torch and
sconce of oil in the roomhad been lit. There were no darknesses, no places to
hide. And at the end of the wal kway, on the dais, sat the Skewed Throne, a

whi t e- and- gol d banner covering the wall behind it.

It was just as | renenbered. A twisted thing, its shape shifting before ny
eyes, at one nonent a high-backed seat of stone with flat square arms, the
next the stone warping, the seat nolding itself to a newform a sinple chair,
but with one |l eg shorter than the others. And then it woul d tw st again,
shifting fluidly, the notions sickening and silent, straining the eyes. A |long
di van; anot her square throne but with etched scrollwork and no arns; a
river-worn rock.

But it was always stone. Cold, hard granite.

| shuddered, turned away. Before, I'd felt the power of the throne throughout
the room stalking ne, a predator circling me, hunting me as | hunted for

Eryn, ny only protection the Fire inside nme, and the river, holding it at bay.
But now the voices were a part of me, and | felt themrespond to the presence
of the throne. Their shrieking increased, harsh with anticipation, with
expect ati on.

Wth a conscious effort, | strengthened the Fire hol ding them back, felt a
surge of hatred in return

“You must sit on the throne,” Eryn said, her voice steady but weak. W’ d noved
to the bottomof the dais, and | could see that she would not nove cl oser
woul d not risk touching the throne again. Any qualns |’'d had about having her
there, so close to the throne, so close to seizing power again, faded. She
feared the throne as nmuch as | did; perhaps nore, since she knew what it was
capabl e of, knew what it could do.

| suddenly wondered what she'd felt when Avrell had tried to replace her with
one of the other Servants. Had she felt themdi e? Had she died along with

t hen?

O had she helped kill them however inadvertently?

| left her at the bottomof the dais, noved up the steps slowy, and stood
before the tw sting shape.

Then | turned, braced nyself, and w thout further thought sat down.

| felt the throne nove beneath me, revulsion prickling along ny skin,
shudderi ng up through ny body as ny breath caught, as ny heart quickened. The
voi ces surged higher, nelding as one into a roar—

And then they rel axed, suddenly calm

The throne stabilized, solidifying into a smooth curve of stone with two arms
and no back. My hands curl ed around the edges of the arns and ny back

strai ghtened, the pose conpletely natural. | felt suddenly heavier, the room
before nme nore solid, nore real. And through ny pulse | could feel the city,
could feel its heartbeat, could feel the people noving through the streets,
the ships floating at the dock, the water of the harbor and the river slapping
agai nst the wharf and the riverbed. | throbbed with life, with enmotion, an

i mense rush of sound and novement | could feel tingling in nmy skin.

| drew in a deep, steadying breath, let it out slowy as | subnerged nyself in
the sensations of the city, and then | turned to gaze down on Eryn at the
bottom of the dais, at Erick shifting unconfortably a few paces beyond. Erick
snel l ed of sweat and oranges, the scents nore intense now. Eryn snelled of

| oam and | eaves, |ike tea.

| focused on Eryn, felt the currents of the city shift around ne. “What do
do?” | asked. My voice sounded thicker, nmore dense, as if it had the weight of
all of the voices of the throne behind it, but neither Eryn nor Erick reacted.
Eryn licked her lips. “Focus on the voices, but don't try to pick out any
words. Just listen to themas a whole. Think of themas . " her brow
creased in thought, * as people in a marketplace, all yelling and tal king
at once. You're just standing at the marketplace’ s edge, letting the roar wash
over you, not really paying attention.”

I frowned, closed ny eyes on the throne room and focused on the pul se of the
city around ne, moving deeper into its life until | came to the edge of the



White Fire that protected nme. The voices reacted as | drew nearer, the
stronger ones pushing forward, but | pushed them back, never let the Fire
waver. | tried to inagine the marketplace in the niddl e ward outside the
nmerchants’ gquild hall, tried to picture nyself at the corner of a street,
staring out over the white stone plaza at the rearing bronze statues of the
horses at the fountain in its center, the voices of the throne individua
people in the square. But the i mge wavered, grew ragged and torn at its
edges, until | couldn’t hold it anynore.

| grunted as it slipped away, clenched ny hands tighter on the edges of the
throne as | gathered my strength to try again.

Below, | could feel Eryn’s expectant tension, could taste Erick’ s concern,
i ke nusty cl ot hes.

| re-forned the i mage of the marketpl ace—+he four horses, the gurgle of the
fountain—+tried to place the voices there . . . but the image began to slip
again. | grasped at it in desperation—

And felt something pull.

The mar ket pl ace darkened, white stone growi ng griny and gray, regular
flagstone shifting to odd cobbles. The roar of the hawkers on the square
becane the raucous noise of a street.

Then, there was a gut-wenching |urch.

Instead of standing at the corner of the guild hall’s plaza, | found nyself
crouched at the nmouth of an alley on the Dredge, the sound of the hundred
voi ces of the throne now the famliar rushing background wind of the river.
My hands uncl enched fromthe arns of the throne, and ny breathing sl owed.

After a long steadying nonment, | said softly, “lI’ve got it.”
“CGood.” Eryn’s voice seened distant, as if comng froma far corridor, but I
could still smell the scent of tea close by. “Now, think about the dream But

not what happened in the dream Think about what the dreamfelt like. If
someone was i nfluencing the dream changing it in sone way, you should be able
to feel them like . . . like a shadow in the background.”

Li ke gutterscum on the Dredge

| began to replay the dreamin nmy head, starting at the gates, moving swiftly
through the streets to the stable, to the trapdoor and the tunnel. | let the
dock boy’s conversation seep past ne, tried to focus on the novenents, the
tread of feet, the brush of clothes against the crates as we squeezed through
the narrow opening to the tunnel’s entrance. But there was not hing.

| tried again, slower, heard the rasp of our boots on the cobbles, felt the
light fromthe oil lanp as Borund lit it from behind.

Not hi ng
On the third try, as | lost track of the dock boy and Borund, as they nel ded
into the snooth flow of notion, | caught the shadow. But it wasn't a feeling,

it was a scent: |oam and | eaves. Like tea.

| jerked back, stunbled deeper into the alley, away fromthe Dredge, then
caught nysel f.

In the depths of the throne room | heard nyself say, “It’s you.”

“What ?” Eryn asked, voice still renote, but tinged with confusion

“The shadow | sense behind the dreamis you,” | said nore forcefully.

A pause, the noise of the Dredge still surroundi ng ne.

“But that’s not possible,” Eryn said. “The Sight can’t be used that way. And
besides, | didn’t know about the wine! | don't remenber hiding it in the
stabl e!”

Ignoring Eryn’s growi ng agitation, | edged back up to the alley’s nouth,
crouched down behind a wagon half full of scabrous apples. “Wait,” | said.

On the eddies of the Dredge, where all of the voices of the throne lay, 1'd
caught a scent. Faint, but there.

| drewin a breath, let the instincts 1’'d honed on the Dredge take over

and caught the scent again.

| pushed forward, past the wagon and into the crowd, nmoving swiftly. But
unli ke the real Dredge, the people on this Dredge didn't ignore ne. |nstead,
they turned, shouted in ny face, grasped at ny tattered clothes, at ny arns,



thrust themselves in nmy path to catch ny attention. | struggled through them
noticed that they were alnost all wonen, old and young, pockmarked and fair,
wi th bl onde hair, black, a nuddy brown with green eyes, in all manner of
clothes. Al of the past Mstresses, and anyone el se who had sonehow t ouched
the throne, all trying to gain nmy attention, hundreds of them 1 fought them
fought through their scents: tallow, ripened nelon, sea salt, and dead fish. |
foll owed the scent of tea.

Until | rounded a corner at the edge of a narrow, where | halted.

Just inside the narrow, huddled in the darkness, was Eryn. But unlike the

voi ces of the throne behind me, this Eryn was sonehow | ess real, a shadow
conpared to the rest. A ghost.

The shade of the Eryn I knew rai sed her head, her eyes haunted, darkened
around the edges with fear and strain.

“Look,” she nurnured, then pointed down the narrow, away fromthe Dredge, into
t he darkness.

| turned, brow creased, nmouth set.

But instead of the narrow | expected, the darkness | ooked out over the city of
Anmenkor .

Wth a start, | realized | was standing on the roof of the pal ace tower at
night, Eryn’'s shade beside nme. The city lay spread out before me: the inner
ward, the mddle ward, the outer ward; the wharf, the warehouse district, the
lower city; and across the River, the slunms beyond the Dredge.

And the city was burning. Al of it. Huge pillars of snoke boiled into the
air, tinged red fromthe fires beneath. On street after street, husks of
buil di ngs stood out as fire ate at their foundations. Ships burned at the
docks, a few blazing cold and harsh in the water, flanes reflected on the
waves. Even as the full extent of the scene began to register, to penetrate

t hrough the shock, | felt a surge of power—a pul sing wave on the river—and one
of the guard towers at the entrance to the harbor expl oded, stone and wood
debris flying up and out, arching over the water of the bay, trailing flane
and smoke and enbers. The fire was a living thing, hissing, spitting. A
sizzling fwunp rose up fromthe mddle ward as a guild hall collapsed, stone
cracki ng, nore enbers rising high into the night.

As | stepped to the edge of the rooftop, horror welling up inside nme, choking
me, closing off ny throat, the water of the harbor caught ny attention, rising
on slow swel I's, dark and vi scous.

The harbor water was red. Not with reflected firelight, but with blood. And
the waves were choked with bodies.

Eryn's shade drew up close behind me. “Do you see!” she shrieked, her voice
cracking with insanity. “Do you see!”

Then the wi nds shifted, blew snoke into ny face so that | squinted, blew
Eryn’s black hair back in streamng tangles. And the snell fromthe city bel ow
hit, a noi sone wave of snoke and ash and bl ood, of salt and sea and death.

| turned away fromthe stench, doubled over as nmy gorge rose, and in a panic

let the river go, shoved it aside with a wench. | felt the Fire inside ne
flare as if to protect me, felt part of it get caught and tear free as |
shoved the vision of the city away in desperation. | heard Eryn screamin pain

as the wave of power spread out on the river, as it tore through the vision of
bl ood and water and fire.

Then | fell off the throne, collapsed to ny hands and knees, trenbling wth
weakness, and vonmited onto the top step of the dais of the throne room

Chapter 4

"BUT SHE'S BEEN LIKE TH S for two days!” The voice filtered through the

dar kness, followed swiftly by trenmors throughout nmy body. But all of it was
distant, coming froma farther shore, renmoved fromnme here, where | floated on
the river. So | kept ny eyes closed, let nyself drift on the surface of the
wat er, half submerged, and |i stened.

“l know, Borund.” A famliar voice, hard and soothing, weary and conforting.
Erick’s voice. It made nme want to open ny eyes, to struggle fromthe river,



but | felt too tired, the river currents too strong. “Renenber what happened
to her after the warehouse fire. You know it can take a while for her to
recover.”

Borund grunted. “I can still feel where she kicked ne during one of the

sei zures then. But |I'’mnot sure how nmuch | onger we can wait. Decisions have to
be made about how to distribute the food. W can’t just hand it out to whoever
cones to the warehouses. And | have no idea how we’'re going to include the
peopl e of the Dredge.”

Movement . Someone shifting closer.

“Are you certain this is the sane as after the fire?” Borund asked, his voice
concer ned.

More novement. Then soneone touched my forehead, brushed away a | ock of ny
hair, the sensation faint and tingling, sending a shiver through ne.
“Yes. She'll be fine.”

Borund nmuttered a wordl ess agreenment. “Wat about Eryn?”

The voi ces noved away.

“She’s fine as well. She woke yesterday, according to Avrell.”

“Did he say what happened? Did Eryn say?”

“No. Eryn refuses to discuss it. She’s waiting for Varis to recover
A pause. Then, in a softer voice, “You should get some sleep, Erick. How | ong
have you been here?”

“Since it happened.”

A subtle shift on the river. \When Borund spoke, | could hear a nore

signi ficant question hidden behind the sinple words. “Watching over her?”
“Quarding her.” Stiff and formal. Stubborn

| sm|ed.

“I'f you insist,” Borund said. | heard hunmor in his voice, a shared
under st andi ng. And al so an acceptance, tinged with regret. Their attention
returned to me. | could feel it, like sunlight against nmy skin. “You'll be a
better . . . nentor to her than | will. You already have been.”

Silence fromErick. | stilled, caught ny breath, part of me confused, but part
of me shivering with an unexpected need, hard and tight inside ny gut. I'd
never known ny father, ny nother nothing nore than a wi sp of nenory, killed
when | was six years old. |I'd survived al one on the Dredge since then, after

| earning what | needed froma gutterscumstreet gang | ed by a boy call ed Dove.
I"d had no one since then. At one point, |I'd thought that the baker who'd

taken pity on ne and fed ne on a regular basis would be sonmething nore than
just a face | needn’'t fear. But no. He was dead now.

Which left Erick and Borund.

I"d never thought of either as being nore than a trainer, or an enpl oyer.
Except that wasn’t true, was it? 1'd al ways wanted somnet hing nore, but had
never realized what it was. Not until now, when Borund put it into words.
Breath held, | reached out toward Erick, felt a bitterness inside him felt
his self-hatred. “I trained her to kill,” he finally said, the words soft yet
har sh.

“No,” Borund said, his words just as harsh, refuting Erick as strongly as he
could. “You taught her how to survive. You never wanted her to kill, Iike ne.
You al ways gave her the choice, killed for her if she said no. You trained her
so she could protect herself fromall of the dangers of the Dredge. No.”
Borund’s voice was enphatic. “I ordered her to kill, to make ny life easier.
used her, like a tool.” He paused, a trenor of pain entering his voice. “She
deserves nore than that,” he added, the words thick with suppressed enotion
Erick didn't respond, but | could sense that the self-hatred he felt had been
bl unted, that he was watching me with a considering frown. The hard core of
need inside me shuddered, and | relaxed, the held breath releasing in a slow

si gh.
It was enough for now
Borund stirred, his roiling enotions settled somewhat. | felt a surge of pity

for him He'd tried to think of me as nore than a tool, especially at the end,
when |'d returned fromthe fire in the warehouse district with seizures. But



nmy useful ness as a weapon kept getting in the way, first with the nerchant
Charls, then Alendor, and finally with the Mstress. He'd never had the chance
to think of ne as anything el se.

“I"1'l have the servants send in sonething to eat,” he said.
“What are you going to do?”
A pause. “I’'mnot certain. W need her, Erick. Sonehow, she keeps everything

bal anced: Avrell, Baill, the nerchants.
“Eryn can help.”

A sigh. “Perhaps. But not for long. She doesn’t have the power of the throne
behi nd her anynmore. The nerchants might listen to her for a tinme, out of
renenbered respect, but it won't last. W need Varis. She's nore forceful than
Eryn, nore direct. And | think the nerchants fear her.”

“Because of the throne?”

Borund snorted. “No. They fear her for who she is, for what they know she can
do with that dagger of hers. They’ ve seen her in action, protecting ne from

Al endor and the consortium And they’ ve heard the runmors of what she did on

t he Dredge.”

“Sone of those rumors aren't true.”

“But sone of them are?”

A long, considering pause. Alittle of the self-hatred returned, but it was
bal anced by a shoul dered responsibility. “Yes,” Erick finally said, his voice
sonewhat defiant.

“Then the merchants have reason to fear her.”

Sil ence, and then Borund heaved a heavy sigh. “lI should return to ny manse.”
Shuffling noverment, growing nore and nmore distant. “I left WIlliamin charge
of organi zing the storage—=

The voices faded. Wiere | floated on the river, eyes closed, | felt a pang
deep inside, followed by sudden heat.

WIlliam Borund s apprentice. | saw his tousled black hair, his eyes, green
like the waters at the edge of the wharf, his smle, soft and tentative.

The heat in nmy gut turned fluid, spread to ny chest. | smiled, stretched out
in the sensation, arched ny back

Distantly, | heard the rustle of sheets as | noved, heard Erick returning
alone to stand over ne. | could feel himwlling me to wake with a sinple,

direct stare. And | wanted to wake now, wanted to see him wanted to see
WIlliam WIIliamnmust have recovered fromthe knife wound in his side if he
was hel pi ng Borund at the warehouses.

But then | felt ny own twi nge of doubt, of regret and responsibility. WIlIliam
had been hurt because 1'd failed to protect him failed to anticipate the
intent of the men who had anmbushed us.

In ny mind, Wlliams smle faded. H s eyes darkened with accusation, then
shifted again, grew troubled. Fear bled into his features. H s eyes flew wi de
open. Muiscles tensed around his nouth and jaw.

This was how he had | ooked in the tavern when |’'d gutted the assassin
attenpting to kill Borund. This was how he’d | ooked when |I’'d al nost stabbed
himon the wharf. Afraid. Terrified of nme, of what | could do, of what | had
al ready done. | could kill, without renorse, viciously and bl oodily.

It was who | was. It was what nade the other nerchants fear ne.

The heat in ny center curdled and | curled in upon nyself, drew away from
Erick’s presence hovering over nme, away fromthe M stress’ bedchanber where

| ay.

| didn't want to wake. Not yet. Not for Erick, nor for Wlliam | was too
tired.

Let Eryn deal with everything for now Al | wanted to do was sl eep

So |l let the river pull me down into darkness.

| opened nmy eyes to bright sunlight filtered through drawn curtains and saw
the sinple white canopy above ny bed. The folds of cloth rippled in a breeze.
| blinked, felt the grit around ny eyes, the tightness of ny skin caused by
too much sl eep, and heard a | ow murmur of voices.

| turned my head, wincing at the twi nge of fading bruises and strained



muscl es, and saw Erick and Marielle sitting on the settee that | used to work
on ny witing, their heads bowed down over ny slate.
The initial surge of contentnent that slid through me on seeing Erick was cut

short by a thread of anger and enbarrassnment. | didn't want Erick to see ny
wor k, ny scratchings that were nothing like the snoboth lines of Marielle's
writing.

“I don’t know what to do,” Marielle said, her voice hushed but carrying
easily. “She’s trying so hard, but the letters don't cone naturally to her
It’s not a matter of her learning to read—she’ |l nmaster that with little
effort; she remenbers everything—but the witing . . .” She shook her head
Erick frowned down at the slate. “She’s thinking about it too nuch,” he said.
Then he pointed to the board. “You can see the strain of it in the lines of
each letter. Here. And here. She's trying too hard to do exactly what you do,
to make the letters as smooth and flowi ng as yours are. But Varis isn't

el egant and neticulous |ike you. She’s blunt and direct. Forceful. You have to
find a way to nake the witing as blunt and forceful as she is.”

Marielle' s brow furrowed in thought. “How do | do that?”

| struggled up onto one elbow, tried to speak, the anger overtaking ny
exhaustion, but the words cane out in a raspy cough instead. Both Erick and
Mariell e glanced up, then stood.

“Water,” Erick said sharply, and as Marielle darted to the side table where
she’d left the pitcher and gl asses, he nmoved to the edge of the bed. The slate
was | eft forgotten on the settee.

| glared at himas he helped me into a sitting position, then took the glass

of water Marielle offered. | swallowed carefully, ny throat raw, but the water
washed the sour taste away and made ny stomach runbl e.
“I didn’t want you to see,” | said hoarsely, notioning toward the slate.

Mari el l e harrunphed. “He’s been here for the last three days,” she said,
taking the glass of water away before | drank too much and made nysel f sick
“He was bound to see it eventually.” She passed over a chunk of bread.

“You didn’t have to showit to him” | switched my glare to Marielle, but she
didn’t flinch.

“I"l'l go tell the others you' re awake,” she said. “And get some soup fromthe
kitchen. That's probably the best thing for you right now.”

Erick waited until she was gone, then pulled a chair sitting next to the bed
cl oser. He | eaned back, made hinself confortable, then said, “She’'s trying to
hel p.”

I scowl ed and plucked at the sheets, ignoring the snile playing about Erick’s
lips.

But the smle faded and his attention shifted. “Wat happened?” he asked,

VOi ce seri ous.

My nervous hands stilled. | thought about the vision of the city on fire, of
t he bl ood and bodies in the harbor. | shuddered, felt a twi st of nausea in ny
stomach that echoed what 1'd felt while touching the throne, but fought it
back. The image was too real, too . . . visceral. | couldn’t keep it to
nysel f.

| turned to Erick, frowned intently . . . and suddenly realized | wouldn't be
sendi ng himout in search of any nore marks. The | ast few weeks w t hout him
had been too lonely, and | hadn’t realized why until he'd returned, until I'd

overheard Borund and Erick earlier. But now | knew what | wanted, w thout any
doubt .

“lI saw Amenkor,” | said. “The city was on fire, everything burning: the

pal ace, the docks, the Dredge. Even the ships in the harbor. And there were
bodies in the water.” My voice grew rough, cracked, but with effort | managed
to control it. | swallowd down the horror, tasted its bitterness. "“The harbor
was filled with blood, a whole sea of it. And in the end it was too nuch to
take, and so | shoved it all away. Hard.

“That’s when | fell off the throne.”

Eri ck nodded, his eyes thoughtful. “That’s when Eryn screamed and col | apsed as
well.”



| sat forward. | renenbered the screamat the end, when the power |1’'d used to
push the inmage away had rippled outward, a second before 1’'d fallen. I'd

t hought it had cone fromthe shade of Eryn, since she’d been on the tower with
me, witnessing the fire. But if it had truly been Eryn, not her shadow

“I's she all right?”

Erick grunted. “She’s fine. She was a little shaken, but she says there was no
harm done. None that she can see.” He stilled. “Wat do you think the vision

means? Was it just an image, like in a dream or was it something nore?”
| thought back, tried to ignore the scent of snoke and ash, still sharp
maki ng ny nose itch and winkle in distaste. “I don’t know.” | thought about

how |’ d always used the river to see what could happen, to find the best tine
to snatch away the apple, or the easiest way to elude the guards. The vision
had the sane feel, viscerally real but also stretched sonehow, not fully
there.

| shook ny head. “lI need to ask Eryn. She has nore experience with the throne.
But | think | understand why she closed the harbor.”

“ W]y?”

“What ever destroyed the city in the vision . . . it came fromthe ocean.

could sense it.”

W stared at each other for a | ong nonment w thout speaking. Then Erick said in
a tight voice, “So perhaps Eryn wasn’t as insane as she seened.”

A hard lump closed off ny throat as | realized that he was right. She'd had
reason to cl ose the harbor, reason perhaps to increase the guard in the city.
I"d been sent to kill her—had agreed to kill her—en the assunption that she
had gone mad. But what if that wasn't true? What if there were reasons for al
her actions? Avrell hinmself had said that sonmetinmes the Mstress’ orders nade
no sense at the tinme, but were obvious in retrospect.

Then | shook ny head, the lunp in my throat easing. No. The vision stil

didn't explain her order to |l et the warehouse district burn, or her wandering
t he pal ace tal king to hersel f, speaking in unknown | anguages, as the guards
clainmed. And | knew she had gone insane. |'d seen it in the throne room when |
tried to kill her.

No. Eryn had been on the verge of total madness when |’'d seized control. There
was no doubting that. She’'d admitted it herself.

But | didn't get a chance to explain to Erick. Soneone knocked and a nonent

| ater opened the outer door. One of the guards outside |eaned in.

“The First of the Mstress and a Master Borund are here to see you,” he said
when he saw | was sitting up in bed.

| sighed and | eaned back into the pillows. Erick stood.

“I could send them away,” he offered quietly.

| shook ny head. “No, send themin.”

Eri ck nodded to the guardsman, who stepped in to allow Avrell and Borund
entry, then cl osed the door behind hinmself as he left. Both Avrell and Borund
nmoved up to the bed, opposite Erick

“Mstress,” Avrell said with a formal bow of his head. “It is good to see you
recovering.”

“Yes, it is, Mstress,” Borund said. “Wat happened?”

| glanced toward Erick, giving hima warning frown before turning back. “The
throne was nore powerful than | thought. | was too . . . forceful in ny
efforts to control it.”

Erick shifted unconfortably.

“What have you done while | was recovering?” | asked.

Avrell cleared his throat, catching everyone's attention. “W’ ve nmanaged to

| ocate and secure the stockpiles of food that Eryn srmuggled into the city, ten
in all, by searching all of the buildings owed by the pal ace. There nay be
nore, but Eryn couldn’t have hi dden anything outside the city by herself and
we can’'t search every building in the city without rousing protests, so for
now we’ ve stopped | ooking.”

“Now we need to decide how to store the goods we do have,” Borund broke in,
“and figure out how to distribute them anmong the popul ace over the coning



nont hs.”

“I still argue for a single location that can be easily guarded,” Avrell said.
Borund frowned. “And | still say it should be at a few separate locations in
case sonet hing happens, like a fire.”

As Avrell and Borund traded glares, | thought of the fires burning in the

vi sion and sighed wearily.

“I"ve already decided,” | said, cutting the two off before they could |aunch
into a repeat of the argunment they’d had a few weeks ago. “We'll put the food
in separate locations.” Borund sniled and nodded in triunph. “Avrell, choose
the locations and let Baill and Captain Catrell know so they can assign
guardsmen. There should be one in the middle ward, another in the outer, and
at | east one sonewhere in the slums. Find an enpty building in each area
something that Baill thinks will be easy to defend and control, and use that.
There are plenty of enpty buildings. The buildings that remain in the

war ehouse district can be used to cover the wharf and the upper city.”

Avrel |l sighed disapprovingly. “Very well.”

| caught himwith a hard stare. “I have ny reasons,” | said sharply.

He frowned and straightened, |ooking questioningly at Erick, who didn't
respond, his face bl ank

| turned to Borund. “Once you have the | ocations, distribute them anong the
nmerchants and | et them know where they're to store their goods. Sone of it can
stay in their own warehouses, of course, but any excess and anything from

Al endor’s or the consortium s supplies should be divided anong the ot her

| ocations. | expect the nerchants to keep track of all of the supplies under
their control, and to distribute themfairly when the time comes. Don't store
all of the grain in one spot. W don’t want to | ose our entire supply of any
one stapl e because of sone accident.”

Borund si nply nodded.

“And how are we going to distribute this food as the winter progresses?”’
Avrel|l asked, his brow creased with honest concern

| sighed and | eaned back, feeling tired already. “lI don't know yet. Just nove
the supplies for now”

Erick shifted forward, eyes worried. He searched ny face and nmust have seen

t he exhaustion there. “I think that’s enough for now,” he said neani ngfully.
Avrel|l seemed about to protest, but he subsided under Erick's flat stare and a
quick look at me. “Of course. W' Il continue this tonorrow, after you' ve had

nore time to rest.”

| said nothing as they departed. Alnost inmmediately after they'd left,
Marielle returned with a tray containing a steam ng bow of soup and a small
dish of fruit. She began to set it up next to the bed. | was already begi nning
to feel sleepy, but the thought of food kept nme upright and awake. The snell
fromthe soup made ny stomach clench and grow .

Erick began to turn away, but | stopped himw th a touch on his hand. He gave
me a grave | ook, eyes intent.

“Thank you,” | said.

| wasn't certain what | was thanking himfor—wasn't certain he knew either—but
hi s expression softened and he sniled, then reached up and flicked away a
sweaty |l ock of hair fromny forehead before settling into the chair to watch
ne eat.

“So tell nme,” Eryn said, taking a slow sip of her tea, “what did you find when
you were on the throne?”

W were sitting in chairs in the doorway of the balcony in ny roons, a small
table with our cups and the pitcher of tea between us. Erick had dozed off in
the chair next to nmy bed. Eryn had arrived al nost an hour before, our initial
conversation tense and neani ngl ess, lapsing into thoughtful silence
interrupted by Erick’s snores as we stared up at the pale wi nter sky hazed
with thin clouds. The afternoon |light had just begun to fade toward evening.

| shifted unconfortably. 1'd been dreading this neeting since |I’'d seen Eryn’s
shade on the nock Dredge, since her shade had shown ne the city burning. But
Eryn hadn’t cone to see ne, and |I’'d been too weak to go to her . . . and too



angry.

But | hadn’t hidden in my roomdoing nothing. |I'd experimented with the
throne’s powers, searched the city for nore of the wardings |ike the one she
pl aced on the building in the Dredge. | hadn’'t found anything. | didn’t think
any of the other buildings hiding stored foods had wardi ngs. Once | knew what
to look for, the warding in the Dredge had been easy to spot.

I"d also tried other things, tested the throne's reach, tested my own reach
But 1’'d been careful, never letting the tenuous connection to ny body break.

| just didn’t want all of my know edge about the throne to come from Eryn.
didn’t trust her yet.

Eryn’'s gaze dropped to her cup. “You said that it was ne.”

| nodded, thinking back to the dream | felt a surge of that anger now, but it
was snot hered by the sudden need to understand what had happened. “It was you
behi nd the dreans. You were there, in the shadow as you said, nudging nme to
renmenber, and finally appearing yourself.”

Eryn frowned. “That would explain why it was ny inmage that appeared at the end
of the dream” she said. “But it couldn’t have been me. The Sight can’'t be

used in that fashion. | knowit! I've tried since then to influence Laurren’s
dreans, but it doesn't work!”
She set her cup down with a sharp clatter, tea spilling over one side, then

stood and crossed her arms, noving stiffly toward the edge of the bal cony.
My l'ips thinned, but ny anger faltered. Her enotion was too raw to be faked,
her distress too sincere. “Wo's Laurren?”

Eryn huffed, then tensed in an effort to control herself. In a nmuch cal nmer
tone, she said, “Laurren is ny principal servant, also one of the true
Servants, one of the nore powerful ones here. |’'ve known her for years. If |
could influence anyone’s dreans with the Sight, it would be hers.”

| hesitated, then stood and nmoved to Eryn’s side, |eaned against the iron
railing as | stared down at the palace and city beneath us. “I don’t think you
used the Sight to influence nmy dreans.”

Eryn flicked a glance toward me, confused and irritated. “How el se could
have touched your dreans?”

| grimaced. “l think you used the throne.”
Eryn straightened. “But that’'s inpossible,” she scoffed. “I’m not connected to
the throne anynore. | can't feel it, can't hear it. Wen | reach for it, even

out of habit, there’'s nothing there!” There was a trenor of |oss beneath her
voi ce.

“I know. | don’t think you' re connected to the throne anynore either. | can't
sense any of the threads that bound you to it, the threads that | renpoved when
| seized control.”

“Then how could | have used the throne to touch your dreans!” Eryn said
sharply.

| felt nmy shoulders tense. “I think part of you is still inside the throne,” |
said bluntly.

Eryn stilled, anger building tight and fast, like a stormcloud. “Wat—2" she
began. But then she stopped herself, forced herself to think instead of react.
| seized the opening. “There’'s a piece of you still inside the throne. |
sensed it, found it hidden anpbng the rest of the voices. A shadow of yourself,
al nost an echo, as if sonehow, when | took control, when | cut the bonds

bet ween you and the throne, a menory of you got left behind. And | think that
pi ece of you holds the nmenories that you ve lost.”

| halted, waited. 1'd tried to connect with the shadow of Eryn in the throne
itself, the one that had shown me the vision of the city burning. Tried to
find out fromher where some of the stores m ght have been hidden. But she
refused to speak to nme, didn't even appear to be sane.

The thought of a piece of myself being torn away, inprisoned outside of
nmysel f, sent a queasy shudder through my gut, made ny mouth dry and tasteless.
| expected Eryn to react the sane way.

Instead, Eryn stared out across the harbor, her face unreadabl e, eyes pinched,
skin taut.



“That’s why | don’t renmenber the wine,” she said to herself, anger stil
evident in the curt words.

| felt the tension in ny shoul ders rel ease. “And why the shadow of you does.”
Eryn remai ned quiet, then said in a trenbling, vulnerable voice, “l thought
|'d escaped the throne.”

| didn’t know what to say, so | said nothing. The statement was at odds with
the loss I'd heard in her words before. | wondered which enoti on would
eventually win out: yearning for the throne, or acceptance that it was |ost.
Before us, the thin clouds becane tinged with dark orange as the sun set. In
the courtyard of the palace, a troop of guardsnen tranped in fromthe city and
after a pause broke up, each guardsman going his separate way. On the wall of
the inner ward, | saw the pal ace guardsnen changing shifts as well.
Eventually, the turnoil | felt from Eryn subsided. She turned to nme. “But that
doesn’t explain your reaction at the end. Sonething el se happened, sonething
that startled you, frightened you.” Wien |I didn't respond i medi ately, she
shifted cl oser, her voice hardening. “If you were better trained, you would
have killed me with that blast of power.”

I flinched, but straightened, ny hand dropping to ny dagger at the threat in
her tone. “But | didn’t kill you.”

Eryn's face darkened, her head lifting. “No, you didn't. Instead, you knocked
me unconsci ous and seriously overextended yoursel f.”

“I"ve done it before and survived,” | said, annoyance rising at the rebuke.
Eryn snorted. “Then you were |ucky. You could have killed yourself as well,
pushed yourself too far. Al it takes is one carel ess m stake, and you could

end up lost, your body nothing but a husk, your focus too scattered to bring
you back. You need to be better trained in the use of the Sight.”

| bristled, but Eryn halted, her |ips pursed. She shook her head and let it
drop, turning away as she asked, “So what happened?”

| felt an urge to confront her, ny skin prickling, hand gripping tight on ny
dagger, but | forced my breathing to slow, forced the anger back. It didn't
feel right, too sharp and quick and uncontrolled. Too inpul sive.

Once 1'd calned, | said, “The menmory of you still inside the throne showed ne
a vision of the city burning, all of the people slaughtered. It was horrible,
so | used the river to shove it away w t hout thinking.”

Eryn frowned. “lI don't remenber any such vision. But if the Eryn inside the

t hrone, ny shadow, knew of it . . .” She trailed off, thinking. “Do you think
it was a scrying, a vision of the future?”

| shuddered. “Yes.”

Eryn’s expression grew grim “Then you must prepare.”

| laughed, the sound short and hunorless. “For what? There was nothing in the
vi sion except fire and death, nothing but snoke and ruin.”

“But it is still a warning. My shadow was trying to help you, with the wi ne
and now with this. Think back to the image, |ook for details. Wat season was
it? Wnter? Spring? Sunmer?”

| thought about refusing, but under Eryn’s harsh glare, | closed ny eyes and
concentrated. At first, | held the image still, just a nenory of what |’'d seen
before, static and sensel ess.

But then | felt the vision twist, felt the power of the river surge through
it.

The i mage enfol ded ne again, as real as it had been on the throne, full of
sound and sensation, and | found nyself back on the roof of the tower staring
out over the city. My breath cane in shorter gasps as | tried not to breathe
the snmoke, as | tried not to choke on the stench, even though | knew it didn't
exi st. Heat touched ny skin, turned it waxy and slick, and fromthe city bel ow
| heard screans.

| pushed the horrible sound away, |ooked up at the sky clouded with plunmes of

snoke and ash. “l can’t tell what season it is,” | said, voice raised over the
crackle of flame, the sucking roar of fire. “It’'s dark. Nighttine. | can only
see snpke and flanes in the streets. | can’t even see the stars, or the npon.”

Distantly, | heard the rustle of cloth as Eryn shifted closer, snelled the



perfune she was wearing, the scent of the large white flowers from her garden
warring with the reek of the snoke. “Look at the banners on the pal ace walls.
What col or are they?”

On the tower, stone cracked with a sharp retort and part of the pal ace wall
fell away, slowy, but | ignored it and | eaned out over the edge of the
rooftop, hands pressed to the gritty stone. For a nonment, the sane dizzi ness
t hat had overwhel ned ne before sent the world spinning. A blast of heat hit ny
face, but | squinted, fought the vertigo | ong enough to see the banners, then
| urched back with a gasp

“They’re yellow A bright yellow”

“Surmmer, then,” Eryn said

| continued to gasp, the raw stench becom ng overpowering, then broke out in
ragged coughi ng, the snoke invading ny lungs. | doubled over, felt Eryn's
hands on ny shoul ders, attenpting to steady ne.

“Look to the harbor,” she commanded. “Look at the ships. What flags are flying
on the nmasts?”

Still doubled over, coughing harshly, | forced nyself to straighten and nove
to the edge of the tower, Eryn helping ne to stand upright. | gagged,
swal | owed the sickening taste back, and scanned the ships burning in the
water, trying not to see the bodies rolling in the novenent of the waves.

“l can’t see,” | said. “I can't—=

The river suddenly gathered, and | drew in a harsh breath, felt the weight of
the river coalesce into a focused thrust and rel ease.

Far out on the edge of the harbor one of the watchtowers that guarded the bay

expl oded.

“They can use the river,” | gasped, as the debris fromthe watchtower began to
rain down into the bay, the realization sharp and horrifying, Iike a hand at
ny throat.

Then somet hi ng el se caught ny eye. The warehouse district.

A plune of snoke drifted directly over the tower and | drew in a lungful of
char and ash. Doubling over again, | lost ny grip on the vision, felt it
tatter and shred as | fell back into Eryn’s arns. She guided me to ny chair as
tears streanmed down ny sweat-drenched face; reaction fromthe snoke. But of
course there was no snoke, no fire.

Not vyet.

“They can use the Sight,” | nmanaged between wheezi ng breaths, the sensation of
heat and fl ame fadi ng.

“Who?” Eryn snapped.

“The ones attacki ng Arenkor. The ones burning the city. They used the river to
destroy one of the watchtowers.”

Eryn's eyes flashed, then handed me my cup filled with tea. “Drink this.”

| sipped as | shook nmy head, scrubbed the tears away fromny face with the
back of a trenbling hand. My throat felt raw, my lungs dirty with soot. “Wo
el se along the coast has Servants—true Servants?”

Eryn hesitated. “Everyone. There are men and wonen all along the coast that
have and can use the Sight. Mst don't realize what they are doing, using it
in only mundane ways—to coax the fish into the net, to calmthe deer’s heart
during a hunt, to snooth the escalating tensions in the tavern to avoid a
fight.” Her frown deepened and she turned away, noved toward the edge of the
bal cony. “There’s only one other city that actually trains Servants as we do.”
“Which city?”

“Venitte.” Short and terse. “They have a school, al nost exclusively male
students. In fact, we have an agreenment with them they send any wonen
proficient in the Sight here to be trained, we send the nen down there. Anyone
with sufficient power on the coast ends up here or there eventually.”

“\Nhy 2"

Eryn shrugged. “It’s always been that way. Venitte and Amenkor are sister
cities, the ties between us old and strong. And we’ve al ways been the greatest
powers on the Frigean coast.”

“But if the people in the vision are using the Sight, then it nmust be Venitte



that is attacking.”

“I don’t believe that.” Eryn caught ny gaze briefly, her eyes flaring, before
returning to her scrutiny of the harbor, back stiff. “W’ ve had good rel ations
with Venitte for decades. There's no reason for Venitte to attack. It nmakes no
sense.”

| shifted in ny seat, trying to recall everything that Avrell had told ne
regarding Venitte during the |ast nonth. But there was nothing. Nothing

i mportant anyway. Venitte had al ways ai ded Amenkor whenever possible, the

M stress and the Lord of Venitte always on good terns. There were occasi onal
trade di sputes, but Venitte was far enough south that these were rarely so
serious that the nerchants’ guild couldn’t handle it themsel ves. The rul ers of
the two cities al nbst never got invol ved.

Eryn suddenly sighed. “It doesn’'t matter,” she said, turning away fromthe
city to face me. “Woever is attacking—Venitte or sonmeone el se—they are using
the Sight. Which neans we need to prepare.”

“ How?”

Eryn grinmaced. “We need to begin training the remaining Servants. Marielle and
Laurren have already had the mnimal training required, so they can help. But

i f what you have Seen is true, then those that are attacking are extrenely

powerful. It takes effort to destroy a building as |arge as the watchtowers
with one strike. It takes brute force. W'll have to start building on
Marielle’ s and Laurren’s abilities as well, and anyone el se who shows early
prom se.”

“When should we start?”

“As soon as possible. If the attack is coming this sumrer, that doesn’t |eave
us much tine.”

| was already working with Avrell, |earning about the political situation

al ong the coast and the daily activities of the Mstress. Then there was
Marielle with the reading and witing and now nunbers, Westen for dagger play
and def ense.

| sighed.

Eryn placed a reassuring hand on ny shoul der, msinterpreting ny sigh.
“Scrying, especially that far into the future, is always unreliable and
difficult to control. There may not be an attack coming at all. And if it is
comng, it may not be this sumrer. Ri ght now, we have nore pressing matters.”
“Such as?”

Eryn didn't hear the sarcasmin ny voice, or did and chose to ignore it. She
settled herself into her seat. “Such as figuring out howto distribute all the
food we have stored for the winter.”

| scowed. “I don't see why we can't just hand it out.”

Eryn | aughed and shook her head. “And how woul d you go about doi ng that? Look
at all the people in the city, Varis. Think of how many of themthere are. How
are you going to nmake certain everyone gets what they deserve? And what about
t he people that already have supplies of their own? W don't want to be giving
food out to people who don't need it, and there are plenty of people in the
city who woul d take advantage of something like that. Even if they don’t have
their own foodstocks, what's to stop them from goi ng back twice? Or going to
two different warehouses? O three? No. Hoarding is going to be a serious
problem no matter how we distribute the food.”

| thought about what she’d said, thought about how I’'d |lived on the Dredge,
taki ng whatever | could, storing it for |eaner tines when necessary,
especially during winter. On the Dredge | would have killed for food if 1'd
needed to. Most of those who lived in the warrens beyond the Dredge woul d.
None of them would think twi ce about it.

| grunted in agreenent, suddenly thankful the baker—the white-dusty man-—had
been there to keep me from such desperation. “I didn't think it would be this
difficult.”

Eryn smiled in understandi ng but didn’t say anything, sitting back

t hought ful | y.

| tried to take another sip of the tea but found the cup enpty. “So, how are



we going to distribute the food?”

Eryn glanced toward nme. “I have a few ideas. Avrell seems to think they'l
work as well.”

| frowned. | hadn't realized Eryn and Avrell had been discussing it, and
didn’t understand why the thought bothered me so nmuch. “What ideas?”

Eryn hesitated. “I think we should nake themwork for it. Have the wonen nake
bread fromthe grains at common ovens, or curdle mlk for cheese and butter
Have the men help to rebuild the warehouse district, fish when they can
butcher the cattle. Children can help with the hauling of wood and rock, or
water for the workers. Find sonething to do for everyone wlling, sonething
constructive. For every day' s work, they get an all owance of food.”

Rebui | d the warehouse district.

| felt nmy stomach clench. But not fromregret over causing the fire that had
destroyed it. No. Not this tine.

My stomach cl enched because in the vision the warehouse district had been
burning, just like the rest of the city. Because it had been rebuilt.

Before | could respond to Eryn’s suggestion, or tell her about the warehouses
burning in the vision, a horn began to sound fromthe city bel ow, followed
closely by the sudden clanor of bells. The noise grew as nore and nore bells
were added, until it seened every bell in Anenkor was tolling.

Eryn and | shared a | ook, then rose and noved to the bal cony’s edge.

At the docks below, men were scranmbling to clear a nooring, others lining up
al ong the wharf, crowding its edges in the last of the sun’s |ight.

“Look,” Eryn said.

| turned to where she pointed and saw, com ng through the entrance to the
harbor, a ship. One of its masts had been snapped off, and its sails were torn

and ragged.

| felt Erick nove up behind me. | hadn’t even heard his snoring halt.
“What is it?” he asked, without a trace of sleepiness.

“I't’s one of the ships we sent out to search for supplies,” | said, as it

began a slow crawl toward the dock
The wharf was thronged with people, all trying to see the ship as it pulled in
to dock, their faces tense with worry in the torchlight. The entire wharf was

abl aze with light, every torch, lantern, and wi de bow of oil lit.
I frowned as ny escort of guardsnen began forcing a way through the crowd. The
escort was led by Baill, who'd been waiting at the bottom of the steps of the

promenade with twenty guardsmen behind himwhen 1'd energed fromthe pal ace.
Wthout a word, Avrell had joined up with Eryn, Erick, and me inside the

pal ace. It had taken us only thirty mnutes to reach the wharf, the streets
nearly enpty.

“I can’t see the captain of the ship,
ground to a halt.

“I't’s Mathew,” | said. At his questioning |ook, | added, “It’s Borund s ship,
the first one to | eave once the bl ockade was lifted. | can tell by the flags
on the nmain nast.”

He nodded. Ahead, Baill suddenly bell owed wordl essly and the crowd parted,
startl ed.

W began noving forward again, tension rising as the crowm closed in behind us
and crushed us together. | gasped as the escort was pressed up on all sides,
started to panic when | realized | was too short to be noticed and coul d get
tranpl ed. Then a reassuring hand grabbed ny shoulder, and | twi sted to see
Erick behind ne. He smiled tightly, eyes darting to either side. Eryn and
Avrell were close behind him

“I wonder what happened,” Erick said, shouting above the noise. “Did you see
the mast had been broken?”

| shrugged, didn’t try to answer as | was jostled sharply to the left, a piece
of guardsman’s arnor digging into ny side. | hissed in pain and irritation
fought the urge to shove back, to draw nmy own dagger in response.

Just when | felt the crowd becom ng too nmuch for ne, even with Erick at ny
back, we broke through to the dock, spilling out into cleared space. A line of

Avrell said, frustration clear as we



guardsmen hel d back the throng of people, the noise on this side al npst

deaf ening. People lined the wharf in both directions, those on the edge
threatening to drop over into the dark water. A few hapless fools already had
bobbing in the swells as they fought their way back to shore cursing and
spluttering. Ohers had nmounted the wharf’s supports, or were dangling out
over the water, one foot on solid dock, held up by a grip on a rope. Those

| ucky enough to be on a ship noored cl ose were packed at the railing or swing
fromthe rigging. Al nbst everyone was shouting or whistling.

“They all know we’re I ow on food for the winter,” Avrell said grimy, scanning
the mob. “And they know the ships were sent out to find nore. It’s going to be
all kinds of hells getting this to a safe warehouse wi thout the nob running
off withit.”

Baill turned fromscowing at the crowmd to | ook toward the end of the dock,
where the battered ship was already nmoored. “Looks |ike the ship’s already
docked,” he nuttered.

“And Borund has al ready beaten us here,
Bai |l | grunted.

| looked toward the end of the dock, saw Borund' s red-and -gold coat, easy to
pi ck out anong the scranmbling dockworker’s drab grays and browns and bare
skin. Wlliamstood at his side, and | felt nyself straighten. They were both
talking to Mathew, the ship’s captain dressed in the same dark green coat he’'d
worn the first time 1'd seen him years before. But his face | ooked haggard,
eyes dark with | ack of sleep and shadowed in the flickering light.

"Let's find out what happened,” | said grinmy, thinking of the vision

W headed down the dock, stepping over coils of ropes and around stacked
crates, the wood creaki ng beneath us as the waves sl apped against its
supports. The closer we got to the ship, the nore danaged it appeared. The
sails were shredded, held together by hasty stitching and prayers. The
foremast had been torn conpletely away, the splintered stunp at the prow the
only piece remaining. R gging hung |linp and usel ess, what was |eft working
obvi ously repaired. The workers hastily unloadi ng casks and cargo seened
shaken, eyes w de, novenments sharp, even the few darker-skinned Zorell

workers fromthe far southern islands. And there weren't as many crew as there
shoul d have been

My frown deepened

“—found a good supply of dried fruits in Temall nonethel ess,” Mat hew was
sayi ng as we approached. H's voice was holl ow, sounding aged and enpty.

“CGood, good,” Borund muttered, notioning to WIlliam who was keeping a running
tally, marking papers beneath the | anps scattered along the end of the dock
“What el se?”

Mat hew drew breath, but then held it as he saw us approaching, his brow

”

Avrel | added

creasi ng.
Borund caught the |l ook and turned, straightening. WIliam scribbled down a
last item then glanced up, stilling when he saw ne, eyes going w de before

darting sharply away.

Sonet hi ng stabbed deep into ny chest, thin and cold, |ike a dagger’s bl ade.

wi nced, found | didn't want to be here anynore, but bit back the feeling and
concentrated on Borund and Mat hew.

“Mstress,” Borund said, his voice happy, relieved, and pained at the sane
time. He bowed, Mathew and WIliam doing the same a nonent |later. As he rose,
he said, “Mthew has brought us back a full |oad of food for the winter.”
“But at a cost,” Mathew said. “W |lost twenty crewto the storm”

“So this was done by a storm” Eryn said, voice sharp and commandi ng. The

M stress’ voice.

“Yes,” Mathew said, uncertain where to | ook, at Eryn or me. “We picked up our
| ast cargo a week ago in Temall. W knew we were cutting it cl ose—+the sea was
al ready rough—but thought the need for the food was worth the risk. W headed
out to sea immediately.” He drew in a steadying breath, wincing. | suddenly
noti ced his hands were bandaged and raw from worki ng the ropes and wonder ed
how many brui ses were hidden by the clothes he wore. “The stormhit us only



hal f a day out. W thought to skirt it, but got caught in the squall and were
dragged out to deep ocean. By the tine it ended, we were two days off course,
our nmast was broken, and we’'d | ost good men. We managed to |inp back, but it
wasn't certain we’'d make it. The seas are the worst |’ve seen in years.”

“But the cargo is intact?” Avrell demanded

| glared at him and he stiffened.

“I"'msorry, Mstress, but if he s brought back a full cargo, w thout spoil age,
then we may have enough supplies for the city to survive the winter with tight
rationing.”

| wasn’t about to let it go, but Mathew interceded by saying, “Then perhaps
the loss of men was worth it.”

| let the ankward silence hold for a nmonment, then turned to Mathew. “So a
storm caused all this damage?”

“Yes,” Mathew said again, and | traded a relieved glance with Eryn and Erick
“Way is that inmportant?”

Before | could answer, Borund spoke, his tone serious. “Because nost of the
ships we sent out along with yours haven't returned. W’ ve had no word of

them In fact, we’'d assumed your ship was | ost as well. We' d hoped you d have
word of the others’ fate.”
Mat hew shook his head. “I heard nothing of the other ships at any port we

stopped at, even on the return trip.”

| swore silently to nmyself. Wat had happened to all of the ships? Were had
they gone? And did it have anything to do with the city burning to the ground?
No one said anything for a |ong nonment, faces taut with worry.

Finally, Borund said succinctly, “W should get these supplies off-|oaded and
to the warehouses.”

“OfF course,” | said. | glanced toward WIlliam but he refused to | ook at ne,
head | owered to the papers he clutched, white-knuckled, in one hand.

The dagger of pain I'd felt earlier inside me tw sted, dug deeper

| nodded to Mathew, not trusting myself to speak, then turned away, my escort
enf ol di ng me.

“So,” Avrell said as we noved, “we know nothi ng new.”

Trying to keep the bitterness over Wllianis reaction out of ny voice, | said,
“But we have food.”
Behind, | felt Erick's attention fix on ne, concerned and troubl ed, but he

sai d not hi ng.

“I"1'l have to bring down another brace of guardsnmen fromthe palace in order
to control this nmob and help get the food safely to the warehouses,” Bail
said, voice all business. He turned to nme for perm ssion, his face harsh with
scars in the firelight on the docks.

| wondered again if he’'d had any dealings with Al endor and the consortium or
whet her he’d sinply been following the Mstress’ orders, but nodded. “Do it.”
| sighed, pushed thoughts of WIlliamand Baill and the consortiuminto the
background, and | ooked over the horde of people on the docks. | saw a riot of
faces, nmostly those fromthe coast, with dark hair and light skin. But there
were others as well: the small, dark-skinned Zorelli fromthe south, of
course; a few of the followers of the Tear of Taniece, their strawcol ored
hair vibrant in the torchlight, the blue mark of the Tear beneath the right
eye appearing black in the night; even a few of the Kandish fromthe east,
their hair braided and feathered, their clothes merely I engths of cloth
wrapped and tied around themin intricate folds. Al people we had to keep
alive. There wouldn’'t be any nore ships, any nore food. Not until spring.
could feel it, an enptiness deep inside. Like hunger

“Now all we have to do is survive.”

Chapter 5

"NOW HOLD ON TO THE THREADS, and I'Ill attenpt to break through the barrier,”
Eryn sai d.

W were standing at opposite ends of a rectangular plot of w nter-dead flowers
in one of the palace’ s encl osed gardens. Ten Servants including Marielle and



Laurren—a third of the total Servants in the pal ace—were arrayed around the
edges of the garden, watching, their eyes intent, focused beneath the river on
the eddies and currents. In a few monents, they’'d be asked to do the sane
thing. Most of them were nervous, the river rippling around them disturbed.
Only Laurren appeared calm her mouth turned down in a frown.

The stone of the path crunched under ny feet as | shifted, but the noise was
lost in the background sound of wind, the currents of the river flow ng around
me smoothly. | concentrated on the threads of the river 1'd woven into a wall
of force before me. Not as solid as the barrier that Eryn had constructed in
her private garden, when |I’'d stornmed in to confront her about the w ne hidden
in the stabl ehouse, it was still stronger than anything |I'd constructed
before. 1'd inproved steadily during each daily practice session, after Eryn
had tested my strength the first week, determining what | had al ready | earned
by necessity on the Dredge and as Borund’'s bodyguard. In the weeks since,
she’ d pushed nme harder and harder, focusing on the techniques | already knew,
refining them using ne as an exanple to hone the Servants’ skills. And 1'd
continued to experinment on ny own.

“Are you ready?” Eryn asked, voice deceptively calm

Tying the last threads of the wall together, | scanned the close-knit nesh of
power for flaws, then glanced across the plot of dried | eaves and spent fl ower
stal ks at Eryn. Her hair gleamed a shiny black in the winter sunlight, her
face cal mand expectant, hands fol ded before her

My eyes narrowed. She expected nme to fail. |I could see it in her eyes. W'd
worked on the barrier for the last two weeks, and each tinme |1’ d broken under
her assault, the threads fraying as she beat at themrelentlessly. And when
the barrier failed, Eryn would send out a final punch that would knock nme onto
ny ass.

But not this time. | was tired of picking nyself up out of the dirt.
Especially in front of all of the others.

“I"'mready,” | said, and settled into a rel axed stance.

Eryn struck before I'd finished answering, a hard thrust hitting | ow, where
she’ d caught me unprepared once before. But 1'd reinforced the barrier there,
and the thrust slid to one side, its power dispersing into the natural flow of
the currents around ne. Another lesson it had taken a week of bruising to
master. | didn't need to stop the blows; that used up too nuch energy. Al |
had to do was turn themto one side, let the river itself take care of it once
t he danger was past.

Eryn nodded in approval, then followed the initial thrust with three hard
punches directly at the center of the barrier. Unlike the first thrust, which
had been edged like a sword thrust, these punches were blunt, with all the

wei ght of Eryn’s power behind them Ilike fists.

| grunted as they struck, twisted slightly as | let the threads bend and
absorb sone of the power before turning themaside. Imrediately, | reset the
barrier, slid back into the bal anced stance |’'d | earned from Erick

“CGood,” Eryn said. “Very good.”

To either side, | heard the other Servants nurnmur, but | didn't relax, never

l et nmy gaze waver from Eryn, ny jaw set.

Eryn's eyes hardened. “Now |l et’s see how | ong you can hold it.”

| barely had tinme to draw a breath to brace nysel f.

She struck high, a single thrust as thin and deadly as a rapier, followed

al nrost sinmultaneously with two blunt punches near ny midsection. Blows began
to rain dowmn on ny left flank, hard, vicious cuts that nade ne gasp with the
effort to turn them while at the sane time, macelike thuds |anded to ny
right. | deflected themall, breath com ng sharper as the attacks conti nued,
slicing fromthe left, from above, dagger bl ades of power cutting in from

bel ow, scoring hard against the barrier. The wall flexed, allowed the heaviest
thrusts to slip off to the sides, then firmed to allow the blade cuts to

gl ance away. The attacks didn't cease, com ng harder, faster, fromall sides.
| heaved short breaths through nmy nose, ny stance shifting fromthe rel axed
pose of a Seeker to the nore familiar defensive half crouch of gutterscum on



the Dredge. My breathing altered, coming in gasps now, and sweat broke out on
nmy forehead, between ny shoul der bl ades and breasts, in ny arnpits.

But the barrier held.

On the far side of the flower bed, Eryn’s expression changed. Her nouth
pressed into a thin line, lips whitening. Creases appeared in her forehead as
she focused. The hands cl asped so casually before her tightened.

| felt a surge of triunph. She’d broken through ny barriers before wthout

bl i nki ng, had barely even noved. | used the sudden elation to shore up the
barrier’s edge, only to feel Eryn suddenly retreat, her energy pulling back
swirling around her as she regrouped.

| hesitated, uncertain whether the match had ended, began to let the barrier
go as | straightened, a tentative grin touching nmy |ips.

When ny threads started to unravel, Eryn struck again.

The initial inmpact was stunning, and | cried out and fell back, felt ny
barri er shudder beneath the assault, felt its edges fray before I could
regroup. Stone bit into ny hand as | stunbled and caught my bal ance. Then

| urched forward with a sharp curse, knelt down painfully on one knee, and
poured energy into the wall. A cruel smirk tw sted Eryn’s nouth, and

grow ed, thrusting the barrier higher to match the intensity of her bl ows.

Wt hout pause, she hammered at the wall on all sides, each bl ow shuddering
with force, beating at nme nercilessly.

| found nyself using every last bit of strength just to keep the barrier
erect, coherent and solid. | had nothing left to put into deflecting the
thrusts, into shunting their power aside. | raised ny hands before nme, fingers
spl ayed, and braced nysel f agai nst each crashing bl ow, wincing at the sheer
force Eryn put behind each one.

| wasn't certain howlong | could hold out, but I gritted my teeth and dug in.
This was the longest |'d | asted agai nst her since the training had started. |
wasn’t about to yield.

It’s a trick.

| hissed as the voice bled through the currents. A nan’s voice, scented with a
pungent incense | didn't recognize. Soneone fromthe throne.

Fear | anced through nme. The Fire was weakening. But | couldn’t shore it up

Al of nmy energy was pouring into the shield.

It’s a trick, the man’s voice repeated, nore sharply this tinme, stronger, ful
of authority, the accent strange, al nost indecipherable. She’'s distracting you
wi th the heavy bl udgeoni ng. She’s underm ning you sonmewhere el se while you try
to hol d steady.

A cold presence slid around nme, ephemeral and heavily scented, |ike snoke. |
could feel himas he paused before ny barrier, could see a vague shape, a hint
of clothes, of a wide face with a short, angled beard and shoul der-1ength
hair. He scanned the shield, dark eyes darting left and right, exam ning the
ripples on the barrier’'s surface as | repul sed each bl ow.

The shield was weakening. My strength was ebbing, draining away faster than I
t hought possi bl e.

There! the man suddenly spat, turning toward nme, the vague essence of an arm
pointing to the left corner of the barrier. Look! She's penetrated the shield
t here!

| hissed and frowned, but scanned the area he’'d indicated, crying out as Eryn
struck again, the energy fromthe thrust seeping through the wall and hitting
nmy shoul der with bruising force.

And then | sawit: a thin hole in the shield. As if soneone had poked through
with the tip of their knife. A thin ribbon curled out fromthe hole back to
Eryn.

The col d presence of the nan stepped cl oser, close enough so | could see the
color of his eyes. Tawny brown, flecked with yellow She's stealing your
strength, Varis, he hissed. Stop her

| shot the nman a hateful glare, spat through clenched teeth, “How?”

H s eyes narrowed in confusion, then cleared with sudden understandi ng.

Shoul ders strai ghtening, he turned abruptly and said, Like this.



Sonet hing slid through ne, shivering up through ny body—

And then part of the shield let go, the threads parting |ike wi sps.

On the river, Eryn’s shoulders straightened with pure satisfaction and the
eddi es around her gathered for another blow She released the hamrer blow It
cont ai ned enough force to shatter the rest of the shield, to knock nme flat,
and it descended with horrible, hideous grace.

A monent before it struck, the threads of the unraveled section of the shield
coal esced into a small ball of dense force and shot through the needlelike
hol e, down the ribbon, and hit Eryn.

At the same tinme, the shivering presence inside nme vanished.

Crying out, hearing an echoing cry of pain and surprise fromEryn on the far
side of the garden, | seized control of the fraying barrier and threwit up in
front of Eryn's final blow.

It anded. The barrier held for an instant, for a single in-drawn gasp,

shunted part of the force aside . . . and then it shattered.
I was crushed to the ground with bruising force, stone cutting into ny hands,
into ny side and ny face. | lay gasping, stunned, vaguely aware of cries from

the other Servants, of shouts fromthe ever present guardsmen who' d been

wat chi ng and waiting outside the garden, unable to believe that Eryn woul d put
that much energy into destroying ny shield. Anger punched through the daze,
and | shoved myself up into a seated position before suddenly remenbering the
voi ce fromthe throne.

| thrust myself deep, heading for the barrier of Fire. | built up a new
barrier as | went, weaving the threads in a slightly different pattern, one
that Eryn had taught nme for use against the personalities in the throne. |
held it before nme like a net as | came upon the Fire, the mesh tight and not
as flexible as for defense. | couldn't believe that the Fire had weakened so
much that one of the personalities had escaped, had been freed enough that he
could create a semtangible formon the river, enough that he could seize
control of the river itself through ne. Woever the man was, he’d used ne,
taken control of the shield 1’'d held long enough to rip a hole in it, to shape
that power into a stone to strike out at Eryn.

A frisson of fear for Eryn flashed through ne, but | thrust it aside as I

scanned the blazing white flames that contained the voices, listening to the
ragi ng cacophony on the far side. They seened to be shrieking with | aughter
the strongest close to the edge of the firewall, taunting me, belittling ne. |

stoked the Fire enough to send flames reaching toward them scattered them
like | eaves before a wind, but they returned, the nocking |aughter increasing.
| growed in frustration, keeping the net ready, and began a methodica
scrutiny of the Fire, circling it, searching for weaknesses, for areas where
the wall of the Fire had thinned.

But there was nothing. Nothing | could see anyway.

Sonet hing Erick had said while training me on the Dredge echoed up from
menory: No defense is perfect. There is always a flaw. You just have to be
patient enough to find it.

|"d used the advice on the Dredge and while guarding Borund in order to
survive. But |1'd always been the one searching for the flaw in soneone else’s
def enses.

Now t he bl ade was reversed.

| found I didn't like the feeling.

Frowning, | concentrated and traced the scent of pungent incense on the
eddies, found it residing inside the sphere of Fire, as expected. Inside, even
t hough sonehow the man had penetrated the barrier enough to take control.
could feel himwatching me, could sense that there were others around him

al so wat ching, not taunting me or scream ng or howing |like those voices
beati ng agai nst the edge of the Fire. One of those with himwas the woman who
snel l ed of oak and wi ne.

Who are you? | asked, curt and demandi ng.

My nanme is Cerrin, he said, not reacting to my anger. Then he added, Not al

of the voices in the throne are your enenies, Varis.



| glared at the seething wall in consternation, |let the chaos of the voices
inside roll over nme, then spun and retreated. The net 1’'d fornmed unravel ed
around ne as | went.

“Mstress!”

| surfaced fromthe river with a shudder, blinked up into the winter sunlight
and the blurry faces of Marielle, another Servant, and a concerned guardsman
until my eyes adjusted, then dragged nyself to ny knees and stood, glancing
around, a pair of guardsmen reaching out to help steady ne.

“Mstress,” Marielle gasped again, eyes white with concern. “Are you al

ri ght?”

“I'"'mfine,” | spat, fumng. “Were' s Eryn?”

Marielle, the Servants, and the guardsnen stepped back.

Any anger |'d felt for Eryn evaporated when | saw her crunpled formon the far
side of the dead garden, two other guardsnen |eaning over her, Laurren and
anot her Servant kneeling at her side. Laurren rolled her onto her back as I
wat ched and Eryn npaned.

“What did he do to you?” | murrmured to nyself and | pushed through the
concerned Servants and guardsmen and knelt down beside Laurren. | couldn't see
any marks on Eryn, couldn’'t see any dammge.

“What did you do to her?” Laurren spat, both fear and awe in her voice.

“l don’t know,” | said.

Eryn noaned again, and her eyelids fluttered open, wi ncing at the sunlight.
She brought one armup to shade her eyes. “Wat happened?” she asked, but then
she seemed to renenber, her eyes focusing sharply on me. “Were did you |learn
to do that?”

My stomach knotted. | didn't want to adnmit to her that it had been one of the
voices. Didn't want to admit to nyself what that night nean.

So | let the anger surface, let it color nmy voice. “I didn't learn to do
anything. | did what | had to in order to survive, as |’ve always done.” | sat
back, giving her roomto sit up, waving the uncertain Servants and guardsmen
back. She reached out one armfor support. | caught it before Laurren could,
hel ped her steady herself. “I was winning,” | said, “but then you cheated.”
“Cheat ed!”

“You started draining away ny strength!”

“That’ s not cheating,” Eryn huffed. She struggled up fromwhere she sat on the
stones, brushed the dust and dirt off her white dress. “In a true battle, do
you think your opponents are going to show you all their tricks before they
attack? O course not! They're going to do whatever it takes to win.”

| scowl ed, but there wasn’'t much force behind it. There had never been any

rules on the Dredge, | didn't know why | expected rules here in the pal ace.
“You al nost killed ne with that |ast blast.”

Eryn's face suddenly paled. “Ch, gods! | never neant for the blowto fall, at
| east not with that nmuch force behind it. |I meant for it to frighten you, but
at the last noment | was going to pull it back, hit you with enough to knock
you of f-bal ance. But then that . . . that dart of power punched ne in the gut
along my own conduit and | lost control.” She paused, the corners of her eyes

tightening in what |’'d cone to recognize as a sign she was using her Sight.
After scanning me thoroughly, she rel axed.

“I don’t see any pernmanent damage. But |’'msurprised you survived it so

unscat hed.” She frowned, then added in a considering voice, “You nmust be mnuch
stronger than | initially suspected.”

| grunted, trying to hide the satisfied grin that tugged at the corners of ny
nouth. “What did | do?” | asked.

Eryn didn’'t answer, seenmed suddenly to becone aware of the Servants and
guardsmen watching and |istening closely. She scow ed. “Break up into pairs as
usual ,” she barked, notioning toward the Servants. “Marielle and Laurren, walk
anong them and hel p out where necessary.”

After a pause, the Servants began to drift away, animated conversations
instantly breaking out in | owered voices, glances shooting toward ne. Marielle
gave me a tentative smle, then caught Laurren’s arm But Laurren refused to



budge.

“I"'mfine, Laurren,” Eryn said. “CGo help the others.”

Grudgingly, Laurren allowed Marielle to pull her away.

| nodded to the attendi ng guardsnen, who drifted back to their posts on the
outskirts of the garden

Eryn noved toward a stone bench in one corner, w ncing as she went, one hand
going to her side. | followed, sitting down heavily. | was hot and sweaty and
covered with dirt. And | felt bruised fromhead to toe.

W watched the Servants as they practiced for a moment, Laurren barking out
orders to strengthen an edge, to tighten those flows, Marielle pointing out
weaknesses in a soft voice, smling and noddi ng encouragenent.

“So was it Cerrin? O Atreus?”

Eryn turned when | stiffened in shock.

“I don’t believe you just ‘happened’ to suddenly discover how to send that

dart through my conduit. I'’msurprised you found the conduit at all. Soneone
fromthe throne nust have hel ped you. So who was it?”

My eyes narrowed defiantly, but Eryn's gaze never faltered. | could see her
exhaustion in her face, her weariness, but she still had a core of stubborn
strength remai ni ng.

| forced myself to back down, took a deep, steadying breath. “It was Cerrin.”

When Eryn only nodded, | asked, “Wo is he?”

“One of the Seven. They are the ones that created the Skewed Throne nearly
fifteen hundred years ago. They are the heart of the throne, the force that
binds it and holds it together. To sone extent, they can control the other

voi ces of the throne as well.”

| thought about the group of voices |I'd sensed surrounding Cerrin in the
throne. The calmvoices in the mael strom And | suddenly recalled, with horrid
clarity, the creation of the throne. 1'd been forced to relive it when Eryn
had thrust me onto the throne nmonths before, had felt one of the Seven's pain
as they watched the others die as the two thrones consuned them

| shudder ed.

“Have you felt them before today? Have they . . . influenced you in any way?”
When | opened ny eyes, | found Eryn watching nme closely.

“No,” | said, but then caught nyself, thought back to that first nmeeting with
Avrell, Nathem Ireen, and the captains of the guards. 1'd felt somnething
then, as if 1'd stepped back . . . or been pushed aside. And then there was

t he wonman who snelled of oak and wine. “Yes. It’'s happened before. But not
like today. A woman tried to seize control while | was nmeeting with the
merchants. But she sinply tried to convince ne to |l et her have control. Cerrin
slipped free even while | was trying to hold himback. He’'s the one who
mani pul ated the river and sent the stone through the conduit.”

Eryn's eyes grew grim “The woman was nost |ikely Liviann, another of the
Seven. As long as the other Seven are with her, she’'s not a threat. But if
she’s alone . . .” She shook her head. “lI’m nore concerned about Cerrin being
able to slip past the Fire enough to seize that much control of the river. Not
to nmention the protective net | showed you.”

“Can | alter the net sonehow to keep him contai ned?” | thought back to the
transparent image of the nman who' d taken control, recalled the faint outlines
of the clothes he wore. A long, tapered coat, the cut archaic; a yellow silk
shirt with a strange neckline; breeches of the sane material as the coat. And
boots, the | eather sides high and flared wi de, folded down in a style 1'd

never seen before. Hi s voice had been accented as well, the words sonmehow
clipped, the flow of the sentences not quite right.

“I don’t know. |’ve shown you the strongest net | know of for containing the
voi ces.” A note of weariness had crept into her voice. She stood, began to
make her way toward the open double doors to the garden, pausing only to all ow
the still practicing Servants to pass. “W' |l have to experinent, ” Eryn
continued. “Try to strengthen it somehow. Perhaps tonorrow.”

“No,” | said, too sharply.

Eryn gl anced toward ne, eyebrow raised



| sighed, then grimaced. My muscl es were already beginning to protest. “Avrel
wants to show ne the construction on the new warehouse district, and the setup
of the kitchen and warehouse on the Dredge.”

Eryn nodded, forced a smle through her exhaustion, her shoul ders saggi ng
slightly. “That’s just as well,” she said. “lI think I'"mgoing to be bruised
after today. A day to recover would be wel cone.”

She halted as we entered the shaded interior of the palace, then grinned. "It
appears that you' re going to need the rest nore than ne, however.”

Frowni ng, nmy eyes still adjusting to the shadows, | turned—

And groaned al oud when | saw Westen | eaning patiently against the far wall.
“Ready to play?” he asked with a grin.

| leaned down to pick up a stray mudbrick but halted hal fway, jerking upright
with a gasp and a blistering curse

“Mstress?” Avrell asked, real concern in his voice. He'd halted a few steps
ahead of ne in his careful progress down the street on the edge of what used
to be the warehouse district. The street was littered with stacked stone,

| unber, | oose rope, and nudbrick, and was coated with thick dust.

“I'"'mfine,” | said through gritted teeth, silently sending Eryn and Wsten to
t he deepest of hells while massaging the nuscle screaming in protest in ny

| ower back. But it wasn’t just them Avrell had gotten tired of wal king
everywhere within the city and forced Marielle to start giving ne riding

| essons. The first | esson had been excruciating, worse than one of Wsten's
training sessions. I'd hurt in places | hadn't even known exi sted.

And all of it was beginning to wear on mny body.

Avrell hesitated, but noved on. Beside nme, Erick scooped up the nudbrick 1'd
reached for and replaced it on the nearest heap

“Are you all right?” he asked, pitched | ow so that none of the acconpanying
guards coul d hear.

I bit off another curse and nodded. “Fine. Just a little . . . weary.”

Erick nodded as if that explained everything, face serious. But | could feel
himsilently |aughi ng underneat h.

Ahead, Avrell halted on the edge of a wide break in the buildings and streets.
As we pulled up even with him both Erick and | raised a hand to shade our
eyes fromthe sunlight.

“Inpressive,” Erick said after a nmonent.

| had to agree.

Where the warehouse district had been reduced to charred support beans and
soot -stained, crunbled stone in the fire two nonths before, Avrell and his

| abor crews had cleared a wide swath of flat |and. Men, skin drenched with
sweat, clothed only in breeches, were |oading up carts with debris on al

si des, keeping only what stone could still be used in the new construction
Everything el se was being carted away, to the edges of the city, near the
uni nhabited northern jut of land that enclosed the harbor. 1'd seen the work

fromny bal cony and the roof of the tower over the |ast few weeks, but that
had been from a di stance, the sheer scope of the work being done sonehow
reduced. But here, where | could see the workers coated with char and dust
fromshifting the stones, hear the group | eaders barking orders

“We’re just about finished sorting and clearing out the old stone, salvagi ng
what we can fromthe |ost buildings thenselves,” Avrell said. “Once we’'re done
with that, we’'ll shift the workers to | aying down new foundations, or shoring
up the old ones where possible.”

“How | ong do you think it will take to rebuild everything conpletely?”

asked.

Avrell scowed. “At this rate, all winter and nost of the summer besides. But
| expect that things will pick up shortly.”

“Why’' s that?”

The First notioned toward the work crews | oading up the carts. “Because we
don’t have many workers right now. It's early in the winter yet. Mst people
have put their own stores back and are using them now.”

“So there’s no need to send anyone to the work lines to get the credit chips



for food,” FErick said.

“Correct. But once people’s personal stores begin to run dry .
| grunted.

Captain Catrell had sent the city guardsmen out to warn people to ration, and
that theft and hoardi ng of goods woul d be puni shed severely. Two houses had
been raided in the first week after the announcenent, the fanilies arrested
and confined, their food portioned and distributed anbng t he warehouses being
run by the merchants. At the sane time, the guardsnen had announced the work
policy. Men, wonen, and children could report to the warehouses for work
details. In exchange for a day' s labor, they’ d receive enough rations for a
nmeal , which they could get in one of the kitchens the servants fromthe pal ace
had established near each of the warehouses. Mst women were sent to grind
grist into flour, or to the comunal ovens to bake the bread that would be
distributed at the end of the day to the kitchens, or to repair the fishing
nets for the fishing fleets, or any of a hundred other simlar tasks. Sone
worked in the kitchens thensel ves, along with the children, under the

supervi sion of the palace servants. Mst of the men were sent to the warehouse
district or the fishing boats, or into the forests east of the city to hunt
for gane or cut down tinmber for the reconstruction. Sone joined the city
guard, if they could show sone skill with a sword, then were used to police

t he makeshift warehouses, the kitchens, and the supplies.

Thi ngs had changed in the palace as well. A small stock of food had been kept

i nside the palace walls for use in the palace itself. The rest had been sent
into the city. I'd insisted, despite protests from Avrell and Erick, who
argued that the palace had to remnin visibly stable and that the guards needed
to be well fed to be effective. 1'd rel ented somewhat regardi ng the guardsmnen,
but if the city was going to starve, then so would everyone in the pal ace.

I"d lived on the Dredge. | knew what it was to be hungry, knew that | would
survive. Avrell and the others would |l earn they could survive on very little
as well.

“Wuld you like to take a closer | o00ok?” Avrell asked, breaking into ny

t houghts. | glanced toward him saw the | ook of appeal in his eyes, hidden
behi nd his adm nistrator’s bl ank nask.
“Of course,” | said.

Avrell grinned, then led us into the open space, pointing out piles of stone
and stacked | umber as we noved. “This is the | argest building that was | ost.
You can see the outline of the original foundation here and here. Nathem and
decided to start with that building first, then nove on to the others later
since we can use this one’'s walls for supports for the others if necessary. W
sal vaged enough stone to get the entire building built, and I’ve got
carpenters and nmasons fromthe guilds planning how to repair and relay the
foundation, starting within the week.”

Avrell’s voice fell into the background as we continued, relating all the

pl ans. The farther afield we noved, the nore | began to orient nyself, using
the surrounding streets and the outlines of the |lost buildings as reference
points. A warm hand of dread began to close over nmy heart as | realized we
wer e approaching the alley where |1’d been anbushed by Al endor’s son, Cristoph.
| halted in the spot where the alley had stood, kicked at the bl ackened dirt
and the stone of the cobbles. Al trace of the walls that had trapped me—ef
the crates that had hemed nme in and hanpered ny novenents as Cristoph and his
men surrounded nme and beat ne—were gone, cleared away by the fire and the

wor kers.

Al endor had led ne here, let ne follow himand his own bodyguards fromthe
tavern called the Splintered Bow so that his son and henchmen could trap ne in
the alley. Al because Cristoph had tried to kill me earlier on the wharf and
I"d managed to turn the bl ade against himand his friend instead. Cristoph had
survived the encounter. His friend hadn’'t.

| glanced toward Erick, saw the grimexpression on his face. He recogni zed the
alley as well. 1'd only survived the anbush because Erick had arrived and

i ntervened. He'd al nost died here, trying to save ne.



I could see the sanme thought echoed in his eyes.

“I's there sonething wong?” Avrell asked.

| suddenly realized his constant stream of information about the
reconstruction had halted m nutes before, and | turned toward himwith a tight

smle. “No. | was here once before. Before the fire. This is where Al endor’s
son anbushed ne.”
Avrell gl anced down solemly at the scuffed and fire-cracked cobbles. “I see.”

W | apsed into an awkward sil ence, broken by a sharp yelp of pain and the
sounds of a scuffle fromthe nearest line of men | oading up the carts.

Al three of us turned. The escort of guardsmen closed in around nme, but |
pushed forward, Erick and Avrell falling into step as we came up on the group
of men. The gathering parted as soon as they saw us com ng, revealing two nen
grappling with each other on the ground, cursing, dirt and dust flying. One of
t hem was younger, |eaner, only a boy, body withing |ike a snake as the other
heavier man tried to force himto the ground.

“Bl oody cursed gutterscum” the ol der man growl ed. Then he | anded a sharp
punch to the other’s gut, the boy doubling over with a whoof of pain foll owed
by a hiss of pure fury.

The heavier man thrust the boy to the ground, then staggered upright, panting

heavily, eyes dark. He wi ped a hand across his mouth, spat blood, lip curling
up in a snarl. “This will teach ya.”

He drew his foot back to kick the boy in the gut while he was down.

Rage flared inside ne, hard and sharp, and wi thout thought | |ashed out,

punchi ng the heavyset man in the chest with the river

The man staggered backward, eyes going wide in surprise, breath gushing from
his lungs. The punch had cone from nowhere, been | anded by nothing that he
could see. The ring of spectators caught himbefore he fell, as surprised as
he was, then set himroughly on the ground as he tried to catch his breath.
The boy had dragged hinself into a defensive crouch, watched me now with a
feral, hateful gaze as | stepped forward between the two nen. | could see the
Dredge on the boy, like a dark cloak hangi ng over his shoul ders. He was maybe
fourteen years old, with sharp dark brown eyes and bl ond hair made nuddy by

| ayers of dirt and soot and sweat.

“What' s going on here?” | asked, voice hard as stone. | glared at the heavyset
man where he sat, legs still weak fromny punch, breath still short. \Wen he
didn’t answer, | turned my gaze on the rest of those gathered.

They shuffl ed where they stood, eyes not rising to nmeet mine. They'd

recogni zed nme, knew me as the M stress.

| grunted with contenpt, then turned to the boy.

He shifted backward, the movenent hauntingly famliar. He was gutterscum just
like ne. | could guess which way he’d bolt, could see the careful bal ance of
options in his eyes.

The fact that he hadn’'t bolted already told ne how desperate he was.

“What happened?” | asked, voice still hard. He wouldn’t respond to anything
el se.

H s gaze darted to the heavyset man, then returned. “He kicked ne.”

“Lying, filthy, fucking shit!” the man spat, face turning red as he tried to
regain his feet. But | could read the truth in the nen around him the way
they shifted away fromthe man, the way their eyes couldn’t neet mne

The boy scowl ed, and | could see himon the edge of fleeing. Back to the
Dredge, back to the life he knew. Hi s despair was clear: he’'d taken a chance
on the runors of food for work, had risked coning out of the Dredge to find
out if it were true, and this is what he’'d found, what he’d expected to find.
It was nore than | had risked at his age.

| shifted and the heavyset nan halted where he'd struggled to his feet, eyes
fearful

| turned back to the boy. “Why did he kick you?”

Di sbel i ef clouded the boy’s eyes briefly as he realized |I believed him then
he shot the man a deadly glare. “Because |I'mgutterscum”

Anot her man stepped forward, and the guardsnen behind ne tensed. Erick



notioned for themto wait as the nan ducked his head.

“The boy’s right. Hant’'s been after himall day, makin coments, flickin him
wi th stones when he wasna | ookin. | wouldna taken it as long as the boy did.”
Behi nd, Avrell shifted closer and rmurmured, “The boy’'s one of the few we’ ve
had come to work for us fromthe Dredge.”

Avrell’s words were bl and, but the neaning was clear. He expected this type of
condescension for those that cane fromthe Dredge to continue.

Unl ess somet hing were done now. Sonet hi ng significant.

| turned to Hant. The heavyset man was now uncertain. He could feel the shift
in attitude anong the nmen around him could feel the bl ade now bal anced

agai nst him

“Erick,” | said, and felt Erick step up beside ne, notions precise and fornal.
“Yes, Mstress.”

The boy gasped as he realized who | was. A low murmur ran through the gathered
men as well. \Wat they' d suspected had been confirnmed.

“This kind of attitude can't continue. It will not continue. ” | pitched ny
voi ce | oud enough so that all of those around us could hear. “No one in this
city is better than any of the others. If those on the Dredge want to hel p us

rebuil d the warehouses, then they are welcone, and they will be treated
exactly as everyone else is treated. There is only one city here: Amenkor.” |
turned back to Hant with pure contenpt. “I want hi m puni shed. Do whatever you
feel is necessary.”

Avrell stepped forward, as if he’'d been waiting for the opening. “lI would
suggest a public whipping.”

| frowned, glanced toward Erick, who nodded minutely. “Do it,” | said.

Wth a sinple notion of his hand, Erick had the escorting guardsmen seize Hant
and drag him kicking, to one side. The rest of the workers stood silently,
some with open shock, others with satisfaction or synpathy. | ignored them
turning to the man who’ d stepped forward to defend the boy. “Wat’'s your
name?”

The man seened distracted by the scuffle Hant was raising behind ne, but
managed to say, “Danel, Mstress.”

“And what do you do?”

Danel’s attention began to focus nore on ne. “I’ma cobbler, Mstress.”
| nodded, shot a questioning |look toward Avrell.
The First must have read ny intent on ny face, for he said, “l believe we’ ve

been wasting your talents here hauling stone, Danel. W are always in need of
peopl e who can organi ze and | ead the workers. Wuld you be interested?”

Danel nodded, too stunned to speak

“CGood,” Avrell said. “Report to Nathem the Second of the M stress, tonorrow
at the Priem warehouse in the upper city. He'll informyou as to what to do.”
Danel nodded again, then stepped hesitantly back, where a few friends patted
hi m on the back, eyes alight and excited.

| turned to the boy with a heavy frown, took in his rel axed stance—er as

rel axed as anyone who lived on the Dredge ever got. “And your nane?”

The boy frowned, the reaction automatic, then caught hinself. Straightening
slightly, burying his fear deep, so that nost people wouldn’'t see it, he said
defiantly, “Evander.”

| waited until his defiance faltered slightly. “Tell those on the Dredge that

if they’'re willing to work, we can feed them Not nuch, but nore than they're
likely to find on the Dredge this winter.”

Then | turned away, retreating with Avrell, Erick, and the two renaining
guardsmen who weren’'t dealing with Hant.

“You handl ed that well,” Erick said, voice |l ow enough only Avrell and | could
hear .

| grunted. | wasn’t so certain.

But Evander had done one thing: he’d remi nded ne of nyself, of what the Dredge
had been |ike.

“Do you think he'll spread the word on the Dredge?” Avrell asked. “Do you
think he' Il be believed?”



Mermories churning up fromthe depths, | said with utter certainty, “He'll be
bel i eved. And he’'ll be nore effective than the guardsnen.”

“\Npy ?”

| cast Avrell a knowi ng | ook. “Because gutterscum al ways recogni zes
gutterscum Evander didn't see ne as the Mstress. He saw ne as Varis, from

t he Dredge.”

I let Avrell think about that for a nonent, then asked, “Wat about the

ki tchen and war ehouse on the Dredge?”

“A shipnent of food is being taken down there today. We're to nmeet up with
Baill and the guards escorting the shipment near the bridge over the River.”
Behi nd us, there was a sharp slap and a barked scream

Soneone had found a whip.

W reached the bridge where the Dredge crossed the River and found Baill and

t he guardsmen already waiting, restless. Each of the three wagonl oads of food
was surrounded by twenty guardsmen, all with their hands on the hilts of their
swords, all sweating nervously. They knew what had happened the last tinme we’'d
cone to the Dredge. Only Baill seened unconcerned, his bald head shining in
the sunlight, his face fixed into a permanent frown.

“They know we’re coming,” the captain of the guard said as | approached.

“W’ ve seen at |east three watching fromthe alleys and wi ndows.”

Whi ch neant that there had probably been twenty. The entire slum would know by
NOW.

“Are your nen ready?” | asked. Baill grunted and nodded. “Then let’s go.”
He barked out an order and the first wagon |urched forward, two guardsnen in
the seat. Avrell and Erick fell in beside me behind the first wagon, mny escort

staying close, drawing in tight, the other two wagons behind us. Bail

remai ned in the | ead.

As we passed over the arch of the bridge, the River flow ng dark and snooth
beneath us, | felt a niggling touch of the overwhelnmng dread 1'd felt when
we'd come the first tinme. But when the buildings closed in around us, the

cl ean stone of the real Anmenkor falling away to the decayed grit of the sluns,
that niggling sensation faded. Evander had hel ped ne renenber what | had been
and that 1'd taken a chance and escaped.

Perhaps this winter, sonme of the others willing to take a chance coul d escape
as well.

W were al most to the warehouse where Eryn had hi dden the stores she’'d
snuggl ed into the city when Erick said suddenly, “Sonething’ s wong.”

“What ?” Avrel |l asked.

| jerked out of ny thoughts of Evander, of ny old life, ny hand settling onto
nmy dagger. | glanced around in consternation, trying to pick up on what Erick
had felt, then dove beneath the river.

And felt it, too.

The Dredge was quiet.

But it wasn’'t enpty.

| spun, tasting terror in the back of ny throat as | darted forward past
startl ed pal ace guardsnen, past the wagon, knowi ng even as | picked up speed
that | was too |ate.

Behind, | heard Erick shout in warning, then curse under his breath as he
started to foll ow. Ahead—
“What' s the neaning of this?” Baill demanded, his voice |loud, ringing out in

the sil ence.

Too late, too |ate.

I rounded the front of the wagon, saw the street ahead bl ocked by a throng of
men. No, not nen. These were the dregs of the slunms, the animals that hid in

t he deepest depths, that preyed on the gutterscumthat were only trying to
survive. Their grizzled faces, marked by scars and pockmarks and di sease, were
harsh in the sunlight, their nouths twisted into feral grins, their eyes

i nsane with rage and deat h.

No wonder the Dredge was enpty.

“We've conme to take what’'s ours,” the | eader said.



And then a stone shot out of the crowd and found its mark, slamrmng into
Baill’'s forehead with a sickening thud, and as he fell, as the scent of blood
flooded the river, bitter and warm the nmob broke into a scream and roared

f or war d.

The pal ace guardsnen surged forward to nmeet them At ny side, the horse
pulling the first wagon screaned and reared up onto its hind legs, its eyes
white with terror.

And then the nob collided with the guardsnmen, and the world broke into a crush
of bodi es and sweat, of flickering blades and a hail of stone. |I felt the
initial inmpact of the two forces on the river, a pulsing wave rippling

out war d.

And then | was overwhel med, men suddenly on all sides, the rearing horse

t huddi ng down into the mass of bodies with a sickening crunch. The scent of

bl ood on the river becanme so thick | al nost gagged.

“Varis!”

| spun, Erick’s shout was alnmost lost in the tumult. Men crowded cl ose on al
sides, and ny dagger was out, already bl ooded, although |I didn’t renmenber
using it. A few pal ace guardsnen held my back for a noment, desperately trying
to protect the wagonl oads of food, before the thrust of the nob shoved t hem
away and they were lost. The deni zens of the slums closed in fromall sides,
coming fromthe alleys, fromthe narrows, crawing through the vacant w ndows
of the buildings, through the darknesses that |1’'d al ways thought of as
escapes. Through the press of bodies, | saw Erick [ash out with his own
dagger, saw a man screamin pain, blood flying, saw another |urch back before
Erick’s dagger took himin the throat. Thrusting the body aside, Erick stepped
forward. But there were still too many nmen between us, all screaning, al

i ntent on overwhel m ng the guards, on the food. Sone had al ready reached the
wagon, were smashing into the crates and barrels, clutching potatoes and
squash and sacks of grain to their chests before | eaping back into the nob. A
sack of rice split and grains of white rained down, a few flicking nmy face
catching in ny hair.

Rage envel oped nme, sudden and intense, and pushing deep beneath the river,

breath rushing out through flaring nostrils, | pushed, grunting with the
effort.
Before me, nen went flying, lifted forcibly up into the air and thrust away,

and suddenly there was a clear path between Erick and nme. Startled, he
hesitated, then | eaped into the opening, grabbing nmy arm

“W have to get out of here!” he shouted.

| gave hima scathing, sarcastic glare and shot back, “Avrell! W have to find
Avrel | 17

He swore under his breath, scanned the nob, ducked as a piece of mnudbrick shot
past his head, then used his grip on ny armto shove ne in a new direction
“This way!”

| stunbled forward, using nmy dagger and the river to force a path through the
mob, Erick a steady presence at ny back. As we angl ed away fromthe wagons,
the press of bodi es sl ackened.

And then suddenly we broke free, into the depths of an alley. Gasping, Erick
drew up close to the wall, back brushing against the slick rmudbrick. | settled
into a crouch, breath harsh in ny throat, heart thudding in nmy chest so hard
it hurt, then jerked as soneone el se broke through the nob, streaking past us
wi t hout a glance, a |oaf of bread crushed to his chest, his expression
ravenous.

| sucked in a haggard breath, then asked hoarsely, “Do you see Avrell?”

Erick shook his head. “No. Nor Baill. The nob’s taken over all of the wagons
now. The guardsnmen have retreated to the kitchen. | don’t think they can get
into the warehouse. It’'s still warded. But | think they have Baill.”

The roar of the nmob was suddenly broken by a piercing aninalistic scream
Erick’s face turned grim “They nust be running out of food on the wagons.
They're after the horses now.”

| stood up fromny crouch, glanced over the seething norass of people, felt



t he wave of darkness it generated on the river and felt sick. “We have to find
Avrell.”

“l have him”

Both Erick and | spun, daggers raised, our novenments al nost exactly the sane.
In the darkness of the alley behind us, Darryn stood, flanked by two other nen
and the elder with the mlky eye. Darryn’s face was bl ank, eyes centered on
me. After a considering nonent, he glanced toward the mob, then scow ed before
turning back to ne.

“l can take you to him You can stay with hi munder our protection until this
di es down.”

| al nost spat in contenpt, as the mlky-eyed el der had done to me, but stopped
nysel f.

Strai ghtening, | nodded.

He | ed us deeper into the alley, back into the warrens that three years ago
had call ed hone, the others falling in behind us, guardi ng our backs. As we
slipped fromnarrow to narrow, passing through crunbled alleys and dead

courtyards, the roar of the nob falling behind, | found the dread returning,
not as powerful as before, but still there.
| shivered.

Then Darryn ducked through a | ow opening, nothing nore than a hole in a wall.
| glanced back at Erick, saw himnod, and foll owed.

It opened up into a wide room half sunk below ground, filled with tables, a
few chairs, pallets against one wall. In the center of the roomwas a circular
basi n whi ch nmust have once been a pool or fountain. A few chipped tiles

remai ned at its edge, dirt ground so deep into themthat there was nothing
left of the pattern they must once have hel d.

Sitting on one of the chairs was Avrell, one hand clutching the opposite arm
Bl ood stained his shoulder, his dark blue shirt ripped aside. A man | eaned
over the wound.

“Mstress!” he said as | entered, then gasped as the nan prodded the wound.
“I't was only a stray nmudbrick,” he finished weakly.

Darryn nmoved up to the man's side. “Well?”

The man grunted. “It needs a good cl eaning and sone stitches, but he'll live.”
The rest of the men scattered throughout the room one collapsing onto a
pallet. The elder with the m|ky eye stayed behind at the rough opening,
keepi ng wat ch

Darryn turned back to ne, ignoring Avrell’s yelp of pain as the man | assuned
was a heal er began washing his wound. “And is this how you intend to feed the
Dr edge?” he asked acidly.

Erick’s hand fell heavily onto ny shoulder, restraining ne. Hs grip was
tight, the fingers flexing in warning as | tensed, trenbling with rage.

| forced myself to relax, forced the hand that held my dagger to drop to ny
side. “You know how | intend to feed the Dredge,” | said

“Ah, yes. A day’'s work for a day’s worth of food.” He smirked. “How s that
going to work if you can’'t even get the food to the kitchen?”

| gritted nmy teeth, jaw flexing, ny hand kneadi ng the handl e of ny dagger

And then all the tension drained out of ny body, and | smiled. “You re going
to help nme.”

One of the other nen barked out a short burst of |aughter, but Darryn’s face
had gone conpl etely bl ank. “Wat do you mean?”

| stepped forward, slipping out of Erick’s grip. No one in the room noved, not
even the healer. He held a needle in the air with a thin thread of gut running
fromits end down to Avrell’s half-stitched wound, his face openly shocked.
“The crowmd we drew on the Dredge when we first visited the warehouse didn't
attack because you didn't want themto. They | ooked to you for perm ssion
They obey you.”

Darryn snorted. “Have you seen the Dredge today, Mstress? | don't contro
anyone.”

| shook ny head. “You don’t control everyone. The ones ripping the wagons to
pi eces right now aren’t the real people of the Dredge. The real peopl e—the



people | want to help survive this winter—are all cowering in their own niches
right now, waiting for the animals to finish feeding so they can pick up the
pi eces. Just |ike you. Those are the people you control. And if you can get

t hem organi zed, get themto cooperate . ”

The man who’ d | aughed before began to chuckl e.

“Shut up, Geag.”

The roomfell silent. |I stared into Darryn’s eyes, saw his age in the winkles
around his eyes, saw the gray beginning in his hair. He watched nme in turn
consi deri ng.

Then his gaze flicked to Erick. “lIs she serious?”

“She’ s al ways serious.”

Darryn frowned. “How do you expect to protect the food once it’s here?”

“The warehouses will be warded by the Servants, who will also be present in
the kitchen. And there will always be pal ace guardsmen—= | halted. Darryn was
shaki ng hi s head.

“That won’t work. The Servants naybe, but not the guardsmen. If you're truly
fromthe Dredge, you'll know that.”

And | did. The guardsmen woul dn’t survive as a permanent presence on the
Dredge. They were too feared, too hated.

“What do you suggest?”

Before Darryn could answer, Erick stepped to ny side, notioned toward the
sword that hung at Darryn’s waist. “Can you use that?”

Darryn stiffened. “Yes.”

“What about these others?” Erick said, nodding toward the rest of the nen

hi dden in the niche along with us.

Darryn shifted unconfortably. “To varying degrees.” Behind him the healer
grunted and returned to his stitching.

Erick turned to ne. “Then have them protect their own warehouse and kitchen.
Forma mlitia, nade up of people fromthe Dredge, under Darryn’s command.”

| frowned, saw Avrell frowning as well but ignored him “Wat do you think?”
He gl anced around at the nmen in the room asking a silent question and
receiving silent answers—a nod, a shrug.

Then he turned back to nme. “I think it might work.”

“Mstress,” Marielle said, her voice soft but strained. She winced as
lightning flared through the open doorway | eading out to the bal cony, silver
light flooding the room followed a few seconds |ater by a harsh crack of

t hunder that shuddered through the air. “Come back to the settee, please! The
stormis too close!”

| turned away fromthe balcony with a smle, felt the cold wind sweep into the
room around me, tugging at my hair. Rain hissed onto the stone of the pal ace,
harsh and relentless, a fine m st touching ny face. The stormraged around ne,
prickled nmy skin, and with each flash of lightning | felt nmy heart respond
with a qui ckened beat. Each roll of thunder shivered through ny body, raised
the little hairs on ny arns, at the nape of ny neck. | reveled in the
sensati on.

“Can’t you feel it?” | said.

Mariell e shuddered with terror. “Please! Cone to the setteel!”

Deeper inside the room Erick shrugged, his expression as unconcerned as ny
own. We’'d both been hardened to the weather. On the Dredge, there was little
protection if you were caught in a storm

Thi nki ng of the Dredge brought a small surge of satisfaction. The kitchen and
war ehouse had finally been stocked with Darryn’s and the Dredge militia's
hel p. The mlitia only consisted of twenty nmen so far, and Baill was furious
that the unit had been formed in the first place, but even now he and Captain
Catrell were training nore Dredge denizens who, when their training was

conpl ete, would be added to the force.

And nore | aborers were reporting to the warehouse district for work as well, a
significant portion of them com ng fromthe Dredge.

Lightning flared, the resultant thunder al nost instantaneous. Marielle let out
a small shriek. “Mstress, please!”



| sighed, closed the bal cony door, but refused to draw the curtains, |eaving
the wi ndows open. | noved to the settee, took the slate fromMarielle’'s
relieved hands. She stood and nmoved to pour nme sonme tea to ease her own
nerves.

I glanced down at the slate, picked up the chalk | oosely in one hand. After
her discussion with Erick, Marielle had given up trying to get me to draw

el egant, curved letters. Instead, she’d had ne think of the shapes as sl ashes,
as if froma dagger—sharp and linear, with cutting, blunt edges. Forceful

My letters had inproved dramatically. W were working on words now, and sinple
sent ences.

| stared down at the three-word sentence Marielle had scrawl ed on the top
line, but as thunder shook the building again, Marielle casting a frightened

gl ance toward the ceiling, | set the slate aside and stood.

“How long is the stormgoing to last, do you think?”

Erick cocked his head, listening to the wind, to the rain |lashing against the
stone. “It nmoved in swiftly fromthe ocean about m dafternoon,” he rmurnured,
“but it doesn’'t sound like it’s letting up any. 1'd say not for another few
hours.”

| began pacing the room too energized by the stormto remain still. “Then

let’s go see Avrell.”

Eri ck nodded.

| stepped toward Marielle, who' d set ny tea down. “Are you coming, Mrielle?”
She turned. “If it’s all right, 1'Il stay. | have . . . things | need to
finish here.” She cowered as nore lightning flickered through the room

| frowned, but nodded, turning toward Erick who held the door to the rest of
t he pal ace open for ne.

W found Avrell in his office, poring over sheets of parchment w th Nat hem
Baill, and two nmasons 1’ d noticed | eading |abor crews at the warehouses.
“Avrell,” | said.

Al five men | ooked up, startled, their nuttered argument cut short.

Avrell frowned, then stepped forward. “Yes, M stress?”

Wondering what Baill was doing here, | asked, “Wat’s happening with the

war ehouses?”

Avrell relaxed slightly. “W're progressing nicely, mainly due to the sudden
i nflux of labor. The foundation to the main warehouse I showed you has now
been finished and we’ve started on the walls, but of course we can’'t work on
t hose today.”

As if in answer, a runble of thunder sounded, nuffled by the stone of the
pal ace this deep inside, but still audible.

Behind Avrell, one of the masons coughed neani ngfully. Avrell’s brow creased
wi t h annoyance.

| sighed. “What is it?”

Fl ashing his own glare of irritation at the mason, he said, “Two things
actually. And at this point, neither of them have been investigated in any
great detail.”

| let ny gaze narrow and Avrell stepped back behind his desk, pulling out a
few sheets of paper. He still favored the shoul der that Darryn’s heal er had
stitched up, noving the armcarefully as he shuffled through the pages. “The
first is regarding the stone we need to rebuild the warehouses. As | said
bef ore, we have enough to rebuild the main warehouse, which is what we're
wor ki ng on now, but quite a bit of the stone used in the original buildings
has been cracked by the heat of the fire and can’'t be reused in the new

bui I di ngs.”

Nat hem spoke up. “W’ve been trying to figure out where to get stone from W
do have a quarry, but that is some distance away. Transporting the stone into
the city during winter would be extremely difficult. Plus it would take tine
to cut the stone even before we begin to transport it.”

“What about nudbrick?” | asked.

d ances were passed anpbng everyone except Baill, who stood silently in the
background, arms crossed, watching intently, his face the usual unreadable



mask. Except that recently—since I'd forced himto initiate the nmilitia on the
Dr edge—+t had taken on an edge of bitterness.

“Mudbrick is possible,” Avrell finally answered, “but it is sonmewhat
unreliable, especially for the size of these buildings. And it is also

| abor-intensive. W'd still need to transport in the material used in the
bricks, and then it would have to be m xed and fired. . . .” He shook his
head.

“Why do you need to nake it? There's tons of nudbrick fromold buildings
sitting unused in the Dredge.”
Avrell and the masons | ooked nmonmentarily stunned. Then Avrell turned to the

masons. “ls that possible?”

The masons stared at each other a monent. “lI don't see why not,” one of them
finally said. “We'd have to pick through it carefully, nake certain it was
sound. And we’'d still need good stone fromthe quarry for the foundations and

a significant portion of the walls. But
“CGood,” Avrell said. “Send some work crews down to the Dredge as soon as you
can and check it out.”

“Make certain they get in touch with Darryn,” | said. “He’ll want to warn the
residents of the Dredge that you'll be there and what you' |l be doing. And
he’ll want to escort the work crews while they' re there, for their own
protection.”

| shifted nmy gaze toward Baill. An ugly red-and-purple scab marked where the
stone had struck his head during the riot. He still hadn’'t spoken, and

couldn’t see why he’'d be involved in an argunent over where to find usable
stone for the warehouse construction. “Wat’'s the other problenP”

In an al nost concerted nove, the stonemasons and Nat hem st epped back, eyes

| ooki ng anywhere but at ne. Avrell renmained at the desk, but deferred to
Baill.

A snmile tugged at Baill’s nmouth, but it was fleeting.

W thout nmoving, he said flatly, “W nay have sone stores m ssing from one of
t he war ehouses.”

| stilled. Mssing supplies was a far nore serious problemthan where to find

stone. “lIs it mssing fromthe Dredge?”
“ ’\b. ”
| al nost heaved a sigh of relief. | wanted to believe Darryn could be trusted,

knew he could be trusted if the river was any indication, but having supplies
go missing alnost imediately after |'d given himcontro

I focused again on Baill. “Then how is that possible? | thought the city guard
was wat chi ng over each warehouse on this side of the River, that the merchants
wer e keeping track of the supplies under their care.”

Bai || nodded. “They are.”

“Then how coul d sonme of the food have been taken?” Anger had begun to tighten
nmy voice, and Baill reacted by straightening subtly, an answering flare of
anger passing swiftly through his eyes.

“We don’t know. As Avrell said, we don’'t even know for certain that the food
is mssing.”

Avrel |l stepped forward cautiously. “According to our records, and the
merchants’ records, the Priem warehouse was supposed to have eighteen barrels
of packed, salted fish. However, upon inspection, we couldn't find those
barrels. It may just be a clerical error, or the barrels could have been taken

to a different warehouse by mistake. It’'s too early to tell. | sunmoned Bai l
i medi ately and we were just beginning to discuss a course of action.”
Baill nodded. “l think we should start with an inventory of the warehouses

done by the guard, to verify that all of the supplies supposedly stored in
each warehouse are actually present. If anything else is mssing, we should
find out now”

| considered for a nmonent, then said, “Do it.”

Baill noved to the door. As he stepped outside and began to issue orders, |
turned to Avrell

“Whi ch nerchant has control of the Priem warehouse?”



Avrell’s eyes never wavered. He' d been expecting the question. “Regin.”

| bit off a curse, then forced nyself to stop |eaping to conclusions. Avrel
admtted that perhaps the fish wasn’'t missing. Maybe it had sinply been

m spl aced.

But somehow | didn't believe that.

In the corridor outside there was a sudden commotion, brief but |oud enough to
hear over the continuing thunder. | turned as the doors to Avrell’s study
opened and Baill stepped back through. H's brow was creased with a frown, and
his cl othes were di shevel ed and danp in patches.

“There’s someone here to see the Mstress,” he said formally. “He wouldn't say
what it concerned.” Then he shifted to one side.

A boy stood behind him surrounded by guardsmen, w de-eyed and breat hi ng hard,
splattered with nmud and soaked to the bone, a puddle formng on the fl oor
beneath him He was dressed in a rough homespun tunic and breeches with no
boots, his face pale, lips al nost bl ue.

As | stepped forward, he shuddered with cold. “Wat is it?” | asked.

Teeth beginning to chatter, the boy sputtered, “There' s been a shi pweck down
in Col by.”

Chapter 6

"FROM WHAT | CAN GATHER fromthe boy,” Avrell said, |eaning back in his seat,
wi nci ng as he adjusted his shoulder, "the villagers didn’t find an actual

shi pwreck. What they found was debris on the beach, | arge sections of a ship,
just before the stormstruck. They managed to haul the |argest pieces of the
debris up above the stormwaters so that it wouldn’'t wash away, and then they
sent the boy here.”

After the boy’'s bald statement in Avrell’s office, Avrell had taken him aside
and questioned him with ny repeated assurances to the boy that it was safe to
talk to the First. Servants were sent for dry clothes and food, while others
were sent to informthe other captains, Eryn, and Borund. W' d convened in the
same nmeeting room Avrell had used to introduce nme to the captains of the
guar d.

“Were there any survivors?” | asked.

Avrell shook his head, nmouth turned down with regret. “According to the boy,
there weren’t even any bodi es washed ashore. Just wood and rigging, a large
portion of the mast. " He shrugged.

“But enough to identify the ship as coming from Amrenkor?” Borund asked. He was
still damp fromhis brisk ride up to the palace in the rain after being
sunmoned.

Avrel | nodded.

At the far end of the table, Captain Catrell of the city guard | eaned forward.
“The question is, how did the ship founder?”

At his side, Westen nodded in agreenent. “WAs it by stornP But if so, what
storn®? The vill agers found the weckage before this hit.” He glanced at the
ceiling. The stormwas noving off now, but the occasional runble of thunder
could still be heard through the thick stone walls. He | eaned forward, eyeing
Avrell. “How old was the w eckage?”

“The boy didn't know. The villagers sent himalnost imrediately after finding
the debris. Aside fromwhat |1’'ve told you already, he knew not hing.”

Silence fell. d ances were exchanged between Eryn, Erick, and nyself. W were
the only ones in the roomthat knew of the vision of the city burning, and
could see in both Erick’s and Eryn’s eyes that | wasn't the only one thinking
t he wreckage could be from somet hing other than a storm

Straightening in ny seat, the notion enough to draw everyone's attention, |
said flatly, “I need to see the debris.”

There was an awkward pause, and then Baill said tactfully, “Colby, the village
where the weckage was found, is outside of the city.”

| frowned, confused, and then suddenly renenbered.

| was trapped inside the city by the throne. I couldn’t go see the w eckage.

| swore vehemently, startling both Captain Catrell and Baill. Catrell seened



shocked; Baill sinply seened intrigued.

“Someone has to go | ook at the weckage,” | said. “lI need to know what ship
the debris came from how long it has been since it foundered, if possible,
and how it was lost in the first place.”

A few of those present seemed surprised at the force behind nmy voice. But then
| realized: To themit was sinply an unfortunate accident, a ship |lost at sea,
nmost |ikely by stormor fromrunning onto a hidden shoal or perhaps piracy.
They didn’t have the vision haunting them They couldn’t see the bodies
floating in the harbor, hadn’t choked on the snoke of the fires.

Reacting to the intensity of nmy voice, Captain Catrell stood. “I’'Il send a
contingent of the city guard i mediately. W can | eave tonorrow norni ng and be
in Colby by late afternoon, with enough light left to investigate the w eckage
so that we can return the foll owi ng day.”

Baill shifted forward. “I’'Il send a few pal ace guards along as well.”

| shook ny head, and Baill frowned, a flash of annoyance crossing his face.
“No, Captain Baill. |I want the pal ace guards to devote their energy to the
food m ssing fromthe warehouse.”

“Very well,” Baill said.

It was clear he was unhappy |’ d countermanded hi s suggestion

But that still didn't solve the real problem Captain Catrell didn't know

about the vision. He and his nmen wouldn’t | ook at the weckage with
alternative possibilities in mnd. He'd probably already assuned it was froma
storm and that the debris had been Iying on the beach for weeks. | needed
someone who could factor in the warning given by the vision

| glanced toward Erick, but hesitated.

Since he'd first returned fromtracking down and killing Corum he’'d been a
constant presence, ny personal bodyguard, always near at hand, even if he
wasn't always in the same room |’d grown accustoned to having himthere, for

advi ce and for support.

He caught ny gaze, gave ne a slightly questioning look, as if to ask why | was
waiting. He'd already assumed he woul d go.

But the thought of sending himfilled nme with sick dread. He was ny only true
ally in the palace. Marielle was beholden to Avrell; all the Servants were
And the guardsnmen were under the control of Baill, even Captain Catrell. That
left only Erick and the Seekers, and |I’'d discovered there weren't as many
Seekers as |1'd first thought. Westen had reveal ed that there were only about
thirty Seekers in the pal ace—ene Seeker for every ten guardsnen under Baill’s
and Catrell’s control. So even though the Seekers swore their loyalty to the
M stress, and even though the Seekers were nore deadly and skilled than the
guardsmen, they were seriously outnhunbered.

| didn't want to send Erick or Westen, not when there were so few | trusted.
Before either Erick or | could speak, there was a silken rustle of clothes and
Eryn said, “Send nme.” She sat on the edge of her seat, her eyes wide in nmute
appeal .

| frowned, uncertain. Eryn was still an unknown, even after the hours we’'d
spent in training in the garden with the other Servants. Yet she’ d done
not hi ng but help me since |I released her fromthe throne.

“Why?” | asked.

Eryn shifted slightly, and suddenly she was the woman who’' d once sat on the

t hrone, regal and conposed. “Because until | was eight, | was raised on the
rocky coastline, in a village much like Colby. I’'ve seen debris fromall kinds
of shipwrecks. | know what to look for.” She hesitated, then added in a much

nore enotional voice, “And al so because | haven't been outside of the city for
over twenty years.”

My gaze narrowed. |’'d heard what she’d not said, what she had really meant.
She’ d not been outside of the city because of the throne. This would be a good
way to test whether she was truly free of its power. She was willing to risk

death to make certain she was free, and this gave her an excuse to try.
And she did know what to | ook for. Like Erick, she knew of the vision, of what
it foretold.



“Very well,” | said, “but 1'd like Borund to go, too.” | turned toward hi mand
saw his eyes widen slightly in surprise. “You know nost of the ships we sent
for supplies,” | explained. “You |l have better luck identifying the ship.”
Conpr ehensi on dawned, and he rel axed. “I believe WIliamcan nmanage for a few
days while |I'm away.”

| suppressed a grimace at the nention of WIllianms name, then stood. “Good.
Then 1’11 | eave you to your preparations.”

Everyone stood, nade short bows, and departed, Captain Catrell and Bail

moving swiftly since they had orders to give, the rest at a nore leisurely
pace.

Once the others had left, Erick said quietly, “You could have sent ne as
well.”

“I know,” 1 said. | hesitated, alnost added an expl anation, but in the end
said nothing. | didn't even turn to look at him afraid he’'d see the relief in
nmy eyes that he was staying.

The party left an hour after dawn the next day. Along with Erick and my own
escort, | acconpanied Eryn, Borund, Captain Catrell, and a group of five other
guardsmen to the edge of the city, all of us on horseback. One of the
guardsmen carried the village' s messenger boy behind him the youth clutching
tightly to his waist. Since it was the first tinme 1'd been outside of the
paddock on a horse, we took it slow, w nding down fromthe pal ace and out the
outer walls, then cutting east, passing through streets | wasn't famliar
with. Followi ng the River, we passed near the stockyards, the reek of

sl aught er washing over us on a faint breeze, even though fresh neat was

scarce. The horses shied away fromthe snmell, but we turned south before it
became pervasive, noving parallel to the outer walls, the |and droppi ng away
fromthe palace and the hill that it sat upon. The buildings and streets

thinned, until there was nothing but the southern road, rocky land, a few
smal | bent trees, and scrub brush

| glanced up at Eryn as the group paused on the rough road | eadi ng south from
the city, the protective walls of the city above us, far up the steep sl ope of
the southern part of the hill. Mst of Amenkor lay north of the pal ace—en the
edge of the harbor and al ong the northern jut of land that enclosed it—and
east along the River. The openness here felt strange. | was used to buil di ngs
on all sides, or the waters of the River and harbor. 1’'d never ventured
outside the Dredge or the lower city, wharf, and pal ace before becom ng the

M stress. Here, where | could see the land to the east rising up to distant
forested nountai ns and south along the dark rock of the jagged coastline,

felt exposed and vul nerable. But | quashed the sensation and turned to Eryn.
“Do you feel anything?” | asked, pitching ny voice |low so that only Eryn,
Erick, and Borund coul d hear, brushing nmy hand al ong nmy nmount’s neck to keep
it calm | still hadn't grown confortable astride the animal.

“No,” Eryn said. “You?”

| shivered. “Yes.” Deep in ny gut, a gnawi ng sensation clawed at ny stomach,
i ke hunger but far worse. And it was steadily increasing the | onger | stayed.
I knew | was on the edge of the throne’'s reach. If |I went rmuch farther

A |l ook of pure wonder passed across Eryn’s face. “Then it’'s true,” she

mur mur ed, not hiding her disbelief. “I"'mfree of the throne.”

She | aughed, her joyful grin infectious. For a nonent, | saw the young woman
she had once been, carefree and m schi evous.

Then she caught ny eyes, saw my pai ned answering grin, and the Mstress in her
t ook over, pushed her el ation down, replacing it with a | ook of concern and

pity. But not conpletely; there was still a snmile on her lips. “Varis—= she
began.

| halted her with a sharp shake of ny head. Wth nore force than | intended,
said, “It doesn't matter. |I’ve lived ny entire life inside the city. | don't

need to go beyond its walls.”

Eryn's face clouded with doubt, but she nodded. Perhaps she heard the lie. Now
that 1'd seen what |lay outside the city, | wanted to see nore. But that

coul dn’t be hel ped.



“I"1'l be back tonorrow,” Eryn said.

Then she turned and kneed her horse forward, the guardsnen starting out ahead
of her at her signal. She rode gracefully, back straight, Borund falling in a
f ew paces behi nd.

As she passed conpletely outside the throne's influence, the blissful snile
relit her face

| sighed, grimacing in pain as | placed a hand over nmy stomach. It felt as if
someone had stabbed ne and was now wor ki ng the blade back and forth, slicing
up my guts. “lI need to get back to the city,” | said, feeling suddenly
flushed. And the horse was picking up on ny disconfort.

Erick notioned sharply to ny escort and we headed back, noving the horses as
fast as the pain in ny stomach would all ow.

A hundred paces fromthe southern wall, the last of the sickening sensation

f aded.

| was hone, | thought bitterly.

| spent the norning working with Nathem and Avrell on the rebuilding of the
war ehouse district, answering questions about what | wanted rebuilt where,
settling di sputes between workers and nerchants. At ny insistence, we visited
one of the warehouses and kitchens so | could see how the nerchants were
organi zing the work details and how they were handling the distribution of the
food, then we headed toward the communal ovens, where the wonen and children
wer e busy baking breads. But the snells of yeast and dough and flour remni nded
me too forcefully of the white-dusty nman who' d hel ped ne to survive on the
Dredge before | net Erick—the baker who' d been killed because of ne—and so
had Avrell take ne back to the pal ace.

By then, Avrell had been put on edge. 1'd never spent so nmuch tinme with him
bef ore, had never asked hi m so many uni nportant questions about how thi ngs
were run, and ny apprehensi on over the weckage at Col by had transferred to
him 1 could see himcasting suspicious |ooks at nme, and so at m dafternoon
released him | didn't want himto think about Col by and what m ght be found
there. Hs interest had al ready been piqued too mnuch.

And perhaps there was nothing to find at Col by. Perhaps the debris was sinply
fromthe ship running aground on sonme hidden rocks, or breaking apart after
bei ng caught in a storm

O sol told nyself as | paced ny room

In an effort to distract nmyself, | sumobned Marielle and tried to pay
attention to ny | essons.

“Try to sound it out,” Marielle said. W d been working for two hours and her
voi ce was frayed, her hair wild fromrunning her hands through it in
frustration. “You know all the letters.”

“I know,” | spat, a twinge of guilt stabbing through ne even as | spoke.
Marielle tensed and in a hard voice said, “Just try.”

| drew in a deep breath, closed ny eyes, tried to gather ny scattered wts,

t hen opened ny eyes and stared at the book in ny lap. | focused on the word
beneath nmy fingers. A long word, but one | knew, because |’'d read through this
page days ago.

But no matter how hard | tried, the letters wouldn't hold steady. My attention
drifted. First to the uneasy fact that Marielle was one of the stronger
Servants, that she could use the river if she wanted, that in fact | was
training her to take nmy place. Wen |I'd entered the palace to kill the
Mstress, I'd run into one of the true Servants. But the only reason |’d known
was that 1’d touched her, had felt a thin slice of pain running up ny arm
like the cut of a dagger. |I’'d always thought |I'd know soneone who coul d use
the river just by looking at them But no. | hadn't recogni zed that Eryn could
use the river when |'d first net her in the throne room not even after
touching her. She'd actually used the river to block nmy attack before I'd
figured out that she could control it. Was that because of the throne?
Mariell e had never used the river in nmy presence except in the gardens while

training. None of the Servants had. Was that because of Avrell? Had he ordered
it?



| shoved the usel ess supposition aside, shook nyself, and returned to the
book. But | gl anced toward the bal cony to judge the time by the |ight.

It seened the sun had barely noved since the last tine | | ooked.

“Enough,” 1 said, closing the book with a frustrated snap as | stood. “I can’'t
do this now We'll have to try again tonorrow.’

A look of extreme relief passed over Marielle’'s face before she could suppress
it. She stood, hands held carefully before her. “lIs there anything el se you

wi sh to work on?” she asked.

| tried not to let the dread in her voice irritate ne. “No. Just go.” | waved

her out, pacing to the bal cony as she made her escape. Qutside, she had a
terse conversation with Erick, their voices too low for ne to hear, and then
Erick stepped into the room

| glared up at the cl ouds scuddi ng across the sky, then down at the city. From
here, | could see the construction on the warehouses, the outlines of the

wal I's now visible. The small figures of the nmen noved back and forth, and
occasionally the breeze would bring the sounds of hamering and the bell ows of
the work | eaders.

The activity somehow soothed me and the tension in nmy shoul ders began to

rel ease.

“You' re restless,” Erick said.

| grunted. “You don’t have to stay. I'mfine.”

| heard novement and with a pang of regret thought he would actually | eave,
but he’d only shifted closer. “You ve never been inpatient before,” he said,
then added with a touch of hunor, “except possibly when working with Marielle.
On the Dredge, you had to wait often—for the mark to arrive, for the right
nmonent to steal the apple. Wiy is waiting for Eryn to return and report any
different?”

| shrugged. “Because then | knew what | was waiting for? | don’'t know But it
is different.”

“You' ve changed in the last two nmonths, since you became the Mstress,” Erick
said after a nonent.

| didn't answer. Had it only been two nonths? It seenmed |ike rmuch |onger than
t hat .

Erick sighed. “So who do you want to harass now? Nathen? Baill? Wsten? What
about a little sparring lesson with ne? I’mcertain there’'s sonmething | forgot
to teach you on the Dredge that Westen hasn’t already covered. He doesn’'t know
everyt hi ng you know.”

| laughed and turned fromthe wi ndow, the offer to spar tenpting. W hadn’t
fought each other since the Dredge, nore than two years ago, and the thought
that I mght have | earned sonething new on my own or from Westen, night have

i mproved enough to actually beat himin a fair match, was alnost too difficult
to resist. But it was late, and if watching those working in the warehouse
district could calmne, then maybe | could do sonmething simlar to cal mny
nerves even further. “No, | think I'lIl go to the throne roominstead.”

Erick’s face grew somber, his stance tightening with disapproval. “Very well.”
| shook ny head, irritated again. “I just want to check on the city. Besides,
|"ve been working with Eryn on controlling nyself, and on protecting nyself
fromthe throne. I'll be fine.” | knew fromtesting the throne on my own that
| didn't need the throne to check on the city, that touching it wasn't

requi red—+ could sense the city even nowbut touching it made sensing the
enotions of the city as a whole easier. And right now all | wanted to do was
rel ax.

Erick didn't | ook convinced.

In the throne room at the sight of the anorphous throne shifting at the far
end of the hall, ny confidence faltered. But | straightened resolutely and

wal ked down the central wal kway, Erick at my back. He'd insisted on coning
and, since the last time I'd used the throne 1'd ended up unconsci ous on the
dais steps in nmy own vomt, | couldn't argue with him

At the base of the dais, | paused. Inside, | could feel the voices of the
throne waiting, strangely quiet. | thought about Cerrin, who'd sonehow escaped



the Fire, and with careful deliberation | slid beneath the river and began to
weave the protective net Eryn had drilled into me, trying a few of the
alterations she’'d proposed to help keep Cerrin and the rest of the Seven under
control. Slipping deeper, | threw the net around the bl azing sphere of Wite
Fire that contained the voices at ny core. The nostly quiet voices grew
suddenly grimand di sgusted and drew back fromthe wall of flane.

The net secured, | did another circuit around the sphere, searching for signs
of the flaw that | knew must exist, but again | found not hing.

| turned to Erick. “I'"mready.” | was surprised nmy voice was so steady.

He nodded, his stance alert.

Drawi ng a short breath, | nmoved up the steps and sat on the twi sting stone.
Involuntarily, | w nced, expecting the voices to cone crashing down around ne,
snot hering ne as they had done before, now that they were close to their
source of power. But while the sane wei ghted bl anket settled over, making the
room feel nore real, nore dense, the voices barely stirred, only the intensity
of their nmovenents behind the Fire increasing.

| let nmy breath out slowy, let the pulse of the throne course through ne.

Taki ng anot her monent to check the security of the protective net, | snmiled at
Erick in reassurance, then sank nyself in the sensations of the city.
For a long nonent, | sinply hovered, the city spread out before ne, as if |

stood on the rooftop of the palace’'s tower staring down over its sprawing
streets and tightly packed buildings. The roiling flow of the people’s

enoti ons washed over nme in rhythmc swells, |like waves. The scent of the waves
was cool and smooth with tentative contentnent. Wnter had set in, the ocean
was turbul ent outside the bay, but here, in the harbor, where the R ver net
the sea, we’d survived. Where before there had been a riot of apprehension
concern over whether there was enough food, uncertainty about the sudden
change of power in the palace, and fear about the repercussions of the nmadness
everyone suspected in the old Mstress, now there was hope that everything
woul d turn out all right. There was food. They'd seen it in the warehouses,
seen it being off-1oaded fromthe ships, knewthat if they were willing to
work for it, the food could be theirs. Were before |I’'d sensed anxiety and
despair, now | found industrious activity.

Not everywhere, of course. There was still a feeling of discontent near the
Dredge. | focused on that part of the city, until | hovered over the Dredge
itself, felt the people flowing down its streets and all eys.

Evander had done as | asked, had told those that lived on the Dredge of the
work details, of how a man had been punished to protect him even though he
was fromthe Dredge. And Darryn had spread the word as well, had created the
mlitia using people fromthe Dredge. Wthin the follow ng week, Avrell’s work
force had doubl ed. Many were men and wonen who had sinply fallen on hard times
after the passing of the White Fire through the city six years before. People
who had |ived and worked in the lower city before the Fire, their only
recourse to abandon the lower city for the Dredge after it had passed. In the
fear and uncertainty it had left behind, trade had faltered. But a few were

i ke Evander, like me—gutterscumthat had known nothing el se but the Dredge,
that were willing to take a chance on sonething better

| let the Dredge roll over ne, then turned away. |1’'d done what | could for
them For now.

Next, | noved to the wharf, watched the workers packing fish in salt, rolling

the barrels into storage. On the waters of the harbor, others were in snall
boats, hauling up crab traps, searching even though it was out of season

Still others were working in the rigging of the trading ships or on the decks,
maki ng repairs to rope and wood, pulleys and sails.

| stayed here the longest. The sailing ships had always intrigued ne, even
before I’'d begun working as Borund’ s bodyguard. \Wile hunting for easy marks
on the wharf, |1'd often sit for hours watching the dockworkers unl oadi ng
cargo, dream ng about what strange foods the crates and barrels could carry,
of what | could steal if given the chance.

It had been inpossible then to imagine that | could have boarded one of the



huge ships and left with it, escaped the city entirely. At that tine, all |
knew was Anenkor. There was nothing outside the warren of the Dredge, the
streets and alleys of the wharf and the lower city. But | suddenly realized
that | coul d have escaped on one of the ships back then. Perhaps not easily,
but it could have been done. | could have travel ed down the coast to the
south, to the cities Avrell had told nme about—to the cliffs of Venitte and the
maze of caves and streets of that ancient sister city; to the rolling hills
and vi neyards of Marland; or even farther south, across the sea to the islands
of the Zorelli.

But not now. | was bound to the throne now

| drew back fromthe wharf and the activity on the docks reluctantly, then
turned my attention to the warehouse district. But even with the sense of
regret | now felt, watching the people of the city had worked. | no | onger
felt so tense, and for a brief nonent |I’'d forgotten about Eryn and the group
that had probably already arrived in Col by.

Unconsciously, | |ooked out over the city along the southern coastline. \Were
the influence of the throne ended, the undulating flow of the river becane
listless. The river still existed beyond the city, but it didn't have the sane

power w thout the throne behind it, its scents and tastes weren’'t as vibrant.
It was just the river, the same power |’'d used to survive on the Dredge.
Sonehow, with the full power of the throne flow ng through nme, that now seened
paltry. Even with what |'d | earned practicing with Eryn, who even wi thout the
throne’s supporting power could do nmore with the river—or the Sight as she
called it—than |I'd managed to learn on ny own on the Dredge.

Far down the coastline, outside of the influence of the throne, sonething
flared.

| frowned, turned ny full attention south.

And caught the flicker of light again. A white light, far enough away that it
could barely be seen

But now that | had seen it | realized |I recognized it

The Wiite Fire.

W thout thought, |I reached for it, as |I'd reached to find Corumon the Dredge
that night on the tower, as |1’'d reached for Erick as he hunted. But then
Eryn’s warni ng brought me up short, like a slap

Frowning, | withdrew to the palace’s tower in ny nmind, began to pace its

I ength, casting furtive glances out toward the tiny blinking white flane,
Eryn’ s warni ng echoi ng through my head.

It’s too dangerous, her voice whispered fromnmenory. Reaching |ike that,
extendi ng yourself out so far. . . . You could |ose yourself, never find your
way back.

And that had been when |1’'d tried to reach out to the Dredge.

Thi s | ooked nuch, nuch farther away.

| drewto a halt at the edge of the palace tower, facing the faint white
light. I'd spent a ot of time pushing the boundaries of the throne recently,
stretching farther and farther out over its influence without letting the
connection to nmy own body break

But if | reached for this Fire

Don’t.

| junped, felt a tingle of guilt sweep through nme as if |I’d blushed, then
steadi ed nyself, the guilt hardening into anger and a trace of fear as | drew
in the sharp scent of that strange incense, as | recognized Cerrin.

He stood next to me on the edge of the tower, the wind fromthe ocean fl appi ng
inthe tails of his coat, his very presence nore solid, nore real. Here, the
yel low of his shirt was vibrant, his coat a deep, rich browmm. H's short beard
was trimed to a sharp point and his tawy eyes glittered with a hard
intelligence . . . and a deep nel ancholy.

Why not? | asked

He shook his head. Because what Eryn said is correct. It is dangerous. It is
fool hardy. It is stupid. More than you know have | ost thensel ves by Reachi ng.
But al so because even if you can find your way back—-which | doubt—you will be



drained. And for what?

| turned away. How are you escaping the Fire? How are you escaping the net?

W are the Seven. Alnost fifteen hundred years ago we realized that we were
the last of our kind, the last that had power—true power. The last that could
wield all of the elemental nagics. There was no one who would follow us. But
we knew that someday there woul d be soneone of true power again, and so we
tried to preserve our knowl edge. So we created the thrones—+to preserve what we
knew until it could be used again, and to protect the Frigean coast agai nst

t hose who woul d destroy it.

He | ooked out over the southern coastline. There is nmore magi c than just the
Fire. O the river. Don't Reach for the Fire. It’s too dangerous.

And then he vanished, his formtattering to shreds |ike a piece of cloth.

My jaw cl enched. He hadn’t answered ny question

Fuming, | stared out at the faint flicker on the horizon. | paced to the edge
of the tower, arms fol ded across ny chest, then paced back and bit my | ower
[ip.

But the presence of another Wiite Fire like the one that burned at ny core was
too tenpting, too intriguing to resist.

And | knew | could find ny way back, no matter what Eryn or Cerrin said.

Shoul ders set, | reached for the distant flane.

For a fleeting instant, the world stretched out bel ow, the sensation
terrifying. Like the nonent of total balance at the edge of a rooftop just

bef ore you junp, when you realize that what seenmed |ike such a short distance
down to the ground is really two stories, not one, but it’s too late to turn
back. But | could still feel ny body, still feel the tenuous connections.

And then | | eaped, letting nmy body go.

The coastline sped by below, too swift to see nuch nore than white spray as
ocean waves crashed into rocky cliffs, shooting up huge plumes in the late

aft ernoon sunlight, the thunderclaps that followed nmuted. | barely spared a

gl ance even for this, nmy heart thudding at twice normal, ny gaze | ocked on the
flickering White Fire ahead. Eryn’s warning was sharp in ny nenory; | didn't
dare | ook away, afraid |1'd lose sight of the light. It blazed on the horizon
drew steadily closer. Heart pounding, | watched it pulse, |like a beacon—

And then, suddenly, it was there.

| fell down into it, felt its flames envelop me wi thout burning, just as the
White Fire had on the night it passed through Arenkor six years before. In the
instant before it clainmed ne, | saw the rocky coastline break into a stretch
of beach strewn with pebbles and driftwood, saw a cluster of ranshackle
buildings a little farther inland over a crest of scrub grass and dunes,
snel l ed snoke froma real fire, mxed with the scents of stew

And then there was only the Fire.

“Wuld you |like sonething to eat?”

The wonan’s voi ce, rough and uncertain with nervousness and awe, filtered
through the white wall of flame that surrounded me, that held ne suspended at
its center. For a noment, ny heart thudded with panic at the thought that I
was trapped, like the voices were trapped inside the Fire at ny core.

flailed at the wall before nme, shoved at it hard, and felt it give way.

I found nyself staring out at a bare cottage and an ol der man seated at a
rickety table, face in a tight scow that appeared permanent, scarred with the
sun and covered with a grizzled, patchy beard. Wsps of thinning white hair
drifted above his head, his eyebrows the sane ancient, steely gray but heavy
and thick. A dark nole the size of nmy thumbprint marred his forehead over his
left eye.

He was watching ne intently, his light gray eyes sharp

Besi de him stooped over the pot steam ng above the fire, the woman who had
spoken—as thin as the man and just as w zened, her long wiry hair kept back
fromher face by a kerchief+ifted a ladle of the thin stew. “It’s rabbit. Not
much, but ”

| tried to shake nmy head, raise a hand to ward away the soup since it was

obvi ous these people had little to eat, but instead | heard nyself say, “Thank



you, just a cup,” and felt ny hand reach out to accept the small steam ng cup
that was proffered

Except it wasn’'t my hand that grabbed the hot cup and raised the thin stew to
my lips to sip. It was Eryn’s hand, Eryn’s fingers that got burned, Eryn's
tongue that was scal ded, and Eryn’s voice that spoke. But | felt it all

tasted the salty broth of the stew, snmelled the steam

And suddenly | realized that the Fire | had searched out was inside Eryn, that
I was | ooking through her eyes, feeling what she felt, tasting what she tasted
as if | were actually there.

“It’s delicious,” | heard nyself say, but the contradiction of hearing Eryn's
voice muttering the words, of feeling Eryn turn her head so that her gaze fel
on Borund and Captain Catrell, both huddled inside the small hovel, of Eryn
acting without any control by me, was too nmuch. | drew back, isolated nyself
fromEryn's actions so that there was a clear distinction between her and ne,
bet ween what | wanted and what she wanted. | sensed that if | didn't renove
nmyself, if | remained, |I'd eventually get confused between what was her and
what was me. And | also sensed that with a little effort | could actually make
nmysel f be felt, that |I could actually seize control of Eryn.

This rmust be what it felt |like for the voices inside the throne: always
present, able to feel what | felt, see what | saw, snell what | snelled.
Except they were all dead.

No wonder they wanted control, fought so hard against the Fire | caged them
with. Behind the Fire, they couldn’t truly feel me, couldn’'t taste and snell
and touch. Couldn’t act, not of their own volition. But the tenptation to take
control was always there, just out of reach

And no wonder the Mstress couldn’t retain control once the voices were |et
free. If one of themwere let |oose, remained | oose for too |ong, the

di stinction between that personality and the M stress herself would begin to
blur. They'd begin to overlap, until neither remenbered where their own
personality ended and the other’s began

O as Eryn had suggested earlier, until one of the personalities domi nated the
ot her.

| shuddered, withdrew even further, not certain whether Eryn could sense ne,
not wanting her to sense ne. | didn't think she had, but then there’d been no
outward sign that the soup was too hot. She’'d hidden the pain behind her
smle, not wanting to offend the woman of the house. Perhaps she’ d hidden her
reaction to nmy presence as well. She’'d been the Mstress for al nost twenty
years; she was practiced at deception

But how had this happened? How did the Fire get inside her? | hadn’'t noticed
it in anyone el se, had worked with Eryn closely during ny training and hadn’t
seen it then.

And how woul d | get back?

Cerrin’s warning about the risks of Reaching too far afield suddenly assail ed
me and | shot a glance toward Amenkor, realizing only then that | was stil
beneath the river. But Eryn was inside the cottage and | couldn’t see through
the walls of driftwood and |unmber. Not wi thout the power of the throne behind

me. |'d have to wait until Eryn noved outside.
Uncertain now, wishing I'd listened to Cerrin’s advice and not reached for the
white flane on the horizon, | settled back to wait.

Borund and Captain Catrell both took steam ng cups of the stew at a stern

gl ance from Eryn, Borund sipping politely, Catrell swallow ng in gulps. After
a brief pause, Eryn |l owered her cup to her lap and turned toward the old man,
nmeeting his gaze squarely. “You sent the boy?”

“Ayu,” he said, his accent thick. He | eaned back and crossed his arms over his
chest, the chair creaking beneath his weight.

Eryn nodded. “W’d |like to see the w eckage.”

“\fpy ?”

Eryn frowned. “1 don’t understand.”

He sat forward abruptly. “W's found parts of wecked ships afore, and none’s
cone to see it. Always too busy. Wiy's this un different?”



Eryn shot a startled glance toward Borund, who shrugged, then turned back to
the fisherman. “Because we sent out quite a few ships recently, and only a few
of themreturned. W’d |ike to know what happened to the other ships. If this
is one of them. ”

“Ayu,” the man grunted. He cast a dark eye on Borund, who shifted beneath the
glare and took a hasty sip of his stew He took in Borund s red-and-gold coat,
t he cl ean-cut breeches, and white shirt so out of place in this barren
cottage, and his scow deepened.

He turned back to Eryn. “I ken show ya the weckage,” he said, but he nade no
nmove to rise fromhis seat, the woman | adling out a nmuch |arger portion of the
stew and setting it in front of him As if the matter were settled, he turned
to the stew, conpletely ignoring everyone else in the room except the woman,
who began ladling out a bow for herself.

Eryn stiffened and said tightly, “Wd like to see it before the sun sets, if
that’'s possible. W want to return to the city early tonorrow.”

The man acted as if she hadn’t spoken, scooping out a chunk of neat fromthe
stewwith two fingers and slurping it up. The old wonan sniffed in

di sapproval, thunked her own stew down on the table with force, and gave hima
gl are.

The ol d man caught her gaze and for a noment they warred, his scowl deepening,
her hands settling on her hips.

Finally, the man snorted, slamed his stew down to the table, and stood.

Wt hout glancing at Eryn, Borund, or Catrell, he stalked fromthe hovel with a
curt, “Folla ne.”

“Excuse CGellin,” the wonan said, her eyes casting daggers at his retreating
back. “We don't see people fromthe city often.”

Eryn gave her a reassuring smle, then stood, setting the stew to one side.
“The stew was wonderful ,” she said, then bowed her head and followed Gellin.
Borund and Catrell followed close behind, Catrell notioning the other
guardsmen waiting outside the cottage to their side.

“He doesn’t seemtoo happy to see us,” Borund said as they moved past the few
ranshackl e houses that made up the entire village. Al were built of wood and
all had a long, thin boat turned upside down outside, traps and thick nets
heaped underneath the boats or stored in snmall hutches next to each house.

Thr ough open doorways, faces peered out cautiously. “None of themare very

wel com ng.”

“Can you bl ane then?” Eryn said, maintaining her snmle. “As CGellin's wife
said, they don't see people fromthe city often. I'"mcertain that when they do
see us, they take it as a sign that there's trouble ahead. | know the el ders
inthe village where | was raised did. Men fromthe cities were an onen, a
har bi nger of bad times. The last time the guard arrived in nmy village, they
took me away ki cking and scream ng and brought ne to the palace. | was only
eight at the tinme.”

The heat in Eryn’s voice caused Borund's stride to falter

“What ever for?” he asked.

“To become the Mstress, of course,” she said, voice blunt and filled with

| ong- hel d hat r ed.

Borund backed off, his brow furrowed in consideration.

The old man I ed themthrough the village, out across the dune that protected
the inland fromthe waves, toward a rocky rise to the south. They clinbed over
the granite, using scrub brush and small, twisted trees with | ong needl es and
rough bark to help them over the steepest parts. The guardsnen cursed the
terrain, their arnor clattering against the stone when they stunbled or fel
while Gellin snmirked, but Eryn clinbed the stone snmoothly, the stone rough
enough to provide plenty of hand- and foothol ds.

When they crested the rise, they | ooked down into another stretch of beach
anot her plinth of rocky outcropping on the far side, the stone biting into the
sea. \Waves crashed into the rock and hissed onto the stone of the beach. Wel
above the cove’'s waterline lay three | arge pieces of what had once been one of
t he nerchant ships: a section of nast as thick as my wai st and twi ce ny



hei ght, the wood scarred and pitted; a large section of the prow, and a fl at
section of deck, part of the square hole that would have | ed down into the
hold cutting into one of its sides.

“There,” the old man said. His biting tone had nellowed, as if the sight of
the crushed ship had sobered hi m somewhat .

Captain Catrell and a few of the guardsnen began the clinb down the far side.
Eryn stood silently for a long nmonent, searching the weckage, but fromthis
di stance it appeared that the ship had been torn apart, perhaps against the
rocks of the shoreline.

Eryn pursed her lips, then turned and began a careful descent to the beach,
Gellin watching her closely.

“You fisherfolk,” he said, as Eryn junped the last stretch, landing in the

| oose rounded rock of the beach

“Yes,” Eryn said. “lI grewup in Tallern, on the coast.”

Gel l'in nodded succinctly, his eyes no |longer so hostile.

Stones rattl ed agai nst each other as they began to make their way to the

wr eckage. The guardsmen scattered out al ong the beach to search for nore
debris, some heading farther inland to scout, to where the beach gave way to
over hangi ng needl ed trees and grassy underbrush. Borund and Catrell headed
straight for the weckage, Borund struggling to maneuver anong the driftwood
and dried seaweed at the waterline. He swore as he slid off of a piece of wood
into a patch of dried, crusted seaweed, sand fleas and flies hoppi ng and
swar mi ng around himas he danced away, yel ping.

Eryn grinned, and even CGellin chuckled, but the nood sobered instantly as Eryn
cane up onto the w eckage.

She knelt down beside the piece of decking. The edges away fromthe opening to
the hold were jagged with splinters, the boards ripped forcibly away, as if a
gi ant had grabbed both ends of the deck and sinply snapped it in half. But
Eryn ignored the obvious signs of breakage and | ooked nore closely at the
wood, sitting forward to run her hands over its surface.

“You pulled this off the beach before the stormhit?” Eryn asked.

“Ayu.”

“And when was the |ast storm around here?”

Gellin squinched his face up in thought. “Last how er come two hands before.”
“Ten days,” Eryn nuttered under her breath. Then, [ouder, “And this wasn't
here then?”

“Boy cone here ever odd day,” CGellin said. “Not here two days back.”

“I't could have been caught in the last storm offshore, and just now found its
way onto the beach.”

Eryn | ooked up at Captain Catrell’s voice. She hadn’t heard hi m approach, too
busy examni ning the deck before her. “This piece is heavily pitted and

wat er| ogged, ” she said, shaking her head. “It’s been in the water a long tine.
And | ook at these markings.” She pointed to where the wood of the deck had
been scarred black, a thick line running toward the opening to the hull, then
angling sharply off to one side.

Catrell frowned. “Looks |ike the deck caught fire. | found some gouges in the
mast that could have come from swords or axes. Perhaps it was piracy.”
“Perhaps.” | edged forward, hearing the doubt in Eryn’'s voice. She didn't

believe it was piracy at all.

She ran her hand over the scorch marks in the wood, her frown deepening, then
stood, moving across the sand and junble of driftwiod to Borund' s side at the
pi ece of the bow of the ship. The nerchant was | eaning over the jagged end of
the bowsprit where it had been snapped off and now jutted out of the sand.
Only a section of the bow had survived where the bowsprit joined the hull. But
enough of the hull to either side remained intact for Eryn to pick out the
roughly carved shape of a naked wonman’s head and upper body, her back arched
at the junction as if supporting the weight of the ship.

As Eryn, Catrell, and Gellin approached, Borund stepped back fromthe I argest
section of the hull. “It’s definitely from Anenkor,” he said, brushing sand
of f of his hands and coat. “The Amenkor sigil is clear along the hull. And



based on what’'s left of the bowsprit and the coloration of the hull, I'd say
this was the Tenpest.” He turned to | ook at Eryn, his face nmournful. “One of
nmy ships. It was headed south, to Verano.”

“South again,” Catrell said.

Eryn nodded. “Only one of the ships that returned was fromthe south, and from
what | could gather, that ship never strayed far fromthe coast. It hopped

bet ween towns on the way back, trying to trade for as much as possible in the
smal l er ports.”

Borund nodded. “Captain Mat hew has al ways understood what needed to be done.
And been willing to do it.”

“But he also didn’t travel that far south. Since he was entering nore ports,
he had to sacrifice distance. The rest of the ships were traveling farther
They had to catch the currents farther offshore.”

Borund grunted agreenent.

“Then we are dealing with pirates,” Catrell surm sed. “They're hitting the
trade routes off the southern coastline.”

Eryn said nothing. | could feel her disagreenment though and thought of the
scorch marks. The ship had clearly been attacked. The nmarks of a fight that
Catrell had found on the remains of the mast confirmed that. Then the ship had
nost |ikely been set adrift, left to be torn apart by the storm O it had
foundered during the attack itself.

But sonmething wasn’t right. Eryn felt it. For now though, she seened willing
to let Borund and Catrell think it was piracy.

She turned toward the fading sunlight, shadows begi nning to edge al ong the
beach. “It’s getting dark. We should head back to the village.”

Catrell nodded, then whistled sharply, the guardsmen congregati ng around them
as they headed back to the rocky rise and began to clinmb. The few cl ouds above
were just beginning to burn a deep gold when Eryn reached the top of the rise
and | ooked north, one hand raised to shade her eyes.

Sei zing the opportunity, | edged forward, scanned the horizon and saw a

bl azing white light to the north, |ike another setting sun, rmuch larger than
the flickering flame 1'd focused in on to find Eryn. Wthout hesitation,

gat hered nyself tight and as | did so | realized the Fire that lay within Eryn
had a scent: old blood and freshly turned earth. An undertone, |ike the shadow
scent Eryn had |l eft behind after manipulating my dream

But ol d blood and freshly turned earth was ny scent.

The Fire in Eryn had cone from ne.

Startled, | paused. But Eryn dropped her hand, began to turn away. And so,

wi t hout thought, | |eaped for the white light on the horizon, |eaving Eryn and
the nystery of the White Flane inside her behind. The darkening | andscape
rushed past, waves edged in brittle sunlight |ike the clouds above, dense
trees softening the edges of the rocky defiles and hidden coves bel ow

Then | saw the edge of the city of Anenkor, felt the presence of the throne
grip me as | entered its influence, saw the throne room crowded now with
guardsmen and a few Seekers at the doors, at the side entrances, Avrell and
Erick on the dais tal king ani matedly, shouting at each ot her—

And | fell into ny body, drewin a halting, rough gasp that hurt ny chest, ny
heart stuttering before finding its beat.

“—don’t know what’s happening,” Avrell said, voice tightly restrai ned but

| oud.

“Bl oody hells you don't,” Erick gromed. “You' re the First of the Mstress!
You—=

He cut off sharply at ny gasp, alnobst lurched forward to touch me, but Avrel

cl anped a hand roughly onto his armand held hi m back, his knuckles white with
the effort.

“Don’t touch her,” the First ordered, voice |ike stone. “Let her recover. |
don’t know what the throne will do.” Real fear pinched his face, and

suddenly realized what he neant.

He wasn’t certain it would be ne that returned.

And he was right. For all he knew, one of the voices of the throne had taken



over.
Swiftly, | dove to the Fire, checked the net 1'd put in place, checked the
wal | of Fire. The voices were seething with confusion, the nael strom turbul ent
and enraged, all of themtrying to gain my attention, but | ignored themall
The barriers—both the net I'd woven and the Fire itself—were intact as far as
| could tell.

Not that it mattered agai nst the Seven it seened.

| turned my attention to Erick and Avrell, slowed ny breathing, calned ny
heart.

“I't’s me, Varis,” | said, and then demanded, “What happened? ”

Erick broke in first, voice rough and heated with enotion. “You went rigid,
stopped breathing. | didn't dare touch you, so | sumoned Avrell.”

Avrell scoffed. “She was still breathing, just very slowy.”

“You weren't so certain an hour ago,” Erick spat.

Avrell seemed ready to rise to the bait, so | cut in. “Enough. Wiy are there
so many guardsmen?”

Avrell answered. “Wen the trance |asted nore than an hour, | decided it was
prudent to secure the throne room | summoned the guardsnen, to nake certain
you were safe. Wth only Erick here, and your escort outside, you were
conpletely vulnerable in that state.”

Meani ng Avrell didn't trust Erick, knew he wasn't under anyone’s control I|ike
the other guardsmen. And | didn't quite believe Avrell’s explanation that

t hey’ d been summoned for ny safety. He’'d called themin case one of the other
voi ces had returned, rather than ne.

Even as the thought crossed my mind, | noticed the two guardsnen to either
side of the dais, hands resting casually on the pomrels of their swords.

Behi nd each, standing too close and too tense for confort, were two Seekers,
their eyes intent on nme, on Erick, waiting for a sign fromeither of us to
attack the guardsmen to protect their M stress.

The guardsmen and the Seekers were on the verge of an all-out fight in the

m ddl e of the throne room The tension on the river tasted slick and netallic.
| shot a hard glance at Avrell. “Call themoff.”

Avrel |’ s gaze hardened.

“Call themoff!”

Wth a subtle hand gesture, the two guardsnmen shuddered and fell back. But
they didn't go far. The two Seekers who’' d been threatening themshifted
casual ly, placing thensel ves near the first set of colums, still within a few
deadl y steps of either guard.

Taking a small step forward, Avrell demanded, “Wat happened?”

| tensed. A day before I would have answered him told himthe truth, or at

| east nmost of the truth. But | could still feel the presence of the guardsnen
at nmy back, could still taste the edge of the blades, could feel Erick enraged
at Avrell’s side now that he realized Avrell’s true intent behind sumoni ng
themto the throne room

| also realized that Avrell had spoken the truth earlier. He really didn't
know what had happened.

Drawing in a steadying breath, | said, “I was keeping an eye on Eryn. They
found the weckage. They should be returning tonorrow, as expected.”
Confusion crossed Avrell’'s face. “How=?" he began, but cut hinself off.

| raised a questioning eyebrow in challenge, ny displeasure clear

Avrell backed off, disgruntled.

| glared out at the guardsmen and the few Seekers spread throughout the hall
“The extra guards are no |onger necessary,” | said.

After a hesitant nmonent, they began to file out. Qutside, | saw ny usua
escort of pal ace guardsnen frowni ng as they passed.

As the last of the sumoned guardsmen departed, | turned ny glare on Avrell
“You may go as well. 1'Il send for you tonorrow, after Eryn returns.”

He bristled, jaw working, but said nothing, bow ng | ow before stal ki ng down
the hall.

Rel easing the throne, | stood and stepped down fromthe dais, watching his



retreating back with a frown.
“I didn't realize what he’d sumoned themfor,” Erick said, “or | would never
have et theminto the throne room | thought they could be trusted. Then

when not hi ng changed, when you were still . . . gone, | sumoned the Seekers.”
“Some of the guardsmen can be trusted,” | said. “W’' |l have to find out which
ones.”

Eri ck nodded. “I1’Il take care of it.” He hesitated, then asked, “So what did
happen?”

“Exactly what | said. | followed Eryn, saw the debris fromthe ship.”

“And was it |ost because of a storn?”

| shook ny head. “No. Eryn doesn’t think it's piracy either, but | don't know
why yet. Soneone attacked the ship. Even Catrell agrees with that.”

“Who could it be? One of the other cities? Venitte? Verano? But we’ve had good
relations with themall for the last twenty years, since Eryn took the throne,
since before that. And as far as we know, none of them has any kind of war
fleet. Nothing fit for the open ocean anyway.”

“I don’t know. But | think Eryn does. It has sonething to do with the marks of
the fire they found on the debris.” | turned to Erick. “W' Il just have to
wait and ask her.”

Chapter 7

"WE HAVE TO BLOCKADE t he harbor,” Eryn said as soon as she swung hersel f down
of f of her horse and handed the reins to the waiting stabl eboy. She was
covered with dust fromthe road, her nount lathered with sweat fromthe hard
ride from Col by, its nuscles shuddering fromthe exertion

“Where are Captain Catrell and the other guardsnen?” Erick asked. W had been
waiting for Eryn at the outer gates to the palace since |I'd felt her enter the
city and the influence of the throne.

“Still a few hours outside of Anenkor. They couldn’t keep up, and | needed to
talk to you as soon as possible,” Eryn said, shooting ne a sharp warning
glance. “In private. ”

“Why?” Erick said. H s voice was hard, eyes intent.

“Because of the fire on the deck,” | said.

That brought Eryn up short. She drew breath to say sonething, then noticed the
array of pal ace guardsmen that surrounded us. Grunting, she said sharply, “The

gardens.”

Eryn led the way, clearly puzzled as to how | knew about the fire on the
shipweck in Colby, but willing to wait until there was no one able to

over hear. When we passed through an archway out into open sunlight and the
gardens, | notioned the escorting guardsmen back and proceeded with Erick to a

smal | section of the garden flanked by a few trees surrounding two stone
benches, Eryn in front of us.

The nonent the guardsnmen were out of earshot, Eryn straightened, brow creased
in a frown, her stance inperious. “How did you know?”

| hesitated. But | had to trust someone. |If Eryn had wanted the throne back
she coul d have taken it by now. She could have killed ne “accidentally” during
one of our private training sessions here in the gardens, could have touched
the throne while | was searching for the presence behind the dream or at any
other time for that matter since she knew how to conceal herself fromthe
guardsmen using the Sight. But all 1'd seen whenever she was in the presence
of the throne was terror

No. Eryn didn’t want the throne. But she was having a hard tinme giving up
being the M stress.

| drew in a deep breath. “lI saw the weckage on the beach. | saw the mast, the
deck, the broken bowsprit. | saw it all through your eyes.”

Eryn's eyes clouded with confusion. “You Reached even after | warned you not
to? You Reached all the way to Col by? How is that even possible? How could you
even see that far beyond Anenkor, when the throne has no influence there?”

“l had sonething to focus on, to guide the Reaching,” | answered, then
continued before Eryn could respond. “It’s the Wite Fire. There's a small



flame of it burning inside you, which is what caught nmy attention in the first

place. | used that to Reach out toward you. After that it was |ike watching
everything through your eyes. | saw everything you saw, tasted everything,
touched it.” | halted, on the verge of telling her that for a nonment | had

al nost seized control, knew that | could if necessary.

But trust only went so far. And there was no way to tell how she’d react to
that after fighting the voices within the throne for so |ong.

Eryn didn't believe nme. | could see it in her eyes.

“What were we served by the fisherwonman when we arrived in Col by?” she asked.
| sighed. “Rabbit stew. You didn’t want to take it because you knew t hey had
little enough to eat—you know what life is like in a fishing village—but
thought it would be polite to accept a small cup. You forced Captain Catrel
and Borund to eat sone as well. The village's elder, Gellin, was a little
rude, but his wife put himin his place before he took you to the weckage.”
Eryn's eyes w dened as | spoke. Now she whi spered, under her breath,
“Mstress’ tits! You really were there.’

Erick seened startled by the curse.

“Ch, please,” Eryn said, waving a hand disnissively at his raised eyebrows. *“I

grewup in a fishing village. | knew worse curses than that before | was
five.” Then she turned to nme, her eyes narrowing down to slits. “Is the Fire
still there? Can you see it now?”

| slid beneath the river, felt the throne augnent nmy power, felt the guards at
the two main entrances to the gardens, felt the stronger eddies of the city
waiting outside . . . but drew nyself away fromthose currents reluctantly,
turning my attention on Eryn instead. | could sense the voices of the throne
wat ching intently, somehow nore focused and cal mthan usual

“Yes,” | said. “But it’s harder to see it now Wen | was |ooking fromthe top
of the tower before, when you were in Colby, it seemed nuch brighter, like a
beacon.”

I withdrew fromthe river. Eryn began pacing, deep in thought. “It nust be the
t hrone. The power here in Amrenkor is so dense, alnost |like a weight, a cloak
The currents nmust be masking the Fire. But that still doesn’t explain howthe
Fire got there in the first place. Could it have been | eft behind when the
Fire passed through the city six years ago, as happened to you? But why didn't
| sense it then, as you did? Wiy can’'t | sense it now?”

| suddenly renenbered that noment in the throne room after the shadow Eryn,

still trapped inside the throne, had shown nme the vision of the city burning
to the ground. 1’'d shoved the vision away, felt something tear in the process,
heard Eryn scream .

“The Fire cane fromne,” | said. “It has ny scent—eld blood and fresh earth.”

Eryn stopped paci ng, a hundred questions in her eyes.

But Erick cleared his throat and said curtly, “The pattern of fire on the

wr eckage?”

Eryn frowned i n annoyance. “Of course. W can discuss the Fire later.” She
noti oned to the stone benches along the garden path. Eryn and | sat; Erick
remai ned st andi ng.

“Tell me what you saw in the weckage,” Eryn said curtly.

| drew in a deep breath, then halted, not certain what to say. |I’'d been

t hi nki ng about the remains of the ship since I'd seen it through Eryn's eyes,
had scrutinized the damage over and over in ny mind, but | couldn't figure out
what had made Eryn so certain that the ship hadn’t been attacked by pirates.

| 1 ooked at Eryn, then sighed. “I don’t know. | saw what you saw. the deck had
been broken, the wood splintered as if the ship had been snapped in two.
Captain Catrell reported that there were signs of a battle. Borund verified
that it was a ship from Anenkor, one of his ships actually, the Tenpest. And
saw the marks nade by the fire on the deck. | know that’'s what concerned you

t he nost, but not why.”

Eryn nodded, placed her hands in her lap and | eaned forward intently. “The
fireis the problem If it hadn’'t been for those markings, | would have
concluded piracy as well, just as Captain Catrell did. But the fire . . . it



wasn’'t made naturally.”

| frowned in consternation. Behind ne, | felt Erick shift closer, grow nore
tense. “What do you nean?”

“I mean, the fire that helped to destroy that ship was controlled by the

Si ght. Think back on the markings. The scorch marks on the deck are too
focused, the damage confined to a narrow path. And that path isn't even
linear. The markings on the deck ran straight and true, and then veered off
sharply in another direction. Fire doesn’'t behave that way naturally. This
fire was guided.” Eryn sighed. “My guess is that whoever attacked the ship had
the hel p of soneone with the Sight. That person used the fire to target

peopl e.”

I thought back to the shattered decking Eryn had | eaned over on the beach, saw
her tracing out the path of the fire with one hand, the way that path angled
sharply away fromthe opening that would have | ed down to the hold.

In ny mind's eye, | saw one of the deckhands on the ship running, terrified,
fire scorching along the deck behind him | saw himturn when he reached the
opening in the deck in an attenpt to escape, saw the fire turn to foll ow
There woul d be no escape from such an attack

| shuddered, |ooked up into Eryn’s eyes again w th an expression of horror
Erick stepped forward. “How does that rule out piracy? Couldn’t the pirates
have soneone like Varis with then? Soneone who | earned to control the Sight on
her own?”

Eryn's brow creased in thought. “It’s possible, but unlikely. Controlling fire
in such a specific way . . . that requires training. It’s not sonething nost
of the Servants in the palace could do even after training. You have to have
power, and you have to have an extrenme force of will, a focus that doesn’t
typically conme naturally to anyone with the Sight.”

“Coul d you do it?”

Eryn turned toward ne, thought for a nmonment, then nodded. “Yes. |I'mnot sure
how, precisely. |1’ve never seen it done before, never even really thought
about trying it. Fire isn't solid, rigid, like stone. It’'s too flexible. And
because it’s so anorphous, it would require nmuch nore power to nold, to shape
and control it in a precise way. But with enough tinme | think |I could figure
out how. ”

Short, succinct, matter-of-fact. It was a small rem nder that Eryn was
powerful, even without the throne behind her. And it sent a shudder down into
ny core.

| shifted unconfortably on the stone bench

Eri ck had begun pacing. “How can we be certain that it isn't pirates? And if
it isnt, who else could it be?”

Eryn shifted. “The only other possibility along the coast is Venitte. The nen
at their school would have the training necessary to direct fire, but | don't
think they’ d have anyone with enough power to actually do it.”

“We keep coming back to Venitte,” | rmurnmured.

Eryn frowned. “l know. It’'s becom ng harder and harder for ne to convince
nysel f that somehow, in some way, March isn't behind this.”

“Mar ch?”

“The Lord of Venitte. He rules our sister city, much as the Mstress rules

here, except he has no throne—at |east nothing like the Skewed Throne. He is .
a very old friend.” She smiled, but it was filled with sadness and regret,

tremul ous and hurt at the sane tine.

“Does Lord March have the neans to build ships of war?” Erick asked into the

silence. “Wuld he have ordered an attack on Anenkor’s tradi ng ships?”

Eryn shot hima glare, back stiffening, then faltered.

Looki ng down at her hands clasped in her |ap, she said, “Yes. He has the neans

to build ships of war. But,” she said, turning blazing eyes on Erick, “there

have been no reports of any type of ship construction in the |ast few years.

Not hi ng of this significance. Ask Avrell. He has agents in all of the key

ports along the Frigean coast.”

“l don’t want Avrell to know,” | said.



Eryn seened startled. “Wy not?”

| bit off a sharp retort, realized she didn’t know about the incident in the
throne room when |’'d Reached toward Eryn and Col by. She hadn’t been back in
the city long enough to find out.

| straightened. “I’mnot so certain | trust himconpletely yet.” At Eryn's
confused | ook, | added, “I’'Il let Erick explain. For now, let Captain Catrel
spread the runor that it was pirates who destroyed the ship until we know

ot herwi se. ”

“He’s going to be suspicious that it’s something else,” Eryn warned. “I

woul dn’t have abandoned the escort on the return from Colby if | thought the
ship had been attacked by pirates.”

Erick grunted. “That’'s even better. If the ship was attacked by soneone el se,
having a little doubt spicing the runmor of piracy should make it that nuch

| ess of a shock when we reveal who it really was.”

Eryn didn't respond, but it was obvious she didn’t agree. “And what about the
harbor? Are you going to reestablish the bl ockade?”

| considered a nonment, then shook ny head. “No. | don’'t see any reason to.”
Eryn’'s expression darkened. “Even after the warning vision of the city

burni ng? Even after seeing the scorch marks on the deck?”

“No. Whoever is attacking the ships hasn’'t made any attenpt at our harbor—=
“Yet,” Eryn cut in.

“—yet,” | added with a glare. “Until we know who the attackers are, and what
they want, I'’mnot going to risk causing a panic in the city, not when the
peopl e are already concerned about starving this winter.”

And | didn't want to give Avrell a reason to think |I needed repl acenent

ei ther.

| rose frommny seat. Eryn followed suit.

“And how are we going to find out who the attackers really are?” she asked as
we nmade our way out of the garden

“l don’t know,” | said.

But | had an idea.

“CGood,” Marielle said as she passed behind nme and gl anced over ny shoul der at
the slate. | was working on ny sentences on the settee in ny chanbers,
sunl i ght stream ng through the bal cony doorway. A breeze blew in through the
opening, cold with the edge of winter, but not cold enough to keep the doorway

closed. “Now try to construct something nmore conplex. Then | think we'll shift
to mathematics.”

| growed. | hated mathematics, and Marielle knew it. Qut of the corner of ny
eye, | caught her snile.

| turned my attention back to the slate, wiped off the sinple sentence I'd
witten with a danmp cloth, then began a new one. | grinned naliciously as |

began to wite, the letters coning easily now

“Let me see,” Marielle said when | finished.

| held up the slate.

Mari el | e gasped, brought a hand up to cover her snile even as her expression
grew stern. “Mstress! | didn't teach you such | anguage! Where did you | earn

t hat ?”

| laughed and set the slate to one side, then paused with a frown.

Wiere had | |earned those words?

Mariell e picked up the slate and sat down on the settee beside me, shaking her
head. “You did msspell ‘horsefucker, ' though. W’Il have to work on that.”
She said it in such a serious tone that | burst out |aughing. Marielle joined
nme a nonment |ater.

When the | aughter had died down, Marielle wiping tears fromher face, she
asked, “Who is Bl oodmark anyway?”

| grew quiet instantly, turned away. “Sonmeone | killed on the Dredge.”
Marielle stilled. | thought she’d pull away, horrified, as WIIliam had al ways
done, realized that I'd already tensed nyself in preparation for that reaction
and how it would hurt.

But instead, Marielle placed a hand on ny forearm | turned toward her



startled, saw the synpathy in her eyes, an attenpt at understandi ng, even

t hough she couldn’t possibly relate. She’'d been raised in the pal ace since she
was Ssi x.

Before | could respond, someone knocked on the outer door

“That’'s probably Erick,” | said as Marielle rose to answer it. | stood as well
and noved to the entrance to the bal cony without stepping out to its edge, ny
m nd shifting fromsentences and Bl oodmark and death to ny idea on how to

det erm ne who was attacking the trade ships. Fromthe bal cony doorway, | could
see one side of the jut of land that enclosed the bay and the stone tower that
guarded the entrance.

| didn’t want to have to bl ockade the harbor unless it was absolutely

necessary. Wen Eryn had done it, it had thrown the city into a panic. | could
still remenber the nob thronging the palace gates within mnutes of the bells
tolling, issuing the orders.

Behind, | heard Marielle lead Erick into the room then turn to |eave.
“Marielle,” | said, heard her halt. | turned. “I think you should stay.”

“As you w sh,” she said, although her brow creased as she frowned. She cl asped
her hands in front of her and stood, waiting.

“You wanted to see ne?” Erick asked formally. He'd come as a guardsman, a
Seeker, not as a nentor

“Yes.” | notioned to the settee, but he shook his head, preferring to stand,
his gaze intent. “I wanted to tal k about how to find out who has been
attacking the trading ships.”

Erick grunted. “I thought you were going to talk to Avrell about it
eventual ly. As Eryn suggested.”

My nose squinched up in annoyance. “Maybe. But by talking to Avrell we'd only
be guessing. Avrell has already said he hasn't received word fromhis contacts
in the other cities regarding the mssing trade ships. | want to know who's
attacking us, without any doubts, even if in the end it is only pirates.”
“What did you have in mnd?”

| hesitated, biting my lip as | noved away fromthe bal cony wi ndow back into
the room “1 want to use the Fire.”

Erick frowned. “l don’t understand.”

Behind him Marielle shifted unconfortably as well. She'd never been asked to
stay behind during any di scussions between me and Erick, or any of the others
for that matter. It was obvious she felt she shouldn’t be overhearing this
conversation. But for the nonent | ignored her, focused on Erick

“You know that | saw what Eryn saw in Col by,” | said, beginning to pace. Now
that it came down to explaining ny idea, it didn't seemas solid as it had
before. “What you don't knowis that | think that during the first use of the
t hrone, when Eryn was trying to explain how | could find out who had been
mani pul ati ng ny dreanms, sonehow | placed a portion of the Wiite Fire inside
her in the process. At the end, when the vision of the city burning becane too
horrifying, | shoved it away. | think | tore a piece of the Fire inside ne off
in the process and it attached itself to Eryn.”

Eri ck remai ned standi ng, eyes narrowed as he watched nme pace. “How is that
going to help us find out who's attacki ng our ships?”

| halted. “I want to send out nore ships. | want to try to tag sone of the
peopl e on those ships with the Fire as | accidentally tagged Eryn, and then
want to use the ships as bait. Hopefully, whoever is attacking the ships wll
sei ze the opportunity and attack again. Only this tine, | can be watching
using the Fire, as | watched what Eryn did in Col by.”

“And what about the people on that ship? The one that gets attacked?”

| grimaced. 1'd already thought of that. “They'll be prepared. They' Il know
what to expect.”

“No, they won't. Not if what Eryn says is true and they have soneone who can
use the Sight participating in the attack. They won't be able to defend

agai nst that.”

My shoul ders tightened at the rebuke in his voice, but | said nothing. Erick
wat ched ny reaction, then |l owered his head as he thought.



| glanced toward Marielle. She'd gone still, was staring at me with a slight

| ook of bewi | dernment and fear. Then she gl anced away, as if ashaned.

| wondered what she was thinking, but then Erick grunted and | ooked up

“I't has possibilities, but I don't think you ve thought everything out yet.”
“Li ke what ?”

“Like the fact that you'll be sending out a ship in the mddle of winter. Have
you seen the waves out beyond the harbor? They're high and strong. The seas
won't be kind. It’s possible that the ship will founder sinply because of the
weat her. You' Il have to find captains and crews willing to take that risk.
Because of that, you won’t be able to send out nore than one or two ships at
best. Most won't go, even if it is the Mstress ordering it. The captains and
their crews aren’t stupid.” He began pacing.

“So let’'s say you get one ship, with a crew crazy enough to try this. There
will have to be a contingent of guardsnen on board in case they do actually
get attacked. You won't be able to get the crewto go unless they feel they
have a fair chance of surviving the attack. That requires even nore nen
agreeing to the plan. But that shouldn’t be a problem You can order the
guardsmen to go and expect themto obey. As |ong as we choose the right men.
We'd have to pick men familiar with ships and the way they operate.

“Then there’s this idea of ‘tagging one of the crew nenbers. From what
happened in the throne room when you Reached for Eryn, |'d say you have to be
in contact with this person in order to witness the events. But what if the
attack cones when you aren’t connected? You won't be able to watch them
continuously. You are the Mstress. Amenkor is relying on you to get everyone
through the winter. They have faith that you'll get themthrough. That faith
will falter if you vanish for a week or nore while you deal with the ship.
Even if you aren’t actively doing anything, just your presence out in the
city—down in the sluns, out at the comrunal ovens, on site at the rebuilding
of the warehouses—s enough to keep the people going. |I've seen the change in
t he people since you started visiting the construction sites and the

war ehouses, since you set up the kitchens and the Servants have been seen nore
out side the palace. You won't be able to continue that if you' re tied to the
t hrone watching the ship.”

“He’s right,” Marielle broke in. She swall owed when we both turned toward her
“The people talk, Mstress. And for the first time since the Fire swept
through the city six years ago, they’'re speaking with hope. Even though it’'s
wi nter, even though food is scarce. Al of the Servants have noticed it while
wor ki ng in the kitchens, handing out food. The people need you.”

| shifted unconfortably at the intensity in Marielle s voice. | hadn't
realized people were paying such close attention to nme, hadn’t realized that
what | did mattered. Not to that extent.

“So let's review,” Erick said, voice tight. He began ticking off points on his
fingers. “You need a ship. You need a captain. You need a crew. You need
guardsmen. And you need the gods’ own luck to be in contact when the ship gets
attacked.”

“But we need to know who's attacking the trade routes,” | countered, a
defensive note creeping into nmy voice. “If it were sinply a matter of a few
| ost ships, then I'd wait until spring. But it isn’t! Mre than a few ships
have been | ost, and according to Avrell, it isn’t just Anenkor that’s | ost
ships. And then there’'s the vision.”

Erick scow ed. “I thought Eryn said that what happened in the vision didn't

occur until summer. And she couldn’t even guarantee that it was this sunmer.”
“But she also said that the visions weren't always accurate. ’

“Whi ch neans that there may not be an attack on the city coming at all!”

Now it was ny turn to scow. “Can you think of any other way to find out who
has been attacking the ships? Besides using Avrell for educated guesses.”
Erick, who' d drawn breath to speak, subsided, then shook his head. “No.”

| sighed. “All this speculation won’t matter nmuch if | can't tag soneone with
the Fire in the first place.”

“True,” he said. “Who do you—= He halted in m d-sentence, eyes narrow ng



suspiciously. “You want to try to tag me, don’t you?”

| nodded. “If it doesn’'t work, then we'll go speak to Avrell, even if | don't
conpletely trust him If it does work . . .”

Erick seemed about to say no, but then his shoul ders sagged. “Wat do you want
me to do?”

| rmotioned to an enpty chair. “Have a seat, get confortable.
As he noved to the chair, grudgingly and sonewhat nervously, | turned to
Marielle, who junped as if goosed by one of the guardsnen.

“Yes, M stress?”

“I want you to watch us,” | said, “that’s all. Put a protective shield around
us both, as we’ve done during training, sonething that will contain .
what ever it is that m ght happen. |If something goes wong, | want you to find

Eryn.” If something did go wong, there probably woul dn’t be anything Eryn
could do, but still.

Mari el | e nodded, tension draining out of her in a rush. “Of course, Mstress.

| thought—= but she cut herself off. She seenmed extrenely relieved. “Never

m nd. Where do you want ne to sit?”

| placed Marielle on the settee and watched her draw a few deep breaths before
she rel axed and went still. A noment later, she nmurnured in a distant voice,
“I"mready.”

I moved a chair a few paces in front of Erick and sat down.

Erick | ooked at ne across the short distance between us. His eyes had
hardened, as if he’'d steeled hinself for sonme horrible task and wasn’t
expecting to survive. “Are you certain this will work?”

| dove beneath the river, felt Erick’s true fear—fear that he was hiding
behi nd a mask of bravado—wash over nme, felt Marielle s nore exposed fear
behind nme. Where Marielle sat, the river felt nore dense, as if the eddies and
currents had gathered there nore closely. She hadn’t constructed the shield
yet, was waiting for nme to define the boundaries where | would work.

| smiled at Erick in encouragenent, then said, “No.”

He frowned in annoyance and darkened his glare, but | felt his anusenent.
Shifting ny position on the chair, | pushed nyself deeper into the river, dove
down to the sphere of White Fire at ny core, and held there. The voices of the
t hrone behind the Fire were ani mated, pushing up as cl ose as possible to the
flames, but they didn't feel malevolent, weren't scream ng and thrashing and
trying to break free. Instead, they were thronged together like a crowd of
gutterscum children surrounding a street-talker telling stories on the Dredge,
shovi ng each other aside for a better position. And they were tal king, arguing
wi th each other, scoffing at and berating each other’s ideas. | could snell
the unfamliar spice of Cerrin, could feel his presence at the back of the
crowmd, standing with five others. Liviann, the ol der wonan who smnelled of oak
and wi ne, stood at the forefront, close to the Fire, watching intently but not
participating in the conversations of the other voices around her.

These were the Seven |'d witnessed create the thrones when I’'d clained the
Skewed Throne. The Seven who had poured their energy—and in the end, their

soul s—nto their creation. 1'd felt themdie, the denmands of the thrones too
great to wthstand.

The other voices in the throne made way for them deferred to them For these
ot her voices, what | was attenpti ng was sonethi ng new, sonmething the majority
of them had never seen before. Some of themwanted nme to succeed; others
wanted me to fail. | could feel their shifting intents. For now they were
nmostly curious.

But fromthe Seven .

Fromthe back, | felt Cerrin nod encouragenent, felt the sane fromthe rest of
the Seven as well.

| shrugged aside their attention, focused on the Fire, on the presence on the
river that was Erick. Then | halted

| wasn't certain howto do this.

| felt the Fire pulse, felt sone of the voices chuckling as they sensed ny
hesitation. Angry, | reached out and forced the Fire higher, forced the voices



to retreat slightly. They hissed in irritation

| focused again. “I'mready,” | said, and the river responded as Marielle drew
its currents tight, weaving theminto a strong shield that envel oped Erick and
me where we sat.

Concentrating, | tried to slice a portion of the flane off of the main
barrier, tried to use the river as I would ny dagger, a sharp blade that could
sever and cut. But the Fire bent away fromthe blade, as if pushed away by the
bl ade-eddy 1'd created. The Fire wasn’t rigid enough for the blade to slice
into it, too anmorphous and flexible for such an attack

Eryn had been right.

| tried a few nore times, using various thrusts and stabs Erick had taught ne
during ny training in the slums, then newer techni ques taught by Westen, but
none of them worked. The Fire was too resistant.

A few of the voices snorted in contenpt and began to wander away, their
attention shifting el sewhere. Those that renai ned began calling out
suggestions, some of themtrying to help, others jeering and maki ng crude
comment s.

Cerrin shifted forward as the crowd thinned, com ng up to stand behind

Li vi ann, who rerained close to the front, still watching intently.

I frowned, |let the bl ade-eddy dissipate back into the general currents of the
river.

“What’' s wrong?” Erick asked, an edge of tension in his voice. | could taste
his sweat, salty and pungent. The inactivity was maki ng hi mnore nervous. His
cold, cal mbravado had begun to fray.

“Nothing,” | said. “My first attenpt didn't work. I'"mgoing to try again.”
| thought about what had happened when |’d tagged Eryn. Then, |’'d been
terrified. I'd shoved at the river, pushed it hard, w th enough viol ence that

I"d torn a piece of the Fire away. It hadn’'t had tine to react, to bend and
adjust to the currents. And |I’'d shoved everything away, in a wide wave, wth
no focus.

Maybe t he bl ade-eddy was too focused.

| shifted so that both Erick and the Fire were in view, then began gathering
the river before ne, tightening it so | could punch it outward. | could fee
the pressure build as |I channel ed nmore and nore of the river into the punch
heard Eryn’s voice fromthe training sessions as she explained howto tighten
the flows, how to nake themnore intricate and thus nore dense.

“Cet ready,” | said, and heard the strain in ny voice.
Erick heard it too. “Is this going to hurt?” he asked suddenly.
“Per haps.”

| was just about to release the energy, felt it pulsing under ny control, when
Cerrin barked, Don’t!

| staggered, barely kept hold of the pent-up energy before ne, then snapped,
“What ! ”

Through the river, | sensed Erick’s confusion, felt Marielle shift forward on
the settee in concern.

That won’t acconplish anything. It will only hurt the Seeker

| pulled back on the energy, allowed sonme of it to di sperse back into the
river. “It worked once before.”

| could feel Cerrin’'s contenpt radiating frombehind the Fire. You were | ucky
before. And Eryn had her own defenses fromthe Sight. This Seeker has nothing.
H s contenmpt and condescensi on sparked an anger deep down inside nme. Cerrin
sounded |i ke Bl oodnmark, his words harsh and bitter with ridicule.

And yet he’'d stopped ne from harm ng Erick. Bl oodmark woul d never have done

t hat .

| let sone of ny own anger tinge nmy voice as | asked, “Do you know how to do
this?”

| felt his presence pause behind the Fire, felt the oak-and w ne-scented
woman’ s attention focus on him

You were always nore talented with Fire than the rest of us, she said.

The ot her nenbers of the Seven had shifted forward as well, the other voices



in the throne crowdi ng around them

She does have nore Talent than any of the previous Mstresses . . . at |east
within the last few hundred years. This from a woman, younger than Liviann,
her hair long and bl ack and straight. | renenbered her fromthe creation of
the throne, renenbered her struggling to get free.

Yes, Atreus, another man said, his voice sharp, his eyes like flint, but she
is certainly no Adept.

She’ s not an Adept, no, Garus, Cerrin said. But she does have the Tal ent.

Do we trust her? Liviann asked.

The silence stretched. | began to think Cerrin wouldn't answer, began to grow
irritated, but then:

Yes.

He shifted forward, ahead of the others, noving to the edge of the Fire.

“How do you know how to do this?” | demanded, ny irritation at bei ng excl uded

fromtheir conversation, at only being given half answers both here and on the
tower before | Reached for Eryn, coloring ny voice.

Because before the Seven created the two thrones, | worked with Fire. That was
my strength. That’s why | can escape the net you have pl aced over the voices,
why | could help you earlier when you sparred with Eryn. The net can’t hold ne
because | can slip through the Fire instead, bypass it.

| drew breath to ask himabout the Tal ent, about being an Adept, about how he
could use the Fire to bypass the net—

But | let the breath go with a shudder.

“So how do | tag Erick with the Fire?”

Cerrin hesitated, than said, Like this.

| felt himreach out across the net Eryn had shown ne how to use to contain
the voices, slip through the protective barrier of the Fire itself, and heard
the other voices within the throne gasp. Afewtried to take advantage, tried
to stretch the sane way the man had, reach out fromtheir prison, but they
screaned when their reach touched the Fire. The oak-and-w ne-scented wonan
stepped forward but halted, watched carefully but did nothing.

The man’ s essence stayed behind the Fire, but as | watched, the river between
the Fire and Erick began to change beneath his direction. A whirlpool forned,
swirling like a funnel, the nouth at the edge of the Fire, the tail trailing
away, snaking back and forth slightly as it elongated, extending out until it
reached Erick. | heard Erick gasp as it touched him But not with pain. In
surprise, his body tensing, then rel axi ng.

Now push the Fire along the conduit, Cerrin said. Wien | hesitated, he added,
Now | can’'t hold the conduit forever

| let the ball of energy I'd been holding in reserve rel ease, turned toward
the Fire and pushed it outward, not with the sharp edge of a blade but like a
shield. It flared higher, and a tendril of it coursed out along the conduit,
down the funnel

As soon as it reached the end, touching Erick, who sucked in another shocked
breath, Cerrin closed off the mouth of the funnel, neatly cutting through the
tendril of Fire. Wat had been contained in the conduit surged down al ong the
collapsing length until it settled into a steady flame near Erick’s heart.

| felt Cerrin’s reach draw back behind the barrier, felt himbeginning to

wi t hdr aw.

“Wait!” | said, no anger or irritation in ny voice now. Wen he paused, |
sai d, “Thank you.”

He seened surprised. Then he nodded, eyes closed, the gesture sonehow
intensely formal, and turned away. As he retreated, the rest of the Seven
closed in around him the other voices surging forward in ani mated di scussion
| turned to Erick, verified the Fire still burned inside him although nmuted
as it had been with Eryn here in the city, then pulled nyself up out of the
river.

Mari el l e had noved and now stood behind ne uncertainly. She’'d let her
protective barrier drop. “Is everything all right?” she asked when | | ooked
over my shoul der. “Who were you tal king to?”



| shuddered, felt exhaustion settle into ny muscles. “I had sone help from one
of the voices in the throne.”

“Somet hing definitely happened,” Erick said. “lI felt a tingling sensation, and
a bitter cold. But | don't feel anything now”
| smiled. “I think it worked. W’lIl have to test it tonorrow. Send you out of

the city, perhaps to check up on the tinber operation to the east.”
“And then what?”
Erick rose when | stood, touching his chest over his heart as if |ooking for

danage.
“Then we talk to Borund about a ship,” | answered.
Trees. 1'd never seen so many, so close together

They closed in around Erick and his escort of guardsnen as they entered the
forest east of the city. As he rode beneath the canopy into the forest’s
shadow, | felt the heat of the sun drop, the shadows closing in, and drew in
the spicy scent of pine as Erick breathed in deeply and held it. The air was
cool and sharp and dark, laced with greenery, with lush earth and sunlit dust
not es.

It was a scent | recognized. Cerrin. The elusive incense that | had not been
able to recogni ze before was the scent of the shade of the forest.

Sonet hi ng stung the back of Erick’s neck and he swore, swatting at it. He
slowed his horse to a walk, patted its neck as he murmured to it, its ears
flicking back in answer. Behind him | heard the two other guardsnen’s nounts
sl ow as wel | .

Then, reluctantly, | let the protective Fire within Erick go, pushed nyself up
on the currents of the river—+educed here so far away fromthe presence of the
throne—until | broke through the tops of the pine trees and coul d | ook west,
toward Amenkor and the white blaze that would gui de ne back to nyself.

|"d experinmented as Erick rode east, before he'd reached the confines of the

forest. | found that | didn't need to see the Fire itself as long as | was
willing to risk Reaching outward into unknown territory, as I'd tried to do on
t he tower when searching for Corum before Eryn pulled ne back. Al | had to
do was Reach out until | had the Fire within sight, then I could find ny way
back.

| streaked toward Anenkor, the world blurring below nme, slowed as | entered
the city, and felt the power of the throne settling back around ne.

As | flew toward the throne room | spotted another Fire, in the gardens of
t he pal ace.
Eryn.

| halted, hovered high over the stone path. Below, Eryn was speaking with
Avrell as they noved sedately across the garden, her voice |ow. Avrell was
frowni ng, his expression dark

| hesitated a nonent. But only a nonent.

| dove down and settled into the Fire inside Eryn.

“—she needs to bl ockade the harbor!” Eryn said. “lI don’t understand why she’'s
not doi ng anything.”

“Per haps because she doesn’'t feel a few burn marks on a shi pw ecked deck is
enough to warrant such a course of action,” Avrell answered.

I nside nmy cocoon of Fire, | stilled, shocked.
Eryn had gone to Avrell after all, even after |I'd asked—no, ordered—her not
to.

“But it's nore than that,” Eryn continued. “Look at all the ships that have
gone m ssing from Amenkor and the surrounding cities over the |last year

Al most a dozen, if your sources can be believed. That’'s nore than nmere piracy
and weather. And then there’'s the vision.”

Avrell halted. “Wat vision?”

| hissed, shock changing over into anger. | pushed to the edge of the Fire,
willed Eryn not to speak, al nobst reached out to seize control, to force her
not to speak.

“There’s a portion of me still trapped inside the throne,” Eryn said. “That
shadow of me showed Varis a vision of the city totally destroyed after an



attack.” Eryn turned to face Avrell. “The attack canme fromthe ocean, Avrell
That, along with the missing ships, the fire on the deck, the fact that she
sensed the people attacking in the vision were using the Sight. . . . W need
to protect ourselves fromwhatever is out there. That must be why | bl ockaded
t he harbor before, to protect the city froman attack.”

Conflicting emotions raced across Avrell’s face. Fear, doubt, suspicion

In the end, he settled on al nbst no expression at all, his stance reserved.
“Why hasn’t Varis conme to see me about this?” he asked.

Eryn snorted. “Because she’'s afraid you' re trying to replace her just as you
replaced ne.”

“Why woul d she think that?”

“You had the guardsnmen waiting for her inside the throne roombefore, didn't
you?”

“That was because | didn't know what was happening!” he spat. “If 1’ve |earned
anything over the last few years it’s that when it conmes to the throne you can
never be too careful. As soon as | realized that Varis was still in control, |

called the guardsmen off!”

“Not soon enough for Varis.”

| drew back fromthe Fire as the two halted, Avrell’s eyes hard with anger. |
felt Eryn force herself to relax, her voice to calm

Avrell suddenly turned, noving swiftly across the garden, back toward its main
entrance.

“Where are you going?” Eryn called after him

Avrell halted, |ooked back over his shoulder. “To see the Mstress.”

Eryn stilled, her breath held, her heart stuttering. A nmonent of panic

shi vered through her.

Then the anger kicked back in, the certainty that she was right, honed by over
twenty years of being the Mstress herself.

She noved to foll ow

| pulled myself up out of the Fire, catching one last glinpse of Avrel

passi ng through the archway of the garden into the pal ace before | sped back
to the throne room the Wiite Fire blazing up around me. | gasped as |
reentered ny body, felt Marielle s presence in the throne room along with the
usual four guardsnmen. 1'd had themwait inside the throne roomthis tine,
since Erick wasn't present.

Mariell e took one hesitant step up to the dais where the throne sat, reached a
hand out unconsciously before stopping herself. “Mstress? |Is everything al
right? Did it work?”

“Yes,” | said, ny voice surprisingly calm even though it vibrated with
underlyi ng anger, with the power of the throne. “Everything worked fine.
Erick’s inside the forest.”

| rmotioned to the guardsnen, the one in charge stepping forward. Before he' d
left, Erick had introduced him had told ne he could be trusted.

“Keven.”

“Yes, M stress?”

“The First of the Mstress will be arriving in a nonment, along with the fornmer
M stress, Eryn. | want your men to be on either side of the throne.”

Keven hesitated at the enphasis on “former,” frowned, then said, *“Yes,
Mstress.” He notioned to the other three guardsnen, ordering two to one side
of the throne, the third taking his place beside Keven on the other

| nodded in approval

“Marielle.”

“Yes?”

“Stay where you are.”

Marielle turned as the main doors on the far side of the throne room swung
open, a guardsman stepping hesitantly inside. He'd been ordered to keep
everyone out.

Bef ore he could speak, | said, “Let themin.”

He nodded, then pushed the doors open wider to |l et them pass.

Avrell came in first, followed al nost i mediately by Eryn. They noved down the



central wal kway quickly, coming to a halt just before the dais.

“Forgive ne, Mstress,” Avrell said, nodding his head slightly.

“She told you about the shipweck,” | said wthout preanble.

Avrel | appeared nomentarily shocked, but recovered quickly.

| did not watch him | stared at Eryn, did not try to hide the anger | felt
coiling inside ne.

“And about the vision of the city burning,” Avrell added.

| stood. The nmonment my fingers left the throne | felt it begin to tw st behind
me, reshaping itself into another form But the sensation no | onger craw ed
across ny shoul ders, no | onger prickled agai nst my skin.

The roomfell silent. |I felt the guards at ny back tense, felt Marielle
stiffen at ny side.

“I told you not to talk to Avrell about this.”

“l thought that-—=

“No!” | barked, and anger sparked in Eryn’s eyes. Her back straightened and
her nostrils flared briefly. Beside her, Avrell flinched, then drew hinself
upright, back stiff, face expressionl ess—the face of a diplomat, a politician

“There is no excuse,” | said. "I told you not to speak to him and you did.”
“You weren’'t doing anything,” Eryn protested, her voice cold, hard, strained.
“You aren’t the Mstress anynore,” | said flatly. “I am”

Eryn drew in a sharp breath, held it, but said nothing. | glared at her from

beside the throne, felt it flow ng smoothly from one shape to anot her behind
ne.

W held each other’s gazes for a |long nonent, then | stepped down fromthe
dai s purposefully, notioning to Keven. “Get an escort ready. W’ re headi ng
into the city.”

“Al'l of us?” Avrell’s voice was neutral, w thout any inflection whatsoever.

| glanced toward him “All of us.”

“And where, may | ask, are we going?” Avrell asked as he fell into step beside
and slightly behind ne. | notioned Marielle to ny other side; Eryn foll owed
behi nd.

“To see Borund about a ship.”

W found Borund at the warehouse that had been set up on the Dredge, the

ki tchen next door bustling with activity, a few nenbers of the Dredge’'s
mlitia standing at the doors to both the warehouse and the kitchen, their
faces hard and serious, their hands on the pommels of their swords.

The escort paused outside the warehouse—bl ocked by the activity on the street
because 1'd refused to bring horses down to the sluns after the nob attack—and
| nodded to the Dredge guardsmen. As | stood there, | glanced down the Dredge,
slid beneath the river unconsciously, felt the pulse of the street, the eddies
and flows. | stared at the people, at their torn clothing, at the dirt on
their faces, and beneath the river | could feel their hope. A living thing,
passi ng through them and around the streets, seeping into the narrows and

all eys that nade up the deepest part of the sluns. | thought of Evander

wor ki ng stone in the warehouse district, thought of all the men and wonen he’d
brought with himsince |'d had the abusive work | eader Hant whi pped. | thought
of Darryn and his nmilitia, of the order he had inmposed. And | thought of what
Marielle and Erick had said before |I'd placed the Fire inside of him of how

t he peopl e had hope again.

A few of the gutterscum and deni zens of the Dredge paused at the sight of so
many nonnilitia guardsmen, then caught my eye. A couple of the younger boys
sneered, nade rude gestures. One woman sl apped one of the boys on his head,
spoke to him harshly, as he glared at her

Then the woman smiled and bowed toward nme, making the sign of the Skewed
Throne across her chest before noving on

| turned back, away fromthe Dredge, saw Avrell watching nme closely, face
still expressionless. But he was gray beneath the river. So were Eryn and al

of the rest of the escort.

The guardsnmen noved forward

“What can | do for you?” Borund asked as soon as ny escort allowed ne into the



bui | di ng. Behind him wonen were hauling |arge sacks of bread still warmfrom
t he bakeries and ovens along the Dredge into the adjacent kitchen. A few cane
i nsi de the warehouse and pl aced sone of the bread on | ong tables before
retreating back out into the streets. Behind the tables, crates were stacked
al nrost to the ceiling, straw poking out from between the wooden sl ats.
Dangling fromthe ceiling were strings of onions and garlic and snoked dried

nmeats that woul d keep well in the cool, dry air of the building. From where
stood, | could see barrels labeled salted fish and on the far side of the

r oom—

WIIliam

| turned my attention back to Borund. “I need a ship and a crewto man it.”

Borund’ s eyes wi dened and he turned his full attention on nme. “Wat for?”

My entourage of guardsnen had finally caught Wlliam s eye. He moved up behi nd
Borund as | answered.

A day or two ago, WIllianis presence would have flustered nme, forced ne to
back off. But not now, not today.

“I want to send it out as a trap,” | said, then | outlined nmy plan, what Erick
and | had discussed. | told himabout the shipweck in Col by, about the fire,
about how | could keep in contact with the ship, about the vision. | told him
ever yt hi ng.

Through it all, | kept my eyes on Borund. He listened intently, didn't
interrupt. His only reaction was to rub his hand across his bald head, snooth
down the hair that still grewin a half circle around his ears and in the

back. The novement jostled the wire gl asses askew on his nose, but he didn't
adj ust them

At the end, he grunted. “It’'s a suicide mssion for the ship, even with the
guardsmen on board,” he said. “You realize that?”

| nodded grimy

He frowned, then said, “Gve nme three days. 1I'll find you a ship, and a
captain and crewto man it.”
| nodded. “I’'Il be ready.”

Borund turned back to the warehouse. For a noment, WIIiam watched ne
uncertainly, as if he wanted to say something, then he turned to catch up to
Bor und.

My gaze followed WIIliamas he paused to snatch up a sheaf of paper froma

desk set against one wall, but then he ducked into the depths of the
war ehouse.
When | turned around, | met Avrell’s gaze.

“An interesting plan,” he said. “Let’s hope Borund can find a ship.”

| didn't answer.

As the escort noved out onto the Dredge, Eryn came up beside ne.

“You could have told nme,” she said, too | ow for anyone el se to hear

Wt hout |ooking toward her, | said harshly, “1I would have. You didn't give ne
enough time to figure it all out.”

Then | stepped away, |eaving Eryn behind.

Chapter 8

"BORUND FOUND A SHIP,” | said. “And a captain and crewto man it.” It had
taken himfive days, not three. 1'd called together the captains of the
various guardsnmen—Baill, Catrell, and Westen—as well as Avrell, Nathem Eryn,

and Erick, to discuss who el se should be sent. W were in the sanme conference
room Avrell had used to introduce ne to everyone after |'d taken the throne,
but this time the roomfelt different. Before it had been closed in, confined,
and crowded. The few potted trees and snmall tables in the corners, the Skewed
Throne banner against the back wall, had all been threatening. And over two
nmont hs before, in these people’ s eyes, |’'d been nothing but an unknown, a
nervous and somehow dangerous girl who' d managed to steal the throne from
beneat h t hem

Today, 1'd barely noticed the potted plants, the banner, the tables. And the
men who had thought they ruled the city were hesitant, wary, and uncertain



around ne. Before, |’d been someone they could sidestep if they needed to, a
ruler only in name, too young and inexperienced to be truly dealt with.

But al nbst a week ago, |1’'d truly claimed the throne. Not just in nane, but in
action. 1’'d become the Mstress. They’'d heard fromtheir guardsnen what had
happened in the throne room Suddenly, they didn't feel as secure in their
positions and it showed. In the way they sat in their seats, in the way a few
of them woul dn’t neet my gaze.

“And what is it that you need fromus?” Baill asked. He | ooked tired, the skin
around his eyes pinched and strained. But his gaze was as penetrating as ever.
He sat in his usual place at nmy right side, Eryn on ny left, the rest of them
arrayed down the length of the table on either side. Erick stood behind ny
seat at the head of the table. “W’re guardsnen, not sailors.”

| frowned at the curtness in his voice. “lI need a small force of guardsmen to
man the ship, since the intentionis for it to be attacked. | asked you here
to help me select the nunmber of men on that force, as well as someone to | ead
them”

“You coul d have done that w thout us,” Wsten said. “You are the Mstress.”

“I know,” | said, bristling. Then | caught Westen' s eye.

He had not neant it as a chall enge.

| let sone of the tension | felt ease fromny shoul ders, cursed silently.
Baill had put ne on the defensive with a single question. “I’m asking you for
your advice,” | said in a much cal mer voice

Westen’s eyes narrowed in consideration. Then he nodded, as if satisfied.
“Then | suggest you send at |east twenty guardsnen with the crew. That should
be sufficient.”

Baill snorted. “Twenty? The crew of the ship will be stunbling all over them
the entire journey. And what do you expect these nen to do if the shipis
attacked? They’' re guardsmen. They trai pse around the city and stop street
fights. What can they do on a ship?”

Captain Catrell’s eyes darkened at the condescension in Baill’s tone. “Wth
all due respect,” he said, not looking in Baill's direction, “the city
guardsmen woul d be better on a ship than the pal ace guardsnen. They're used to
fighting in close quarters and in strange and varied |locations. Sir.”

Bai || shook his head. “But the pal ace guardsnmen have their own ships.”

“That they barely take out of the harbor!” Catrell protested. “A trading ship
is conpletely different.”

As the argunent continued, | glanced toward Avrell, shot hima questioning

| ook. The first tine we’d had such a neeting, the guardsnen had been united, a
single front in opposition to Avrell and his mani pul ations to get ne onto the
throne, Baill in control, backed by Catrell. They'd only relented when it
becanme clear that Eryn herself had wanted ne to beconme the next M stress, that
Avrell was sinply doing what she’ d i ntended.

But now it appeared that there was sonme friction between Catrell and Baill.
They were both clearly on edge.

Avrell caught ny glance, frowned and shook his head slightly, uncertain.

| slid beneath the river, watched the confrontation through the currents.
Catrell had set himself up in firmopposition to Baill, but I could not tel
why. He seened agitated, the flows around him harsh and swift, nmore gray than
red, as if he were being torn between two opposing forces, being forced to
choose. Baill seened irritated that Catrell was arguing with him but

i npl acabl e, the river nore focused and intent. He expected Catrell to relent,
was getting frustrated that he hadn't yet.

And Baill was conpletely red.

Westen, gray and harnl ess, was watching the entire confrontation with

i nterest.

“But ten nen isn't going to be sufficient if they do get attacked, " Catrel
said. “That wouldn't be sufficient against a band of pirates! If this is
somet hi ng nore—=

“I'f this is something nore,” Baill interrupted, words forced out through
gritted teeth, “it’s not going to matter if there are ten nen or thirty!



They’'re all going to die!”

Catrell drew breath to continue, eyes flaring, but I cut themboth short.
“That’ s enough.” They both turned toward nme, Catrell still agitated, face
slightly red. |I frowned at Baill, at the cl osed expression on his face. “I
think it best to send as nany guardsnen on the ship as they can handle, to
gi ve themthe best chance of survival.”

Baill's face closed off even nore. He | eaned back in his chair, crossed his
arms over his chest. He becane a silent wall of disagreement, of discontent.

| didn’t turn away, didn’t back down. “And,” | continued, “I think the force
shoul d be m xed. The pal ace guardsmen that have experience on the patrol ships
in the harbor will make up the majority of the force. Select twelve nmen from
those forces, Captain Baill.” | shifted ny gaze. “I want another eight from
you, Captain Catrell. Try to get men who’ ve worked on the docks before, or

wor ked on ships or cone fromfishing villages. Guardsmen who may be used to
the ocean.”

Catrell nodded sharply, satisfied, his shoulders relaxing. He cast Baill a
dark | ook before shifting his gaze to the table.

| turned to Westen. “Wuld you like to send sone of the Seekers as wel [ ?”
Westen seemed surprised |'d asked. “Unless you wish to, | don't see how t hey
woul d be any nore effective than the regul ar guardsnen on a ship.”

| nodded, then turned to the roomas a whole. “Then who should | ead them”
There was a nonent of suspended silence, and then Avrell shifted forward. “It
shoul d be soneone you trust,” he said, “and soneone who trusts you. After all
this person is going to be your link to the ship.”

I frowned, glanced toward Baill and Catrell and Westen. Qut of the three of
them | trusted Westen the nost, sinply because |1’'d dealt with himand his
Seekers nmore than any of the others, calling on them whenever |’d dreanmed of
soneone that needed to be dealt with, someone |ike Corum Catrell | knew from
t he excursion to Col by and the wecked ship. Qutside of that, I'd only had
contact with himon a few excursions to the city, when he’d been part of ny
escort. No other direct contact was necessary. And Bail

Bai || had been busy organi zing the patrols that protected the supplies in the
various buildings that had been converted into warehouses and kitchens now
scattered throughout the city. Wth Catrell’s help, since the city guard made
up the majority of the force guardi ng each warehouse. Baill had barely been in
t he pal ace over the |ast few nonths.

So which of the three did | trust the nost?

Behind me, | heard Erick shift forward, stepping up to ny right side. “It has
to be ne,” he announced to the room

My heart dropped. Cold fear tightened in my chest, coursed through ny body
like ice, tingling in my arms and fingers. “No,” | said w thout thinking, even
as inside the cold fear shifted into an even col der acceptance.

I"d known | would be sending Erick on the ship for days, practically since the
monent |’ d successfully placed the Wiite Fire next to his heart with Cerrin’'s
hel p.

I"d known, but | still didn’t want to accept it.

| caught Erick’s eyes, saw the determ nation there, the intent. Hi s face was
hard, his stance rigid. It was a stance | recognized instantly fromthe
Dredge. He'd already made up his mnd, and nothing was going to sway him

On the Dredge, it would have worked. | would have backed down, as |I’'d done
when he’ d decided to recruit Bloodnmark as one of his trackers. |’d known that
was a mistake, but 1'd relented. Because | was young, and | didn’t want to

| ose the only chance | had to escape the sl uns.

Now | was the Mstress. | didn't have to relent. | could deny him could order
himto stay—

But | knew | wouldn't.

Feel i ng the col dness deep inside, a coldness of the heart that left nme feeling
enpty, | drew breath to agree—

But soneone touched ny arm

| snapped ny head around, letting anger fill my eyes. | expected the person to



flinch back, to retreat.

But it was Eryn. The stern expression on her face never faltered. “It’s the
best choice,” she said, her grip on ny armtightening slightly. “Qut of
everyone here, you trust himthe nost. Wo el se can you send?”

“I know,” | said, letting the col dness touch nmy voice. W’d barely spoken over
the I ast week, since I'd confronted her in the throne rooni we’'d been avoidi ng
each other as much as possible. But | still respected her advice, and so in a
softer voice, repeated, “l know.~

Suddenly, twenty guardsnen didn't seem|ike enough. Suddenly, the entire plan
seened fl awed.

Eryn's grip on ny armrel axed. A know ng synpathy tightened the corners of her
eyes.

| turned back to the table. The col dness inside had grown, now spread to ny
arnms, numnbing them “Does anyone want to argue?”

No one said anything. O course, | thought bitterly, trying to shove the

col dness away. FErick’s departure weakened ny position, and strengthened

theirs. Baill actually shifted forward, his obstinate wall relaxing with a
hi nt of approval.
“Then Erick will lead the expedition,” |I said, and felt sonething stab deep

down inside ne, sonething nore than a political consideration

Nat hem | eaned forward, shuffled a few pieces of parchment before him “Then we
need to discuss the allocation of provisions for the ship,” he said, and began
a litany of supplies that woul d be needed and whi ch warehouses those supplies
could be found in.

| barely listened. Hs voice faded away into nothing but a dull roar, the
sound like wind in ny ears. The world faded to gray. But | hadn’t slipped
beneath the river. This was something different. This had no focus, no intent,
no currents. This was sinply nothing. No feeling, no enmotion. Nothing but a
qui et, cold nunmbness, throbbing with the slow beat of ny heart.

I don’t know how | ong the nunmbness held, how long | hovered in silent shock
listening to ny heart. It felt like eternity, but it couldn’t have been | ong.
When the worl d began to fade back in, the nunbness retreating, | heard Nat hem
say, “—although we have enough stores. | just don’t understand how we coul d
have m spl aced those crates.”

“What crates?” Avrell asked.

Beside nme, | felt Baill straighten in his seat, suddenly attentive.

Nat hem shook his head, face perplexed. “There were supposed to be ten crates
of Capthian wine in the warehouse on Havel Street near the wharf. Instead
there were only seven when we counted.”

“Weren't supplies nmissing fromthe Priemwarehouse a few weeks ago?” | asked.
The words felt distant, the coldness still enveloping me. But even as Avrel
answered, the last of the nunbness faded.

“Yes.” Avrell glared across the table. “Captain Baill was supposed to | ook
intoit.”

Baill shifted in his seat, the nmotion careful and considered. “W searched the

entire Priem warehouse, using Master Regin's master list. W found that indeed
a few barrels of salted fish were nissing. However, we have yet to determ ne
if they were sinply msplaced or were actually stolen.”

“But now nore supplies are missing?” | asked. “Froma different warehouse?”
“Yes. But |I’mnot surprised. We're far enough into winter that the people have
begun to feel the effects of the rationing. Those that aren’'t willing to work

for their fair share are becom ng nore desperate. And we all know what people
are capabl e of when they' re desperate.” H's steady gaze fell on nme as he
spoke. | felt ny stomach tighten, felt ny hand slide toward ny dagger, stil

al ways within reach.

“But | thought it was the guardsmen’s job to keep the supplies safe from such

desperation,” Avrell interceded. Hi s glare had darkened at Baill’s
veiled slight; now Baill’s eyes hardened at Avrell’s inplied insult.
“Enough,” | said. “What matters is that we find out what’'s happened to these

m ssing supplies. Wiat do you suggest?”



Avrell thought for a nmonment. “We need to do a conplete inventory. Al of the
nmerchants need to check the supplies in their warehouses agai nst the naster
lists at the sanme time. Once we know what’'s missing, perhaps we can find out
how it’'s being stolen fromthe warehouses w thout the guardsmen’s know edge,
and where it’s being taken afterward. ”

| nodded. “W’ll deal with that later. Right now, | want to get the ship's
expedi tion organi zed and away.” | turned to Catrell and Baill. *“Have your
guardsmen neet ne at the docks by noon. Nathem work with Borund to get the
supplies for the ship | oaded by then. The ship’s name is The Miiden. The
captain is Mathew”

Baill and the rest of the captains rose and left, Captain Catrell giving ne a
short bow before departing. Nathem did the sanme. Avrell, Erick, and Eryn
stayed, Eryn deep in thought.

“Mat hew i s the one who survived the stormand brought in the | ast shipment
fromthe south, isn't he?” she asked.

| nodded, recalling his haggard | ook on the docks as his crew was greeted by
the nob of townspeople on the wharf. “Yes.”

She caught ny gaze. | saw a nute apology in her eyes. It was the closest she’'d
cone to acknow edgi ng that she had overstepped her bounds by talking to Avrel
about the shipweck in Col by and the vision of the city burning.

“Have you given any nore thought to the fact that if the ship is attacked
there will nore than likely be soneone using the Sight on the eneny’s side?”
she asked.

| hadn’t, but | didn't see what could be done about it. “They' |l have to rely
on the guardsnen to protect them”

Eryn hesitated, then nodded, stood, and departed with Avrell.

Wiich left nme and Erick al one.

| didn't ook toward him felt himshift his weight fromone foot to the other
behind me, his clothes rustling.

The silence between us stretched. Until it becane too unconfortable for ne to
bear .

| stood.

“I't had to be me,” he said, his voice rough

| spun, the coldness I'd felt earlier returning with a bitter taste in the
back of ny throat, like netallic water. “It could have been sonmeone el se. It
coul d have been anyone el se.”

He shook his head. “No. You've already tagged ne with the Fire. You already

trust ne. You know how I'|I|l react. And | can’'t be your personal bodyguard
forever.”

My stomach constricted. | wanted to tell himhe was nmore than a persona
bodyguard. | wanted to tell himthat |I felt relaxed around him nore
confident, nore certain. | wanted to tell himl was afraid of losing him that
he was a mentor to me. No. More than that. That he was a father to ne.

| wanted to tell himmany things, but all | said was, “l don’t want you to

go,” my voice tight and ragged.

He smiled, and in his eyes | saw that he knew why | didn’t want himto go,
that he understood all of the things that | couldn’'t bring nyself to say. And
he knew why | couldn’'t say themas well.

He reached out, pushed a few | oose strands of hair fromny forehead.

| took the single step between us and hugged himtight, head against his
shoul der, tears | refused to shed burning in nmy eyes. He stiffened for a
nmonent, then enfolded me in his arnms, one hand stroking ny hair.

| closed my eyes, drew in a deep breath to rem nd nyself of his scent: the
sharp tang of oranges. And sonething el se, sonmething subtle, that | hadn't
noti ced on the Dredge, that | could only snell with the power of the throne
behi nd nme. Lavender.

| sighed.

“I"l'l be fine,” he said, his chest runbling beneath ny face, his voice thick
and coar se.

And even though I knew it was a lie, | felt better.



“Where in hells is he?” | grow ed.

At ny side, Erick scanned the raucous crowds on the wharf, nen and wonen goi ng
about their usual business, a few of them pausing to stare at the activity
surroundi ng The Mai den and the | arge group of guardsnen and sol di ers that
surrounded ne, Erick, and Avrell on the dock. Captain Catrell was already here
with his group of eight city guardsnen, all dressed in arnor, the netal
glinting dully in the pale winter sunlight. Al eight men were bristling with
confidence, all in their md-twenties or early thirties, all w th unforgiving
eyes and an inpressive array of scars in visible places. On the Dredge,

woul d have given themall a w de berth.

“Your directions were clear,” Avrell muttered fromny other side. “He' s doing
this on purpose. | think—=

“Here he cones,” Erick cut in. Then his voice darkened with contenpt. “Wth
his twel ve guardsnen.”

| scanned down the wharf, saw the usual eddies of the crowd interrupted near

the end of the dock a noment before Captain Baill emerged, twelve pal ace
guardsnen trailing behind him

Avrell hissed, stiffened in outrage. | felt my body tense as well, ny jaw

cl enchi ng.

| placed a hand on Avrell’s armto restrain himas Baill and his nmen cane to a
halt before us all. The | oading of the ship continued around us unabat ed.
“Mstress,” Baill said.

“Captain Baill.” | scanned the group of men behind him “And are these the nen

you’' ve chosen for this venture?”

They were a ragtag group dressed in arnor and with swords in sheaths. At | east
hal f of the men were ny age or younger, inexperienced youths with excitenent
in their eyes, nervously shifting fromfoot to foot. The mgjority of the rest
were old, at least in their forties, their hair nostly gray, their eyes tired,
grudging but willing. They didn't fidget |like the younger nen, but it was
guesti onabl e whet her sone of themcould draw their own swords. Only three of
them were of the sanme strain as the nen chosen by Captain Catrell. But these
had a shifty look in their eyes, their expressions dark, eyes flicking toward
every nmovenent. They reeked of trouble and nmy nostrils flared.
Qutterscum al ways recogni zes gutterscum

“Twel ve pal ace guardsnen,” Baill said, “as you requested
| turned ny gaze on him

He net the gaze evenly, a hint of challenge in his eyes.
“Then let’s get themon the ship,” | said in answer, turning toward Erick

H s eyes blazed with anger, but he said nothing.

Catrell barked out a conmand and his eight nmen gathered together their small
packs and marched up the | owered plank onto the deck of the ship, where the
ship’s crewsen from Anenkor m xed with the usual darker-skinned and slighter
fornms of Zorelli nen fromthe south-scranbled to prepare the sails and riggi ng
for departure. Captain Baill notioned his contingent aboard as well. They

sidl ed up the plank, the younger nen chattering, the ol der ones and the

t roubl emakers | ooking on in contenpt, or with no expression at all.

“Not a very inpressive command,” Erick nurnmured, so low that only Avrell and
coul d hear.

“He neant it as a slight,” Avrell spat.

“I meant it as a warning,” Baill said behind us. Al three of us turned. “This
is afool’s errand. There's nothing to be gained here, nothing to be | earned.
"1l not waste good nmen on an expedition bound to fail.”

Wth that, he noved down the dock and vani shed into the crowds.

“He gave us his | east experienced and nost feeble fighters, ” Avrell said.
“And his troubl enakers,” Erick added.

“WIl you be able to handl e then®”

Eri ck nodded. “l shouldn’t have any problenms. Catrell gave us sone of his best
nmen. That should be sufficient.”

As he spoke, Captain Catrell approached and nodded. “All of the guardsnen are
aboard, M stress.”



“Good. ”

He nodded again, then retreated toward nmy usual escort of guardsnen, |ed by
Keven, keeping thensel ves out of the way of the dockworkers to one side.
Erick watched Catrell silently. Then his stance shifted, becane nore formal.
“l put Keven in charge of your escort while |I'’m gone. W went through our
training together, at least until | was chosen to becone a Seeker. He' |l guard
you with his life. |I trust him and his advice. Listen to him 1|’ve also
chosen all of the guardsmen in his contingent, so you should be surrounded by
those you can trust inplicitly.”

| tried to speak, but sonething hard had lodged in ny throat. | stared up into
his face instead, saw himstart to snile.

Then his gaze shifted to something over my head.

| turned and saw Eryn, her personal Servant Laurren, and an escort of
guardsmen maki ng their way down the dock. Laurren was carrying a satchel
Eryn’s novenents were stiff with purpose. “Good, the ship hasn't left yet,”
she said as she cane to a halt in front of us.

“You didn’t need to cone down here,” | said.

“Yes, | did.” She net ny gaze, held it steadily. “I want to go on the
expedition.”

| stilled, felt ny face go sl ack, devoid of expression. “Wy?”

Eryn lifted her head. “Because we know that whoever is attacking these ships
is using some formof the Sight, a formwe’ ve never seen before if they can
truly control fire. If there’s to be any hope of the ship surviving, it needs
some formof protection fromthat. |'’mthe best chance they ve got.”

Hope flared inside ny chest. If Eryn were on the ship, if she could protect

t hem from soneone el se using the Sight.

It might give the men on the ship a fighting chance.

“You can't send her,” Erick said flatly.

Both Eryn and | sent hima scathing glare. “Wiy in hells not?” Eryn spat.
“Because Varis needs you here. For training, for advice on howto rule, for
any of a hundred reasons. You can’t be spared for a suicide mssion.”

Eryn frowned, her glare growi ng heated. Then she grow ed i n exasperation,
turned to me and spat, “Then take Laurren. She knows al nbst as nuch as | do.
She can hel p.”

In Eryn’s eyes, | saw the real reason she’d wanted to go. She’d wanted to
atone for speaking to Avrell. But Erick was right. | couldn’'t spare her. There
was still too nuch | needed to learn

| shifted to Laurren. She straightened as nmy gaze fell on her. Her
short-cropped brown hair caught in a breeze fromthe harbor and the freckles
on her cheeks stood out sharply in the sunlight, somehow in opposition to the
hardness in her eyes. She knew the risks of the m ssion. The know edge had
pul l ed the skin around her mouth taut. “And do you want to do this?”

Her rounded face tightened, eyes flashing. “Of course,” she said with

conviction. “l live to serve the throne.”

| grunted. “Do you need to get your own cl othes?”

"No, Mstress. |I'mabout the sane size as Eryn, | can use hers.”

| nodded, was about to notion her toward the ship when Erick said sharply,

“You should tag her with the Fire as well. It will give you another advantage
in case sonething happens to ne.”

| frowned, chose to ignore his |last statenent. “Are you wlling?”

Laurren gl anced once toward Eryn, but nodded.

| dove beneath the river, felt the Fire that surrounded the throne, felt the
voi ces, sensed Cerrin, Liviann, Atreus, and the rest of Seven watchi ng.

Do you want hel p? Cerrin asked.

No, | said, not speaking out |oud.

| plied the river, created the funnel as Cerrin had done earlier, conscious of
t he Seven wat ching, of all of the voices watching behind them The eddies only
wavered once, but then | steadied nyself, let the Fire course down the tendri
after it attached to Laurren

Distantly, | heard her gasp, heard Erick say, “Don’t worry. It doesn’t hurt



much.”
Then | sliced the Fire at the nouth of the funnel, felt the funnel collapse, a
small flane of the Fire settling near Laurren’s heart.

The Seven murrmured with approval as | let the river go.
“I can't feel anything,” Laurren said, her voice detached.
“It’s there,” Eryn said. “If | concentrate hard enough, | can feel it. |I can't

see it, but | can sense that it’s there.”

| nodded toward the ship. After a nomentary hesitation, Laurren stalked up the
pl ank, halted at the top to scan the deck, then strode purposefully toward the
f or edeck.

“That may make a significant difference if we do run into trouble,” Erick

sai d.

Eryn snorted, then bit her lip with worry. “I hope so. It’'s a huge sacrifice
on nmy part. She’'s the only Servant who knows how to nake a proper cup of tea.”
| laughed, a short sharp sound, a horrible nausea tw sting ny stomach as |

| ost sight of Laurren in the frenzy of activity on the deck. The realization
that 1'd nost likely sent Laurren to her death along with Erick had just sunk
in.

Borund and Mat hew appeared at the top of the plank, began to make their way
down. On the dock, the last of the crates were being hoisted up into the hold,
or haul ed up other planks to the deck. Activity was shifting fromthe dock to
the ship itself, nen clanbering up the rigging, ropes tied off. The sense of
excitement began to clinb.

“We shoul dn’t have any troubl es outside the harbor,” Mathew was saying as he
and Borund approached. He glanced up toward the sky. “Wather is holding
steady today. But farther south . . .” He shrugged

“Do the best you can,” Borund said. He nade a deep bow as they drew near.
“Mstress.”

“Borund. And Captain Mathew 1s everything ready?”

“Yes, Mstress. Al provisions have been | oaded, the guardsmen are aboard.

W' re ready to set sail.”

| nodded, the lunp returning to the back of nmy throat. | tried not to | ook at
Erick. “Then good luck.”
Mat hew grinned. “1 have a good crew. W don’t need | uck.”

He turned back to his ship, stepped away with a barked conmand, the nmen at the
railings darting away, repeating the order all along the ship. Lines tethering
the ship to the dock began to be unwound. More nmen scranmbled up into the

riggi ng. Mathew stepped to the plank, began to make his way aboard.

Erick stepped away fromthe group, back rigid. He foll owed Mithew up the plank
wi t hout a word, without gl ancing back.

| swal | owed hard, closed ny eyes briefly, then forced nyself to draw in a deep
breath and steady nysel f.

When | opened ny eyes, Borund was watching me. He smiled, grasped ny shoul der
and squeezed once.

The plank was wi thdrawn. Sails began to unfurl, and the ship pulled away from
the dock. Slow at first, then picking up speed as the wi nd caught, the l[inp
sails filling out with small muffl ed whunphs.

W watched the ship as it nmade its way across the harbor, smaller fishing
craft skimrng out of its way. No one spoke.

Then it passed out between the two juts of rocky |and that encl osed the
harbor, the two small guard towers on either side silhouetted against the
skyline. |I felt it fade fromthe throne’s senses.

| dove beneath the river, reached up and out to search for the Wite Fires I'd
used to tag Erick and Laurren. Wthout the full power of the throne behind ne,
| could barely sense them didn't dare Reach for either one.

| sighed, found Eryn, Avrell, Borund, and Catrell watching me with m xed
expressions of concern and synpathy. Keven and the escorting guardsnmen had
nmoved up behind them

“Now all we do is wait,” | said.

| huddl ed inside the Wiite Fire within Erick and tried not to |let the notion



of the ship make me sick

Through Erick’s eyes, | watched the deck roll, saw a wave of water approachi ng
hard and fast fromthe right and felt Erick grip the handrail of the deck a
nmonent before the wave hit. Wod shuddered beneath the onsl aught, spray kicked
up high over the bow, pattering down on the deck like rain. It pelted Erick’s
face, sharp and stinging, and then he dragged hinself toward the bow of the
ship, using the handrail and a rope for support. Overhead, black clouds

boil ed, the sea on the horizon a cold slate gray with wind churning the tops
of the waves into whitecaps. Far off to the left, sunlight pierced down

t hrough the clouds, the rays vibrant against the recedi ng bl ue sky.

“How | ong until the stormhits!” Erick shouted as he reached the bow of the
shi p.

Mat hew turned to glare at him face deadly serious. “Not nuch | onger!”

Anot her wave crashed into the ship, sending a sheet of water over Mthew and
Erick. | tasted the sea salt on ny lips, felt the water seep down through ny
cl othes, instantly soaked.

“You shoul d get down bel ow ” Mat hew bell owed, his voice alnbst |ost on the

wi nd. He nmotioned with his hands, then physically shoved Erick back al ong the
deck, follow ng behind.

Eri ck hunched down, the ship lurching to the right. As he noved, | could see

t he bl ack ocean now on the left, where the heart of the stormlay.

| shuddered. Even as | watched, a thin bolt of I|ightning pierced down out of
the clouds and struck the water, a frigid crackling blue.

A moment before Erick reached the hatch | eading down to the guardsnen’s
quarters in the hold, a torrential sheet of rain fell fromthe sky w thout
war ni ng. He gasped as it stung his face, struggled to find the |adder rungs as
the ship lurched and creaked beneath anot her wave, and then Mathew sl amed t he
hatch cl osed in his face.

| gathered nyself together, then withdrew fromthe Fire, |eaving Erick soaked,
chilled, and dripping on the | ower deck of The Maiden. | drew nyself up into
the roiling forces of the stormover the ship, fought their violent flows,
then searched the horizon to the north until 1'd found the white beacon of
Amenkor. | sped away, |eaving the ship to the storm

There was nothing nore to see there. The ship wouldn’t be attacked in the

m ddl e of the storm All | could do was hope that Borund' s confidence in

Mat hew as a shi pmaster wasn’t m spl aced

| sank back into myself and opened ny eyes to the throne roomw th a gasp. A
harsh trenmor of weakness sank into nmy arns, ny legs, holding ne tight for a
breath, for two, and then it began to fade.

“How was the weakness this tinme?” Marielle asked. Marielle was waiting a few
paces away with a bl anket, Keven and his guardsmen arranged around the throne.
He refused to wait outside. He'd become overly protective of me since Erick
had left.

“Wrrse than the last tine, but it’s passed now.” | stepped down fromthe
throne and Marielle enfolded nme in the bl anket.

“You're shivering,” she said in a scol ding tone.

“The ship’s headed into a storm” | said, teeth chattering. The bl anket felt
warm and dry. | couldn’t shake the feeling that | was soaked to the skin, as
Erick had been. “The rain was bitter cold. | don’t think we have to worry

about them encountering an attack any tinme soon.”

Marielle sinply nodded. |I’d been checking up on Erick, Laurren, and the ship
on a regul ar basis over the |last few days and she’d grown accustoned to odd
reactions, such as nme feeling bitterly cold or wet . . . or nauseous. | didn't
react well to the novenments of the deck. Marielle had started bringing

bl ankets and hot tea to the throne room

And then there was the weakness. The longer | Reached, and the |onger | stayed
out, the nore ny body reacted when | returned. At first, it hadn't been
anything nore than a sense of fatigue, as if | hadn't slept in days. But the
farther Erick and Laurren traveled from Amenkor, the nore exhausted I'd felt,
until now when | returned ny linbs trenmbled, as if ny muscl es had been abused,



as if I'd just spent the last few hours working with Westen instead of sitting
on the throne.

Mariell e handed ne a steami ng cup and | sipped, letting the warm soothing
liquid and hot steamtake away the chills as | recovered, ignoring the trenors
i n ny hands.

“How far south are they?” Keven asked. He was broader of shoul der than Erick
heftier, and held hinmself nore rel axed than nost of the guardsmen of higher
ranking in the palace. He didn't exude the sane sense of dangerous cal mthat
envel oped Erick, since he hadn't been trained as a Seeker, but |ike Erick he
felt solid, imovable, and always alert.

“Sonmewhere near Ural.”

Keven grunted. “That's a third of the way to Venitte. They' re entering the
prime target area now. Mst of the ships that have vani shed have done so
there.”

Whi ch neant 1'd have to keep a closer eye on the ship fromnow on. | sighed.
Using the throne in this manner was exhausti ng.

No | onger feeling so cold and wet, | handed the cup of tea back to Marielle
and nodded to Keven and his nen.

“Avrell, Nathem and the rest of the merchants are neeting in the upper city

shortly to begin the inventory of the warehouses. Get an escort ready.”

Keven bowed, then notioned to one of his nmen, who inmedi ately headed toward
the throne room doors.

Marielle came to retrieve the bl anket.

W net another five guardsmen at the gates to the middle ward, effectively
doubl i ng ny guard, then headed on foot toward the nerchants’ guild hall. As we
passed through the mddl e ward, the people on the street stepped out of our
way, nost with a short bow of respect or a quick tracing of the Skewed Throne
across their chest. | watched themall closely, saw the signs of the rationing
in their faces, a | ook of haggardness. But nobst of these people had their own
stores put back and were living off of that. They had no need of what was
stored in the warehouses or came fromthe kitchens yet.

When we reached the nerchants’ guild, Keven led Marielle and me through an
arched entryway into the back courtyard, then into the hall itself through a
back entrance. | couldn’t help thinking that this was how |'d entered the
guild hall the first tinme, as Borund’' s personal bodyguard. Borund had j ust

di scovered that the nerchant Charls was the one attenpting to kill him He'd
wanted Charls to know he knew, had brought ne along for protection . . . and
as a warning. It hadn’t worked.

W entered the main hall and | al nost gasped.

When | cane as a bodyguard to Borund, the hall had been crowded with merchants
and ship captains chatting, trading, doing business. It had bustled with
activity, the roar of conversation |oud, alnost overwhel ning

Now, the hall was al nost enpty. The huge support pillars and tall ceilings
only made the enptiness nore pronounced. Light streamed down through thin

wi ndows, revealing a marble floor, scattered rugs, and a few chairs on the
edges of the roomfor nore private and rel axed conversations. Tapestries and
banners hung fromthe walls or in between the support pillars, linmp and
forlorn. The entire roomsnelled nusty w th disuse.

On the far side of the room near a set of stairs leading up to a second

| evel, Avrell and Nat hem were gat hered together w th Borund, Regin, Yvan, and
a few |l esser merchants. Their conversation echoed in the open hall, the sounds
strangely intrusive.

“—ather sinple, Yvan,” Avrell was saying as we approached, his voice tight.
“Some of the stores have gone mssing. W want to know why and who’s been
taking them In order to do that, we need to know about everything that's

m ssing. So the Mstress has ordered that an inventory be done of all of the
war ehouses. All of the warehouses. To be inventoried today. Is that
under st ood?”

Yvan snatched the master list that Avrell was hol ding out toward him al nost
ri pping the paper in the process. H s eyes shot daggers. “Yes. Perfectly.”



“Good. | want a conprehensive list of everything that’'s nmissing by this

eveni ng.”

Grunbling, nost of the nerchants took their lists and began to filter out, the
majority giving orders to apprentices as they left. Yvan passed his list to
his apprentice without |ooking at it, then began a slow, awkward walk to the
exit, his heavy formlunbering al ong. He was breathing hard before he nade it
hal fway across the room

Regi n stayed behind. “Sone of us have nore than one warehouse under our
control,” he said, “as well as our personal estates.”

“I know.” Avrell handed hima list. “Nathemis going to oversee the Priem

war ehouse while you handl e the Duncet warehouse and your own estates. |I'IIl be
taki ng care of Yvan's second warehouse.”

“And the warehouse on Lirion Street?”

“Borund is handling that, as well as the warehouse on the Dredge.”

Regi n nodded. “Very well. 1’1l have the list ready by this evening.” He

foll omed Yvan, noving swiftly.

Avrel |l sighed heavily as he left, then caught sight of me. He visibly gathered

hi nsel f together, but his face | ooked weary. “Mstress. | didn't expect to see
you here.”

“l thought perhaps | could help,” | said, as the escort cane to a halt.

Avrell relaxed slightly. “Of course. In fact, | can have you deal wth

Borund’ s war ehouse on the Dredge, while he handles the one on Lirion Street,
if that’s all right with hinP”

Borund grunted. “Be my guest. |’ve got enough to do at Lirion.”
Avrell handed over the appropriate list, then asked quietly, “The ship?”
“Heading into a storm” | couldn’'t keep a note of worry fromny voice.

Borund nodded. “Mathew knows what he’s doing. They' Il be fine.”
The group broke, Avrell and Nathem setting off for the lower city, Borund

turning toward Lirion Street in the nmddle ward. | headed toward the Dredge,
Keven, Marielle, and the escort in tow
When we reached the warehouse, it was bustling with activity. | paused to

watch the flow of workers, then caught the arm of one of them as he passed.
“Who’s in charge here now?”

The man | ooked annoyed until he noticed the escort and realized who | was. He
i medi ately knelt and bowed down, al nost reverentially. “WIliam Mstress.”
He pointed toward the left side of the warehouse w thout |ooking up

My heart sank, and | suddenly regretted offering to help. | should have stayed
up in the palace, working on nmathematics or sonething.

As | hesitated, | caught Marielle’ s eye. She glared at me, then notioned
toward the kneeling man with her head.

“Ch!” | said. Then | frowned, reaching down to touch the man’s head awkwardly.
“Thank you.”

The man ducked his head, then backed away in a half crouch before turning and
fleeing back into the warehouse with a stunned | ook of awe.

| shook ny head, glanced down at the sheet of paper in my hand, then sighed.
Gat hering nyself together, | went in search of WIliam

He was working in the back section of the building, ordering workers around
while consulting a list of his own. H's hair was as wild as | renmenbered it
fromthe first tine 1’d seen himon the dock, but he'd changed. He stood
strai ght, shoul ders back, head high, gestured with his arns as he spoke. He
seened taller somehow, nore visible. Before, he’d always been a part of
Borund’ s shadow, but here, in the warehouse, w thout Borund around

“No, no, no!” he said, waving his arns to catch the worker’'s attention and
stop him “I said put that in the second section, not the third. It should be
stacked with the dried peas.”

The worker had stopped, but he wasn’t paying any attention to Wlliam He was
gawki ng at me and ny entourage.

“Wel |l ?” WIlliamsaid, frowning in exasperation. “Wy aren’t you novi ng?”

The worker nodded in ny direction.

WIlliamturned, then froze, a |look of terrified shock passing across his face



bef ore he conposed it into a blank expression. He funbled briefly with his
papers, then forced his hands to stop nmoving, and drew in a deep breath.
“Mstress, what can | do for you?”

“I"'mhere to take inventory.”

“Ah,” WIliamsaid, then paused. A |ook of confusion crossed his face. “I

t hought Borund was going to do that?”

“He was. | volunteered to help, and they gave nme this warehouse.”

“Ah,” WIIliam said again.

Anot her pause, this one | ong enough to becone awkward.

| glanced around the warehouse, at the stacked crates and barrels. “Shouldn’t
we get started?”

Williamjunmped as if 1'd pinched him then nervously turned around. “Of
course, of course. Let ne just . . .” He spotted the worker, who still stood
gawki ng. “Harold! Take that to section two!”

The worker jerked, munbl ed something indistinct, then vani shed behind a stack
of crates.

WIlliamturned again. “Let me just . . . get rid of these papers. Yes. And
then we can get started.” He started to put the papers back into sone type of
order, but they becane even nore disorganized. Finally, he gave up, shoved
theminto a heap, and said, “Follow ne.”

He | ed us back to the front of the warehouse where he had a table set up with
extra paper, ink, and a chair set up like a desk. He put the | oose papers down
on the desk, then turned. He seemed to have conposed hinself on the way to the
desk.

“How do you want to proceed?” he asked.

| shrugged. “However you want. You' re in charge of the warehouse.”

He hesitated again, |ooked at ne as if he thought | was trying to trick him

somehow, then he straightened. “First, we’'ll have to keep everyone not doi ng
i nventory out of the warehouse.”
“Very well.”

Wlliamcalled all of the workers to the front of the building, then sent the
majority of them away on other tasks on the Dredge, or transferred themto the
comunal ovens or the docks. Those that remai ned were nmen and wonmen who coul d
count and a few who could read. He broke these up into teans and di spat ched
themto various places in the building to count crates. Only two of those
present could wite. These he kept near the front of the warehouse to record

t he amounts and types of food and supplies each team had count ed.

Once the teans were dispatched, he turned to ne.

“How | ong do you expect this to take?” | asked.

Wl liam shrugged. “A couple of hours at nost. W have quite a few teans.”

“l see.”

From t he back of the warehouse, | could hear the teans beginning to call out
nunbers and foodst ocks.

| frowned at Wlliam “l can count, you know.”

He stared at me in inconprehension

| sighed. “I came down here to help. Way don't we forma team and start
counti ng?”

Li ght dawned. “Of course! | didn't think. . . .” He trailed off, then shook
hinmself. “Of course. Follow ne, we'll start on the second floor.”

He headed toward the back of the warehouse again. Before follow ng, | notioned
to Keven. “Have the escort watch the warehouse. | don't think I’'Il need an

entourage to hel p ne count boxes.”

“I"lIl stay with you,” he said, with a tone that suggested |I’'d better not
argue. | gave himan irritated glare, but he only smled.

As he sent the other guardsnen to patrol the warehouse, Marielle shifted
cl oser, grinning hugely, her eyes sparkling.

“What ?”

She | eaned in close and whi spered, “He |ikes you.”

“Who, Keven?”

“No,” Marielle said, rolling her eyes in disgust. “WIlliam?"”



| shot her a dark frown, but deep inside sonething surged upward-hope and
dread and a queasy excitenment that warmed ny bl ood and tightened ny chest,
maki ng it harder to breathe.

Then | renenbered Wlliams ook in the tavern after 1’'d gutted the assassin
that had tried to kill Borund. Horror and revul sion had contorted his face,
obvi ous through the shock. He’'d had the sane | ook when he realized | was going
to kill Al endor.

“No,” | said, trying to crush the roiling hope in ny chest. “He despises nme.”
Mariell e seemed surprised at the harshness in ny voice, taking a small step
backward. But then the knowi ng grin returned, sonewhat subdued.

“I don’t think so,” she said. Then she swept past ne, following WIIiam

| glanced toward Keven, who pretended he hadn’t heard. But the twitch at the
corner of his mouth gave hi m away.

| snorted, then headed for the stairs.

W began at the southern corner of the floor. |I clanbered up to the top of the
stacked crates, Marielle follow ng, surprising both WIIliamand Keven. Then we
began wor ki ng our way northward, Marielle and | counting as we went, calling
down nunbers to WIliam bel ow Keven dealt with the crates closer to the
floor, Wlliamreading the |abels. The tops of the stacks were dusty and
filled with cobwebs, and both Marielle and | were covered and sneezing in fits
by the time we reached the end of the first stack. Crouching and straddling
the crates as we noved down the Iine was al so hard work, and soon we were
drenched in sweat. But it was the first tinme that either of us had done
anyt hi ng outside of attend neetings in the palace or train using the Sight in
t he gardens—er the dagger under Westen’'s eye for ne—n a |long while. The sheer
novel ty of manual |abor was exhil arating.

W clinbed dowmmn fromthe first stack and burst out |aughing as we saw each
other in the full light. Both Keven and WIliamwere grinning as well. Dusting
ourselves off, we noved to the second section

The hours went by quickly. At one point, Mrielle claimd exhaustion, and so
Williamclinbed up to the top as she took over recording the results. At

first, having Wlliamthat close, in such a confined area, felt unconfortable.
But as soon as we began counting, that awkwardness faded. For the first tine

since we’'d known each other, | was not a bodyguard or assassin or the
Mstress. | was sinply Varis.
As we reached the end of the last stack, | shifted to the edge of the crates

and sat, legs dangling. | was breathing heavily, nmy white shirt stained a drab
gray, nmy breeches caked a uniformbrown with the combi ned sweat and dust.
WIlliamnmoved to sit down beside ne, breathing hard as well. He had cobwebs
caught in his hair, his face smeared with dust and grit and sweat. But his
eyes were bright.

He turned toward nme and the strange exhilaration I thought |I had crushed cane
back, pounding in nmy chest.

He smiled and | grinned in return.

“You should come up to the palace nore often,” | said, and instantly cursed
nysel f.
Hs smle faltered, then steadied. “Perhaps | will fromnow on.”

Down bel ow, Marielle shouted, “W're all done down here. Wat are you two
doi ng up there?”

W | eaned over the edge, peering down at Marielle' s and Keven's upturned
faces. Marielle was smiling. Alittle twisted smle. She raised her eyebrows
suggestively, and | replied with a heated gl are.

Leani ng back, | sighed. “I suppose we should clinb back down, see how the rest
of the teans are doing.” But | realized | didn't want to go. Not yet. | wanted
to stay there, with Wlliam covered in dust and cobwebs, the taste of grit in
my mouth, the scent of nmy own sweat and his sharp in ny nostrils.
WIlliamgrunted, hesitated a nmonment, then tw sted and began cli nbi ng down.

| watched the top of his head for a nonent, strangely disappointed, then
fol | oned.

Al'l of the other teanms were finished. Wlliamcollected all of the lists and



sat down at his desk to begin conparing themto the naster list. My stonmach
growmed, and | realized | hadn't eaten anything since that norning. The

i nventory had taken up nost of the day. It was al nost dusk. But | ooking around
at all of the exhausted faces of the workers fromthe Dredge, all beginning to
take on the edges of strict rationing, | found |I didn't mnd. |I'd gone days in
the slums w thout eating, knew | would survive a little hunger now.

| turned back to WIIliamwhen he grunted. He | eaned back fromhis lists, held
themup to scan them again, then turned, surprised.

“Well?” 1 asked.

He shook his head in disbelief. “There’s nothing nmissing. Everything that's
supposed to be here . . . is here.”

Chapter 9

"WELL, THAT' S CERTAINLY NOT TRUE at the rest of the warehouses.” Avrell paced
back and forth on the garden path as he funed, his hands tucked in the sleeves
of his dark blue robes, his head bowed forward.

| glanced toward Eryn, seated on the stone bench beside ne. |1’'d never seen
Avrell so agitated, so angry; not even when he'd thought Eryn had tricked him
somehow by snmuggling in the Capthian wine wthout his know edge. | seethed

wi th anger nyself, but unlike Avrell, | found nyself retreating into nyself,
reverting to old habits: 1'd beconme deceptively calm my hand itching for ny
dagger. But Avrell and Eryn weren’t the ones responsible for the mssing food,
and so | waited, the anger held tight and controlled inside ne.

“How bad is it?” Eryn asked.

Avrell paused in his pacing, |ooked up at her, at nme, then spat inirritation
and waved t he question toward nme before continuing.

| straightened, thought about the reports fromthe individual warehouses that
had come in throughout the evening and night yesterday, then began

“It’s bad,” | said grimy. “The worst warehouse hit was the one on Havel
Street, near the wharf. Twenty casks of wi ne and al nost forty crates and
barrel s of assorted food—pickles, beans, and dried meats—waere m ssing. The
Pri em war ehouse had thirty barrels mssing, including the salted fish we knew
about earlier. Both warehouses on Lirion Street and Tenpest Row were m ssing
foodstocks as well. In fact, all of the warehouses established after the fire
in the warehouse district have somet hing m ssing, except the warehouse we set
up on the Dredge.”

Avrell snorted. “The one warehouse you woul d have thought woul d have been
robbed blind by now”

I shot hima glare of nixed anger and irritation. He grinmaced and had the
grace to | ook enbarrassed.
“That is rather curious,”
| turned the glare on her
She shrugged. “Way is it that the warehouse on the Dredge isn’'t m ssing
anyt hi ng? Whoever is taking the food is obviously not afraid, nor stupid. And
they rmust be well organi zed. Look at how nuch has gone nissing already, and
we' ve just now noticed. Wiy is it that they' ve left the Dredge stores al one?”
“Probably because they would have been seen,” | said bitterly.

Avrell frowned. “They should have been seen no matter what warehouse they
chose. W have guardsnmen posted at all of them And Darryn is watching the

war ehouse on the Dredge with his mlitia.”

Eryn shook her head. “But not all the tinme. And besides, guardsmen can be paid
to |l ook the other way, bribed with noney or perhaps even some of the food
that’s being taken. The guardsmen aren’t all reliable.”

“I didn’t nean they' d be seen by the guardsnmen,” | said, annoyed that they
didn’t understand. “I meant that nothing goes unnoticed in the sluns. There's
al ways soneone wat chi ng, whether you can see themor not. The streets are
never enpty, even when Darryn and his militia aren’t there. If sonmeone had
tried to take something fromthe warehouse, they wouldn’'t have lasted ten

m nut es. Someone el se woul d have seen them and reported it, or killed them and
run off with the food thensel ves. W’ d have found bodies. And soneone woul d

Eryn said.



have seen that as well. And eventually someone woul d have told Darryn.” |
shook ny head. “No, whoever is taking the food knows that they d never get
away with stealing fromthe Dredge. They' d find thenselves with their throat
slit, their body dunped in a back alley somewhere, probably with Darryn’'s

perm ssion.” | sighed. “Besides, the people of the slums have too nmuch
invested in that food. It’s the only chance they have of surviving the w nter
Most of themwon’t be willing to risk that, and they won't be willing to |et

anyone else steal it fromthemeither. The warehouse on the Dredge is probably
t he saf est warehouse in the city.”

Avrell and Eryn nulled this over quietly. Finally, Avrell sighed and settled
down beside Eryn on the stone bench. He picked at invisible dirt on his robe.
“So how are they getting the food out?” he asked. “It’s not like they're
lifting a few | oaves of bread or an apple. They' re taking entire crates. That
requi res wagons, and nen to do the work.”

“Some of the guardsmen nust be involved,” Eryn added. “Mrre than a few, since
nore than one warehouse has been hit.”

Avrell shifted in his seat. “W can’t conpare the lists of which guardsnen
wer e wor ki ng whi ch war ehouses, because we don’t know when the food was taken.
And at | east one of each of the nmerchants’ warehouses was hit, so we can’t
narrow it down that way. None of their personal estates reported anything

m ssing either, probably because nost of the nerchants have manses behi nd

encl osed walls.”

| stared across the gardens, through the few denuded branches of the trees and
shrubs, to where Keven stood watching us froma discreet distance. “Erick said
I could trust Keven and the guardsmen he chose for ny personal guard before he
left,” I said. “I'll ask themto question sone of the other guardsnen

qui etl y—bot h pal ace and city guardsnmen—and see what they can find out. Maybe
some of the other guardsmen have seen sonet hing suspicious.”

Avrell nodded. “That may give us sonewhere to start |ooking.”

| felt my tightly controlled anger slip a little. “So who did it? | don't care

how they did it, | just want to know who it was. And where the food is now. |
want that food back.”
Avrell |ooked up at the sharpness in ny tone. “My guess woul d be one of the

nmer chants. Regin, Yvan, Borund, and the |esser merchants all have unquesti oned
access to the warehouses. All they have to do is show up with a cart and tel
the guardsmen they' re there to nmove sone of the food to a different warehouse.
They coul d even have papers. It wouldn't matter. Mst of the guardsnen can't
read, and there’s no reason for themto doubt the nerchants in the first

pl ace. W’ ve noved hundreds of supplies that way already, alnost on a daily
basis. So even if we find some guardsnman who thi nks he saw sonet hi ng
suspi ci ous, we can’'t prove anything.”

“But she doesn’t need to prove anything,” Eryn said, one eyebrow rising
slightly. “She’s the Mstress.”

| thought about that for a noment, then shook ny head. “I’mnot going to raid
every merchant’s estate | ooking for the mssing food. Especially since we
don’t even know it was a merchant in the first place.”

Eryn's eyes darkened. “You nmay have to,” she said. “Not everything you'll be
forced to do as Mstress will be fair, Varis.”

| stiffened in defiance, then realized Eryn wasn't trying to force nme to
change ny nmind. She was sinply offering advice.

And she was deadly serious.

| forced the tension in ny shoulders to relax. “I’d rather have sone type of
reason before | act right now,” | said. “But | will act when |I have to.” It
wasn’t a concession, but it let her know I'd heard what she neant.

Eryn held ny gaze a nonent nore, then nodded.

Al three of us lapsed into thoughtful silence, a cloud drifting over the sun
hi gh above.

Eryn's shoul ders tightened. “What if you used the throne?”

| frowned. “Wat do you mean?”

She strai ghtened up even nore, her eyes alight. “lI mean use the throne. It’'s



connected to the city. You can use it to see individual streets, the people on
those streets, get a feel for their enotions. Wiy not use it to search out
each of the nerchant’s estates individually? They d never know. ”

“Then what ?” Avrell asked.

Eryn snorted as if the answer were obvious.

“You raid that nerchant’s estate,” she said.

The anger 1’d been holding in check | eaped forward at the idea. | stood up
abruptly, the weight of my dagger pressing into nmy back where it was tucked
into ny belt. Energy seened to bleed off nme, the same sensation I'd felt

wor ki ng in the warehouse the day before. 1'd been trapped in the palace and in
politics too long, inactive. | needed to nove, to hunt, and here was ny
opportunity.

“Where are you goi ng?” Avrell called frombehind me. | was al ready hal f way
across the garden.

Wthout slowing, | said, “To the throne room”

The city’'s life pulsed around ne and for a long nonment | let myself sinply

float in it, the eddies and currents soothing. The black despair 1'd felt in
the slums i mediately after assuming the role of Mstress had lifted with the
stationing of a warehouse and kitchen in that area, with the creation of the
Dredge militia, and with the work force that traveled daily fromthe sluns to
t he burned-out warehouse district. Construction there had sl owed since the
readi |y avail able stone had run out, but now teans of carts and workers
streamed fromthe city to the northern quarry and the Dredge, so the building
continued. The roiling fear that had hovered over the city since the com ng of
the Wiite Fire had abated.

| gathered nyself and pushed hi gher above the city, turned south to where the
flickering Fires that I’'d placed inside Erick and Laurren could be seen. At
this distance, they appeared as a single flane, with no way to distinguish
between them | thought about taking a monment to check up on the ship, but ny
anger over the nmissing stores pulled nme back down to the city.

| wanted to know who had stolen that food.

| started with Borund’s estates. Not because | didn't trust him4 didn t think
he’ d taken anythi ng—but because | was nore famliar with them As his
bodyguard, 1'd escorted hi meverywhere, to all of his warehouses, all of his
buildings in the city. He'd lost a significant portion of his warehouses near
the wharf in the fire, but there were still a fewleft. | started with those.
Ski mm ng over the wharf, over the flow of the people on the docks and worKking
on the ships, | slid down and down and slowed until |I'd settled into the
currents on the main thoroughfare. Waving in and out anong the people, | cane
swiftly to the first warehouse, slipped through the hal f-open doorway and

i nsi de.

A few nen and wonen were novi ng anong the boxes and crates, but | soon decided
t hey were doi ng nothing suspicious and so | drifted down anpbng the stacks of
supplies, the crates closing in overhead, nmuting the sounds of the other
workers. After a few feet, weaving in and out anongst the crates, the stacks
reaching alnmost to the ceiling, | felt totally isolated and a little

cl austrophobi c. The scent of straw struck ne, and | shuddered, felt sweat
break out on ny forehead and in ny arnpits. Unconsciously, | gripped ny dagger
tighter. Then | realized why.

I"d chased Cristoph into a warehouse exactly like this after his anbush had
failed, had killed himanong the warren of paths anmpbng the crates. In his
attenpt to stop me, he’d flung his oil lantern at ne and started the fire that
consumed over half of the warehouse district. Al to keep ne fromkilling his
father, Al endor; and to avenge his friend, who 1'd killed earlier on the wharf
when Cristoph tried to rape ne.

| halted in the mddle of the crates at the nenory, but shook nyself and
shoved the nenory aside. It was useless to dwell on it. Al endor was gone, had
fled the city according to Avrell’s network of spies; and Cristoph was dead.
Pushi ng forward, | continued nmy scouting of the warehouse, ignoring the
pungent scent of straw and oil.



When |'d conpleted a circuit of the warehouse, 1'd found nothing out of place.
| scanned it again once, watched the workers a nonent nore, then shrugged and
pushed up out of the building and down the street to the next warehouse.

It was the sane as the first. Wen | finished with Borund s warehouses near
the wharf, | noved to his personal estate.

The manse was just as | remenbered it. Gerrold manned the estate with the help
of Lizbeth and Gart, the stabl eboy. | paused to watch Gerrold let Borund in at
t he gates, Borund di snmounting and handing the reins of his horse off to Gart.
Then | went inside, scanned the roons downstairs, ducked into the kitchens and
down the back staircase to the cellar where rough-woven sacks of the
essenti al s—+ice and barl ey—and strings of vegetables hung fromthe rafters. |
scanned through all of the food stores, but found nothing that seened out of
the ordinary. No hidden crates of wi ne, no stacked barrels of salted fish.

| moved back upstairs, then to the second floor. | paused in ny old room
stared at the bed, the dresser, the table and chair. Nothing rmuch had changed.
| found Lizbeth in Borund’s room fussing with the bedcovers, folding them
over just so before noving on to pull the curtains back fromthe w ndows to
let in the midnorning sunlight.

| stayed the longest in Wllianms rooms. Lizbeth had al ready been there, the
bed al ready made, the curtains pulled back so that sunlight lit the entire

space. | edged up to the desk, stared down at the sheets of paper scattered
over its surface. Lists of goods and prices, with sources witten in tight,
legible script in neat colums. | sniled as | renenmber Borund telling nme how

much W1 Iiam had hated keeping track of everything when he’d first arrived as
the nmerchant’s apprentice. Now, he kept everything nore organi zed t han Borund
hi nmsel f.

A piece of paper that seemed out of place caught ny eye and | shifted to the
back corner of the desk. It was a sketch of some sort, a draw ng

I frowned, |eaned forward for a closer |ook—

Then jerked back with a gasp of surprise, my heart thudding in ny chest.

It was a sketch of ne, of my face.

Quilt surged through me, and | quickly scanned the roomto see if anyone had
noti ced, unconsciously sinking into a defensive stance. But of course no one
was there, and they couldn’t have seen nme even if they were. | wasn’t actually
in Wlliams room | was back in the palace, sitting on the throne, Avrell
Eryn, and Keven wat chi ng over ne.

My heart settling a little, | turned back to the sketch, reached out to touch
it, but then withdrew ny hand.

| hadn’t known WIliamcould draw, even after living in the sane house with
himfor alnost two years. All 1'd ever seen himdo was work on lists for
Borund—nventories and sal es records.

I looked more closely at the face. It was definitely me. Straight dark hair
cropped about shoul der length on either side of a narrow face. A few tendrils
fell over my eyes even though ny bangs were trinmed short, and | felt an urge
to reach forward and brush them out of the way, as Erick always did to ne. My
head was tilted a little to one side, my eyes questioning, a few creases

bet ween ny eyebrows. | had the faintest hint of a snmle, the entire expression
on ny face making it seemas if | was uncertain whether | was supposed to be

| aughi ng or not.

| | eaned back. Was this what WIIliam saw when he | ooked at ne? It wasn't what

| expected. It wasn't hard, or cold, or angry. | didn't see the edges | saw in
Erick’s face, the edges | associated with being a Seeker. | didn’t see the

cal cul at ed deadl i ness of a Seeker either

I withdrew fromthe manse, paused on the street outside, watched the people
wal ki ng by without really seeing them

Perhaps Marielle was right. Perhaps Wlliamdidn’t | ook at ne and see a

di sgusting, col d-blooded killer, someone who’'d hunted for marks as a Seeker on
t he Dredge, soneone who'd killed on command for Borund and Avrell later on

On the street, a man al nost wal ked into ne, but before | could react he
stepped to one side for no apparent reason, the flows on the river forcing him



around ne. | watched himas he continued on, his sudden deviation not even
regi stering on his face. But he'd interrupted nmy thoughts on Wlliam and
suddenly renmenbered what | was here for

Borund was cleared as far as | was concerned. Tinme to nove on to the other
nmer chant s.

| spent the next few hours scouring warehouses and buil di ngs that had been
converted i nto warehouses after the fire, as well as the personal estates of
each of the nerchants. Mst of the warehouses were uninteresting, workers
shifting goods or handing themoff to the kitchens. At one warehouse, goods

were being | oaded onto a cart. | waited until all of the sacks of grain were
| oaded, then followed the cart, hoping that it would lead me to the thief, but
it halted at the mll, the grain they unloaded to be ground into flour for use

at the comunal ovens.
| sighed and continued searchi ng.
The estates were nore interesting, servants noving out and about at various

tasks, the nmerchants in nmeetings. | saw stabl eboys snoring, shovels dropped
forgotten at their feet; nmaids giggling as they worked, passing al ong gossip;
cooks bellowi ng out orders in stifling kitchens. Once, | intruded on a

guardsman and a maid in a tryst on the second floor of a manse, the guardsnan
hi ssing for qui et when the wonan squeal ed and giggled in delight.

Towar d dusk, the sun beginning to set on the nountains far to the east,
exhaustion |ying heavy on ny shoulders, | slid down the back stairs of the

| ast manse and pushed through the door at the bottom

| blinked into the darkness of the cellar, noticed the sharp scent of freshly

turned dirt before ny eyes adjusted. As soon as | could see, | stepped into
the earthen room past a sack of wal nuts, a bushel of dried apples, a string
of garlic.

Not hi ng out of the ordinary. Except | could still snell the scent of fresh
earth.

Al of the other cellars had snelled of old earth, dry and packed down wth
use.

| scanned the room breathing in deeply, then noved to the right, where the
scent seenmed strongest.

| halted before a stack of barrels and gl anced down at the earthen fl oor

The barrels had recently been shifted. There was a gouge in the floor, and a
pile of |Ioose dirt on the hard-packed earth of the cellar floor

| stepped toward the barrels, slid al ong one side and behi nd—

And entered a narrow tunnel

The scent of new earth was dense here, al npbst overpowering.

Crouchi ng down instinctively, even though the roof was hi gh enough for ne to

wal k upright, | noved down the tunnel, energing into another roomafter only
ten paces.

A room packed with crates and sacks stacked to head-height in the narrow
space.

The anger 1'd felt since |1'd |l earned that soneone was stealing fromthe

war ehouses—an anger that had died down during the course of the day and the

| ong hours of fruitless searching—+esurfaced with a rush of heat to ny chest.
My jaw tightened; my nostrils flared.

Wt hout thought, | pushed mnmyself out of the nmanse, up above the city, and
rushed back to the throne room | had a nonent to notice that Eryn had left,
that only Avrell and Keven renai ned, and that someone had brought in a tray of
food, and then | settled back into ny body and pushed nyself up off of the

t hr one.

Both Avrell and Keven gave a start at the sudden novenent, Keven reaching for
his sword before settling back down. Avrell lurched up fromhis seat on the
stone steps of the dais.

“What did you find? Do you know who’s taken the food?”

| caught both his and Keven' s gaze.

“It’s Yvan,” | said, and the contenpt in ny voice nade Avrell step back a
pace.



It took Baill alnobst a full day to organize enough nen for the raid on Yvan's
estates. Wen I'd told him he' d seened surprised, but then his face had gone
bl ank, the sane expressionless facade he’d worn when I'd first seen him as
Borund’ s bodyguard and he had barred our entrance into the pal ace.

Except he still seened exhaust ed.
Noticing the dark snudges around his eyes, |I'd said, “You should get sone
rest. I can have Captain Catrell plan the raid.”

“No!” he’'d barked, his eyes glinting. As | raised ny eyebrows at the harshness
of his tone, he scrubbed at his face with both hands, then placed themflat on

t he desk before him “I mean, no, Mstress. Captain Catrell is currently busy
el sewhere. 1’1 have the nmen ready by this evening.”

Now Avrell, Baill, nyself, Keven, and an entourage of twenty pal ace guardsmnen
hid in an alley in the outer ward where nost of the merchants lived. At the
entrance to the alley, Baill peered around the corner, his hand resting
lightly on the pormel of his sword, searching the darkness. The sky overhead
was cl oudl ess, the night Iit by an alnost full noon. Baill no |onger acted

exhaust ed, although the dark smudges remai ned.

| watched himquietly, already beneath the river, the currents surging around
me. All of the men were tense, their enptions wild and erratic. Arnor clinked
and clothing rustled as they shifted nervously. W' d been waiting for over an
hour as the rest of the guardsmen noved into place on the remnaining sides of
the wall that surrounded Yvan's manse. W al ready knew he was in residence;
he’ d been driven through the main gates in his carriage a few nonents after
we'd entered the alley, and the rest of the group broke off for their own
positions.

Bai |l nodded at a signal from soneone | couldn't see, then pulled back from
the alley’'s entrance. The rest of the guardsnen edged closer to listen in.
“Everyone is in position,” he said. “They’ ve closed and | ocked the mai n gates,
so we’'ll have to batter those down.”

“Leave the gates to ne,” | said, voice hard. Wthout conscious thought, 1'd
slipped back into my role as a Seeker, a bodyguard.

Baill frowned and gl anced down to where | idly swng ny dagger through various
noves with one hand. | hadn't even realized I'd drawn it. “Mstress?”

| caught and held his gaze. “I’'Il handle the gate,” | repeated. “It won't be a

problemas long as you put ne in the lead.”

He suddenly realized that | meant to be part of the party entering the walls,
that | didn’t intend to wait in the alley until everything was over. He
shifted unconfortably, seemed about to protest but sucked in a breath instead,
trapped between ny intense gaze and the fact that | was the M stress, someone
he shoul d be protecting at all costs. He shot a hopeful glance at Keven,
expecting himto intercede as ny personal bodyguard, but Keven only shrugged.
Finally, Baill grunted in disgust and nodded toward Avrell. “And you?”

Avrell shook his head. “I’'Il come in after everything has settled down.”

“Very well. | don’t expect much resistance.”

“He m ght have a few bodyguards,” | said. “Mst of the nerchants had them by
the tine we ended Al endor’s consortium But that’s all. They shouldn't be a
probl em”

“Very well,” Baill said again, |ooking over the rest of the guardsnen,
catching their eyes, making certain they were ready. He didn’t gl ance at Keven
or Avrell, his gaze ending on nme. “After you.”

| nodded in acknow edgnent, then stepped out fromthe alley.

Yvan’s manse stood at the end of the street, the main gates opening directly
onto the cobbl estone road. Stone walls ran parallel to the cross street in
both directions fromthe large arch of the wooden doors of the entranceway. As
| came out of the alley, dagger clutched in one hand, | paused, did a quick
scan of the area using the river, but sensed no one other than the guardsnen
in Baill's force. Satisfied, | started walking to the gate.

As | noved, | pulled the waters of the river tight before me, gathered it into
a solid wall of power. | felt Keven imrediately behind ne to nmy right, his
sword drawn. He snelled of earth and dew. Baill noved to the left, radiating



calmintent. The rest of the guardsnmen came up behind.

When we were ten paces fromthe cl osed wooden gates, | paused. Jaw cl enchi ng,
all of the fury |I felt toward Yvan pounding in ny blood, | punched the

gat hered power of the river forward.

The gates exploded inward with a rending shriek of twi sted netal and
splintering wood. A sharp crack followed as the stone surroundi ng the hinges
shattered, debris pattering to the cobbles of the street, the gates crashing
to the ground in the garden beyond the wall. Al of the guardsmen junped—ene
cried out—but neither Keven nor Baill faltered.

Then we were through the gate, into the outer garden, picking our way over the
broken debris, a | oose stone path running fromthe street up to the front door
of the nmanse. Candlelight burned in nost of the downstairs w ndows. As soon as

we entered the garden, Baill's men scattered to the left and right, streaking
toward the other entrances, where the rest of the group were waiting for the
doors to be unlatched. Only seven guardsnmen remained with Baill, Keven, and
ne

Shouts began to filter through the night, com ng fromthe back of the manse,
where the carriage house and stables woul d be.

“He’ Il try to make a break for it as soon as he realizes what’s going on,”
Keven sai d.
| nodded. | didn’t intend to give himthe chance.

W reached the stone steps that led to the double doors of the nanse.
Soneone—a servant —epened the front door and peered out into the darkness,
lantern raised high. Hs eyes wi dened as he saw ne, and he jerked back
Before he could react, Baill’'s guardsnmen | eaped up the steps, shoved through
t he hal f-open door and dragged himout onto the porch. He cried out, dropped
the I antern, which shattered on the ground and went out, and then one of the
guardsmen t hunped the struggling man over the head with the pormel of his
swor d.

Guardsmen held the doors open as Baill, Keven, and | entered, both escorting
guardsmen on edge, swords drawn. The foyer opened onto two flights of stairs
| eadi ng upward, and two doors to the left and right. A layout simlar to
Borund’s manse, but larger. And filled with ostentatious and el egant
furniture, rugs and tapestries and urns.

I frowned at the extravagant display of wealth.

“Where is he?” Baill asked.
| stood in the nmiddle of the foyer, glanced up, to the left. Wth the power of
the throne and the river, | could sense the fear of the servants as the

guardsmen worked their way through the nanse. The nen in the stable and
carriage house had al ready been taken, were being held outside behind the
manse. The servants in the kitchen had been cornered as well. A few others
were scattered throughout the house, mainly on the second floor, sone stil

asl eep.

But there was a small group of people off to the left.

“There are a few servants still left upstairs,” | said. Three guardsnen broke
of f and headed up the stairs. “Yvan is down here.”

| led the way, Keven and Baill a step behind. When we reached the cl osed door
| halted, let the guardsnen shift into position on either side, swords drawn.
The scent of sweat and fear lay thick on the river. | caught Baill’'s eye, then
nodded.

He stepped back, kicked the door in with a grunt. It burst open with a sharp
crack, the doorframe splintering. Inside, soneone gasped, and sonethi ng
shattered. Someone swore, followed by a flurry of activity and the sound of
swor ds bei ng drawn.

Then everyt hing went quiet.

Baill, Keven, and the renmaining guardsnen slid into the room stepping to

ei ther side of the open door

Then | entered.

It was a dining room the table alnost fifteen feet in length, running from
the door to the far side of the long room It was lined with enpty chairs and



platter upon platter of food. Candl es stood in candel abra on all sides and
down the center of the table. At the far end of the room Yvan sat at the head
of the table, a cloth napkin tucked into the front of his shirt, stained with
grease and sauce. He held the greasy leg of a chicken in his hands, staring
down the table at Baill and the guardsmen in horrified shock. Two bodyguards,
swords drawn, bodies tense, stood to either side of him protecting his
flanks. A servant trenbled to one side, the remains of a broken platter of
what | ooked |i ke sauced strips of pork staining the rug at his feet.

Yvan recovered qui ckly. Tossing the chicken | eg down on the heaping plate
before him he shifted forward, his face suffused with anger, grunting with
effort as he tried to stand. The servant |eaped forward to hel p, staggering
under Yvan's wei ght.

Gasping, breath short, Yvan bell owed, “What is the meaning of this?”

| glared at himin disgust, felt my anger triple as | breathed in the heady
scent of all of the food—ore food than had been served in the palace in the
| ast three days, nore food than nost of the people of Amenkor would see in a
week. | felt nyself trembling with rage.

“Take him” | said, surprised at how cal mny voi ce sounded.

Baill’s guardsnen noved down the length of the table. For a nonent, Yvan's
bodyguards hesitated, swords raised, and the river thickened with resistance.
But the bodyguards knew ne, knew Baill. d owering, they rel axed, sheathed
their swords and stepped aside, allow ng the guardsmen to surround Yvan. H s
servant noved swiftly out of the way.

When the guardsmen attenpted to grab Yvan's arns, he jerked out of their grip.
“How dare you touch nme!” he shrieked.

“How dare you pretend you’ ve done not hi ng when you' re gorging yourself on
enough food to feed half the barracks!” | barked, ny restraint finally broken
| felt Avrell enter the room behind me, heard himgasp at the sight of the
food on the table.

In a much deadlier tone, | asked, “Were did you get all of this?”

“I't comes fromny personal estate—=

“You stole it fromthe warehouses!” | shouted, cutting himoff, taking a step
forward, ny hand sl anmi ng down on the table. “You stole it from Anenkor!”

Yvan spluttered, face shocked. “I did no such thing!”

| snorted in disgust and notioned to Baill, who stood to one side, his eye on
t he bodyguards. “Bring himwth ne.”

| led the group down the hall into the kitchen, where even nore food was being
prepared. Behind, Baill and the guardsmen herded Yvan along as fast as his

bul k woul d allow. Avrell and Keven kept up with ne.

W descended into the cellars, Yvan’s servants scurrying to find | anterns at
Keven's direction.

“I don’t see anything out of place here,” Avrell said cautiously.

Keven sniffed the air. “What’'s that snell?”

“Freshly dug earth,” | said. | headed straight for the barrels that covered
the entrance to the second room
Wth Keven's help, | shoved aside the barrels covering the tunnel

One of the servants gasped. Keven ducked down into the tunnel, energed a
second later, his face grim
Avrell frowned, then ducked into the tunnel as well.

Baill, Yvan being forced down the stair ahead of himat sword point, appeared
in the cellar.
| glared at Yvan. “Now tell me you haven’t robbed Anenkor blind,” | grow ed.

Yvan strai ghtened where he stood, his mouth clanped shut. But his eyes bl azed
raw hatred

| shifted nmy gaze to Baill. “Take him back to the palace and hold him 1'1I]
deal with himlater.”

Baill jerked Yvan back, and for the first time a flicker of fear appeared in
Yvan's eyes. But before he could protest, Baill shoved himup the stairs.

| heaved a sigh of relief, felt pent-up anger and tension rel ease fromny
shoul ders in a wave. | let the river go.



Avrell reappeared, a worried frown creasing his forehead.

Bef ore he coul d speak, | said, “Seize everything. And search the rest of his
estate as well. | want to know everything that he s taken.”

Avrell nodded, but the concern rensined.

| caught Keven’'s gaze, exhaustion settling onto ny shoul ders |ike a bl anket.
|"d sustained nyself by sheer rage for the last two hours. Al | wanted to do
was craw into bed. “Let’s head back to the pal ace.”

Keven gathered a few of the other guardsnen as an escort, and we began to w nd
our way through the outer ward. The streets were quiet, only a few w ndows
still lit with the faint gl ow of lanterns or candles. Mst of the buildings
wer e dark, hidden behind their own |ow walls, everyone asl eep

I moved slowy, too weary fromthe day’'s activities to pick up the pace. As we
reached the gate to the niddle ward and began the trudge up the hill toward
the gates of the palace, | turned to stare at the inner walls, at the parts of
t he pal ace that could be seen beyond t hem

The walls of the pal ace seened to glow in the noonlight, the white stone

al nost silver. Large bowls of flaming oil were lit at intervals, and at
various spots on the pal ace—al ong the pronenade, on the tower—the fire
flapped fitfully in the breeze com ng off of the harbor

A sudden sense of the surreal stole over ne and | paused, the guardsnen
drawing to a halt. Keven nmoved to ny side, face creased with concern

“M stress?”

| shook ny head, gave hima withered snile. “It’'s nothing. I'mjust tired.”
“We could send for a horse, perhaps a carriage.”

| shook ny head. “No. I'mfine.”

| took one last |ook at the palace, then continued on

W passed through the inner gates into the courtyard, proceeded up the steps
of the pronenade and into the pal ace. Here there were nore people, servants
preparing for the coming day' s activities, guardsmen on the walls, page boys
and Servants novi ng about at odd tasks. We passed through the heavy set of
doubl e doors guarded by a phal anx of silent guardsnen into the M stress’ inner
sanct um-doors that had once been the outer gates of the original gray stone
pal ace—and turned toward mny personal chanbers.

As we passed by the throne room | paused again, then bowed nmy head.

“What is it?” Keven asked.

“l haven't checked in on Erick since yesterday norning.”

| hesitated, weariness draggi ng ny shoul ders down, but eventually | sighed.
“Just a quick look, to nake sure he's safe,” | said.

The guardsmen drew back the double doors and I nmade ny way down the aisle,
past the stone columms, then up the steps to the throne where it tw sted and
warped itself on the dais. As | settled into it, | alnmst changed ny m nd,

al nost decided | was too tired. But then the throne settled down into the

fam liar curved shape, nmy hands coming to rest on the front of the arms, and
felt the power rush through ne, the voices surrounding ne, the sound now

al nost soot hi ng.

| drew strength fromthem then lifted nyself up, searched out the Wite Fires
far, far to the south, and | eaped.

| skimmred over water, the waves undul ati ng beneath ne, alnost totally black in
the night, the moon Iike a cold silver coin on the darkness. | focused in on
the two White Fires ahead of me—ene scented with oranges, the other I|ike
lilies—both rushing toward me as | Reached, and then | saw a streaking flash
of fire, real fire, sawthe fleeting outline of three other ships . . . no
four! . . . inthe fiery afterglow of an explosion, felt a noment of
confusi on, of disorientation—

And then | dove into the orange-scented Fire.

| heard a scream a bellow of rage, heard swords clash and then suddenly a
man’ s body fell backward before ne, blood flying up to spatter ny face. |
shoved the dead guardsnan—ene of Baill’'s nen—aside with a grunt, raised nmy own
sword, felt the descendi ng bl ow shudder through my armas | caught it and
thrust it back with a heave, sending the attacker stunbling over another body,



and then suddenly I was in the clear

| gasped, wi ped ny face free of the blinding blood, and spun

The entire ship was being overtaken. One of the attacking ships had come up

al ongside, had tethered itself to The Muiden, nmen pouring over the side.

But not ordi nary nen.

Wthin the Fire, | lurched back in shock, withdrew even further as | realized
I was too entwined with Erick, with his emotions. Then | turned ny attention
back to the attack, fear shuddering through my body.

Soneone stunbled into Erick fromthe side, grabbed his armto steady hinself.
Erick jerked back, startled, raised his sword, then halted.

“In the Mstress’ nanme,” Mathew swore, voice thick with horror, “who are

t hey?”

And deep inside, | heard one of the voices—ene of the Seven, | thought,

per haps Cerri n—gasp, Gods, not them

Erick drewin a deep breath, tried to steady the dread and adrenal i ne that
coursed through him He shook his head. “lI don’t know.”

“They’' re sea-denons,” one of the crew gasped behind them bl ood running down
his face froma cut in his scalp. Hs eyes were wide with terror. “Sea-denons,
fromthe tales!”

Eri ck watched as nore of them poured off the sleek ship tethered to The

Mai den. They were short, dressed in | oose clothing, alnost like silk, in a
riot of colors, with armor underneath. They screamed as they struck—high

pi ercing ululations, black hair flying as they junmped fromone ship to the
other, strangely curved swords glinting in the fires all along the deck. Mbst
were covered with tattoos, along their arnms, on their faces. A few wore

neckl aces of shells.

But the nost telling feature, the thing that struck horror into Erick s gut,
into ny gut, was their skin. It was a pale, pale blue, like a winter sky.

Deep in the Wite Fire at Erick’s core, one of the voices in the throne wail ed
in recognition, radiating shock and disbelief. It can’t be them A sob, al nost
a wai l

Who are they? | screaned at the voices, screamed at the Seven, choking on the
scent of blood and fire.

But before anyone could answer, another ball of fire lanced out fromthe
second ship, arced out over the water that separated the two, and crashed into
t he mast hi gh above, flames shattering and rai ning down on the deck. Erick and
Mat hew ducked, |urched out of the way, noving swiftly up the foredeck

“Where in hells is Laurren?” Erick hissed under his breath. He shot a gl ance
out toward the hal f-seen ships that circled the trader ship. He thought there
were three others, aside fromthe one tethered to the trader ship, but he
couldn’t be certain.

“l saw her on the aft deck,” Mathew said, “but then |I was cut off fromher.”
Erick grunted. “Head down the port side,” he said, notioning with his hand.
“Have everyone nove in this direction. W can’t defend ourselves if we're
scattered all over the ship!”

Mat hew nodded, broke away from Erick, clanbering down the deck over dead
bodi es and broken shards of the rigging. Erick turned, caught another bl ade
with his sword, then drove the dagger in his left hand up under the makeshift
arnor into the gut of the attacking bl ue-skinned man. The attacker gasped,

bl ood pouring fromthe wound in his chest, and then Erick thrust him aside.
“At least they die like ordinary nmen,” he nuttered to hinself.

Soneone screamed, a bl oodcurdling death cry, and he gl anced down the deck

Part of the crew huddl ed together, swords and axes flailing, two guardsmen
with them but they were surrounded, backed up against the railing of the
deck.

Erick | eaped forward, body slipping into old rhythms. Wthin a heartbeat,
three of the attackers had fallen. The rest turned to face him two nore dying
as the guardsmen cut them down from behind, and then the group was free.

“To the foredeck!” Erick shouted, shoving them al ong toward the prow of the
ship. They stunbled forward, eyes w de in shock



Erick glanced toward the second ship, noticed another that circled farther out
inthe glow of the firelight on the ocean. He spat a curse.

On the second ship, a ball of fire flewup into the air. In the backwash of
light, he saw a wonman standing on the prow, her black hair flying wildly about
her in the wind, her hands lifted before her. Her face was twisted with
concentration, her eyes cold and deadly with intent. She wore | oose cl othing,
like the warriors, but her ears were pierced with gold rings, three on each

si de.

Then, before the aft deck, the thrown fireball struck something in mdair and
expl oded, fire raining down an invisible wall of force to the surging ocean
below. In the fiery light, Erick saw Laurren, her face screwed up in a scow
of hatred. A sharp gust of air followed the explosion of the fireball, but
before Erick could react, another ball of fire arched out fromthe ship
circling farther out, striking the sane invisible wall

A bright ball of Iight exploded across the ocean, illum nating the other
circling ships clearly, flashing hot on the surface of the ocean. In the

near - bl i ndi ng expl osion, Erick saw two ot her wonen, one each on the other two
ships, both dressed Iike the first, both with gold earrings.

Then he was hit by a concussive force of wind that shoved hi m back. Everyone
on the ship staggered, sone crying out in shock. The sheet of fire w nked out.
The next ball of fire slid past Laurren’s shield, shuddered into the side of

t he ship, exploded and rained down the side into the water, the pungent scent
of snoke prickling in his nose. Erick heard wood creak with strain, felt the
ship rock up on a swell and thud hard into the ship already tethered to the
port side. As they separated, soneone fell down between the two ships into the
water with a scream

On the aft deck, Laurren raised her hands, drew back, and flung her arns
forward as if throwi ng a spear out into the darkness of the ocean

Wyod pl anki ng shattered on the nearest ship, chunks flying out fromits side.
A weak shout of triunmph went up from The Miden's crew.

Erick pressed his lips together grimy.

Three against one. He didn't |like Laurren s odds.

| didn't either.

Gat hering nyself, | |eaped out of Erick, sped across the deck, fire dripping
down fromthe burning sails, rigging collapsing to the body-strewn deck, and
sank into the Fire at Laurren’s core.

Laurren, |'m here.

“Mstress,” Laurren gasped, her face already covered in sweat, her eyes w de,
her heart thudding so hard it hurt. “They' re so strong!” Her voice was not hing
nore than a whisper.

Anot her fireball struck her shield and | felt the force rippling as Laurren

st aggered backward, her hands raised before her. Gitting her teeth, she spat,
“And there are so many of them”

Anger boiling up frominside me, | said, Gve the shield to ne. Use your
strength to strike back at them Try to take out the wonen.

Laurren nodded, flinched back as two fireballs struck al nost simultaneously,
the force shuddering through her arms, down into her chest. Jaw cl enched, she
rel eased the flows of the river, the shield collapsing—

And at the sanme nonment | reached forward—through the Fire, as Cerrin had
reached through the Fire to help me guide the river so many tines

bef or e—grabbed the di sintegrating edges and pulled the shield tight.

Laurren cried out in relief and staggered forward, her hands coming up to her
face, trenbling with the effort.

Grappling with the shield, a fireball hitting it with a glancing bl ow and
shuddering down its length to strike the ship, | spat, Laurren! You have to
fight back! |1 can’t hold the shield and strike back at the same tine!

Wth an effort, Laurren drew herself upright, breath harsh, choking as snoke
drifted across her face.

Then she gathered the river into a focused rod of power, |like a spear, and
with a grunt of effort and pure hatred, she hurled it toward the nearest ship.



It struck with a rending of wood and the bowsprit of the circling ship sheared
off, splinters flying up into the face of the woman at the prow. She screaned
in fury, arnms flung up to protect her face, and then ducked out of sight.
Laurren chuckl ed, the sound sonehow dead.

Don't stop. There are at least two others |like her

Laurren nodded, sucked in a deep breath, and began to send spear after spear
out into the darkness, targeting the three circling ships. The first, naked
with the I ance of the bowsprit mssing, turned back and the attacki ng Servant
appeared again, fireballs shooting out fromits side now The first hit the
mast, The Maiden shuddering as it exploded, fire raining down in tatters; the
second caught ny shield. Mdire fire arched out of the darkness, pumeling the
shield, the mast, and Laurren answered, each spear sent with a gut-wenching
grow .

Then the fireballs shifted. | saw three arch out of the night, had a nonment to
realize they weren’t aimed at the ship itself, had tine to say, Laurren—

But the warning came too |ate.

Even as | strengthened the shield before us, the first fireball hit, followed
instantly by the second, the third a breath behind. Laurren cried out, flung
her arms up to ward herself as each exploded, fire coruscating out from ny
shield in all directions, surrounding us in a wash of hellish light.

grunted, pulled the shield in tighter, sacrificing the protection of the ship
in order to keep the fire at bay. Heat seared Laurren’s upraised arns,
scorched away her eyebrows, turned her skin waxy. | felt the shield shudder
again, felt another barrage of fire strike it before the first had even faded,
felt the heat intensify, felt Laurren’s hair catch fire. Three different
attacks, fromthree different directions, all with the same purpose.

It was too nuch. | couldn’t hold the shield, could feel it shredding even as |
gasped in a broken, ragged voice, Laurren! | can’'t hold it! | can't—

And then it coll apsed.

Fire roared into the opening, envel oped Laurren in a seething nmass of flanes
that flung her back. Fire raced up her arns—y arns—seared into flesh,
crackling and spitting like a roast thrust onto a spit on the hearth. |
screanmed, Laurren’s voice rending the night, shrieking, and flanes scorched
down into ny lungs, burning inside and out, choking ne, charring deeper into
skin, into bone—

And then | flung myself out of Laurren’s body, still screaming, in pain, in
hatred, in denial, my gut clenching and tw sting because | couldn’t save her
because | hadn't been able to hold the shield.

Laurren staggered across the aft deck, her screamdying, her body a pillar of
flame reaching high into the night, and then she came up agai nst the wheel
hard, back tw sted. She spun, arns trailing fire, gripped the wheel in
desperation, as if trying to hold herself upright.

And then collapsed to the side and | ay there, not noving, not even tw tching.
A fireball arched past where | hovered on the river, my own scream dying as

t he sensation of being burned to death faded. | gasped, choked on snoke, on
fire itself, felt as if | were weeping, sobs hitching in ny throat even though
nmy body was over a thousand miles distant.

The fireball struck the mast, and | suddenly heard the screans of the other
men on the ship.

Thrusting Laurren’s pain aside, | dove down into Erick again.

“Erick!”

Erick spun, saw Mat hew and a group of nen hacking their way down the starboard
side. He |l eaped forward, joined the fray, sword used mainly to guard as his
dagger slashed in and out. Al horror vanished as cal msettled over him the
skills he’d been drilled in as a Seeker conming to the fore, taking over.

One of the curved rapiers snicked in and sliced along his jaw, nothing but a
ni ck, but the bl ue-skinned man fell back as Erick’s dagger cut across his
throat. Two nore of the attackers took the man’s place, black eyes seething
with rage. They let out a piercing shriek, but Erick didn't flinch, cutting in
sharply. A blade slashed along Erick’s side, the pain |like white-hot fire



cutting across his ribs, and he hissed, punching his dagger hard through the
| eather arnor into the man’s heart, and then the entire ship |urched and
everyone stunbled to the side, the remaining attacker falling away.

Eri ck suddenly found hinsel f anong Mat hew s men. He gasped, slapped a hand
tight across his side, felt bl ood-his own bl ood—oat his fingers.

“They’ ve brought another ship up al ongside,” Mathew yelled over the fight. He
grimaced as a blow | anded hard on his shoul der, then brought his own bl ade
down hard, slicing through the man’s wist. The blue-tinged man screaned.

Bl ood fountained fromthe stunp as he lurched away, splashing the man next to
Mat hew before the hand-l1ess man fell to the deck and was tranpl ed underfoot.
“And we’ve | ost Laurren.”

Erick shot a glance toward the aft deck, saw the billowi ng flanes where
Laurren’s body had fallen, and grimaced. His stomach twisted with regret, with
actual pain. The cut along his side was worse than he’'d thought. But there
wasn’'t tine to deal with it.

He drew breath to order everyone to the foredeck, but another ball of fire
roared out of the night and | anded squarely on the deck, at the base of the
nast .

Erick expected it to explode into fragnents, |ike the other ones. |nstead,
this one’s flanes spread outward |like a pool of oil . . . and then began
snaki ng al ong the deck, tendrils of fire shooting out toward the feet of the
men all around it. | could see the forces at work on the river, could see it
bei ng gui ded.

It caught one of the crew al nbst instantly.

Before Erick could yell out a warning, the man's clothes erupted |like a torch,
fire seething upward. The man screanmed, the sound sendi ng shivers down Erick’s
spine. Arns flailing, the man stunbled, hit the mast with his back, then
staggered toward the side of the ship, hitting the railing with his hips, then
rolling over the top.

He struck the side of the tethered ship once before vani shing from sight.
“Shit!” Mathew breathed. He wi ped his mouth with the back of one hand as their
gazes met, and in Mathew s eyes Erick saw hopel essness.

They weren’t going to survive this battle.

Erick felt the realization settle over himwi th a strange sense of calm
interrupted only by the pain in his side.

“Cet the nen to the foredeck,” he said, voice steady. “W’l| take as many of

t he damm bl ue-ski nned denons as we can with us.”

Mat hew hesitated. Then his face hardened, grew grim and he nodded.

Turni ng, he bell owed out an order and shoved the nen closest to himforward.
On the deck, the eerie fire continued to spread, flanmes streaking out and
engul fing men as they ran, swerving around the bl ue-skinned warriors as they

drove Mathew, Erick, and the rest back. | tried to watch, tried to reach out
with the river to disrupt the flows that controlled the fire, but Erick was
nmovi ng too much, dodging and retreating, all in fluid nmotion, his side

scream ng at the abuse. Another fireball streaked out of the night and hit the
mast, the entire ship shuddering, and then another. Erick fought back, dagger
slicking in and out, sword cutting through skin, striking bone, getting
tangled in the clothing the warriors wore. And still the nen cane, pouring in
fromthe starboard side as grapples were throwmn fromthe third ship and the
two were tethered together on that side.

The Maiden’s crew and the few remai ni ng guardsnen, nostly those provided by
Captain Catrell, were driven into the prow of the ship, the group tightening
up, the guardsmen shoving the regular crewinto the back to defend them as the
spaci ng narrowed. Fire resumed arcing over fromthe outer ships, striking the
deck, the mast, flames now roaring along the port railing, eating away at the
aft deck. Most of the sails had been consuned; only tatters remai ned. Rigging
dangl ed down fromthe crosspi eces of the mast.

Then a ponderous groan shuddered through the ship.

Erick stepped back fromthe edge of the fighting, caught Mathew s gaze from
across the group of crewnen.



The captain of The Mai den nodded toward the mast.

Anot her groan, and this time the majority of those still fighting paused and
t ur ned.

Eri ck heard wood beginning to splinter, a soft, insidious sound, then noticed
that fire still roared at the base of the nast.

Wth a heartrending groan, the mast |isted. Wod cracked, the retort hard and
sharp and reverberating in Erick’s chest, and with a sl ow, ponderous grace the
mast began to fall, trailing fiery sails and rigging behind it.

It struck the aft deck of The Miiden, the decking splintering upward at the
force, the shudder running through the ship and vibrating in Erick’s teeth. He
clenched his jaw tight, turned back to the surroundi ng bl ue-ski nned men—

And then threw down his sword, wincing. It clattered on the deck, the sound
smal | conpared to the crash of the mast. His free hand went to the cut al ong
his side. He pressed hard, trying to staunch the flow

To either side, the guardsmen tossed their own weapons to the deck, their eyes
hard and angry.

The tension on the ship didn't decrease. Instead, one of the bl ue-skinned nen
stepped forward fromthe crowd, pointed his curved sword at Erick

He spat something in a |language Erick didn't recognize, eyes blazing with
anger. Hs face was covered with tattoos, swirled, |ike waves, and the | ower
hal f of one ear was sliced off.

The bl ue-ski nned man eyed Erick, then snorted in contenpt. H s bl ade

retreated

Movement cane fromthe back of the attackers, and then a wonman stepped out
fromthe crowd. Back straight, head held high, she advanced on Erick and the
crew, and the blue-skinned nmen around her retreated, giving her a w de berth.
She was dressed in the strange silklike cloth of all the others, but her dress
had |l engths of cloth attached at the waist and wists, and her ears were
pierced with nore of the gold rings than the wonmen on the ot her shi ps—seven on
each side. Her long black hair was held back with a band of gold on her head.
Her bl ue skin was flaw ess, her eyes black and hardened |i ke stone.

She halted a few paces before Erick. The man who' d spoken to Erick drew back
anot her step, but his eyes never left Erick’s face.

The wonman spoke, and again the voice in the throne responded—a roar of rage.
But | couldn’t distinguish who it was anmid the chaos. | couldn’t catch the
scent.

Eri ck shook his head, frowning in confusion. The wonman glared at him then
scanned the rest of the guardsnen, the crew, her eyes falling on Mathew before
finally returning to Erick.

She waved her hand in dismssal, said sonmething | ow, and the man who’d

t hreatened Erick nodded, smiling tightly, a | ook of anticipation in his eyes.
She began to turn away. The bl ue-skinned men around her stepped forward,
swords raised.

| suddenly realized what she intended.

She meant to kill themall.
| leaped forward, horror causing the Fire around ne to flare higher. Seizing
control of Erick’s body, | screamed, “No!” using his voice. | reached for the

river using the Fire at Erick’s core, wound it tight and flicked it outward
i ke a | ash.

It Iicked across the front rank of blue-skinned nen and they shrieked, thrust
backward by the force of the invisible blow, and then the whip slid across the
worran.

And there it net a wall of force, as tightly woven and dense as anything 1'd
ever seen Eryn wield. The whip struck the wall and | eaped back, recoiling,

al nrost snapping into Erick and the rest of the crew before | brought it back
under control.

The wonman spun, eyes flashing, and then she noved, so fast | barely saw her
too fast for nme to react.

The wall of force surged forward, shoved everyone back from Erick, and then
snapped in hard around his throat, crushing into his neck |ike a hand and



lifting himup. He choked, feet dangling off of the deck, pain scream ng up
fromhis side with its own white fire, and then the woman stepped forward,
peered up into his eyes.

| felt nore lines of force reaching out, probing. | wthdrew behind the wall
of Fire, let my control of Erick slip, suddenly afraid, cursing nyself for

| osing control, for |ashing out.

The wonman frowned and | suddenly realized she sensed the Fire. She could taste
it, as Eryn had tasted it when I'd tried to kill her in the throne room She
could sense it.

And she recognized it.

She frowned, the probing tendrils retreating. Erick continued to choke, his
vi sion beginning to blur, to narrow, but then the invisible hand hol ding him
rel axed, lowered himto the deck

He gasped as it | oosened enough for himto breathe. But it didn't release him
Instead, it pressed himfarther downward, forced himto his knees.

The wonman stared down at him her eyes narrowed, her frown deepening.

Behi nd her, the man who' d threatened Erick earlier took a tentative step
forward, said something.

The woman didn't answer at first. Then she notioned to the rest of the
guardsmen and crew and repeated her earlier comrand.

Hatred sei zed ne, and as the crew screaned, guardsmen cursing and diving for
t heir dropped weapons, the blue-skinned nmen attacked. Blades fell, the night
filled with the sounds of death.

| surged fromthe Fire again, reached for the river in desperation to stop the
sl aughter, to save Erick, to save someone—

But the grip on Erick tightened. Wth horror, | felt the river gather around
the woman, felt it harden into blunt force

Before | could react, before | could begin to forma wall to protect nyself,
to protect Erick, the woman struck

| saw the hammer of force fall, felt it shudder through Erick’ s body, heard
him scream as a horrifying pressure built up behind his eyes, throbbing with
his heart. Bl ood fountained dowmn onto his forehead, ran down into his eyes,
filled his ears, his nouth, as he arched back at the pain, as the pressure

i nside his head increased, as it escalated, until it streaned fromhis body
i ke sweat, soaked into his clothing |ike bl ood—

Then the world expl oded.

And everyt hi ng went dark.

Chapter 10

VAR S.

| mpaned, the pounding in nmy head somehow nore intense than usual. | could
feel it radiating outward, sending pain away in waves. | felt as if | were
adrift, lost and directionless, tugged here and there by invisible currents,

t he sensation soothing, like sleep or the sigh of wind through the | eaves of a
tree.

Varis. You need to wake up

I winced at the voice, tried to shove it away, tried to ignore it. But it was
nore than a voice, it was a presence, perneating me, surrounding nme. It

persi sted, nudging nme, prodding ne, the novenments becom ng nore desperate.
Varis. You're dying.

| woke with a gasp. But that wasn't correct. | becane aware with a gasp, as if
|"d struggl ed through water, alnost out of air, lungs aching, and had finally
reached the surface. | flailed around, felt the conforting eddies and currents

of the river surrounding me, felt the presence of the voice—of nany
voi ces—hovering just out of reach, watching nme carefully, subdued and sad and

concerned. Not all of them A few still wailed at the edge of the Fire, but
the majority of the voices were quiet.
And then | cal med, abruptly, forced nmyself to remain still, to focus on ny

sur roundi ngs.
Ccean. Beneath where my consciousness drifted, | could see the sl ow undul ation



of waves, lit by fractured early norning sunlight, golden and soft. | could
snell it, sharp with salt, danp and heavy, like syrup. It rolled silently

bel ow me, a breeze drifting out of the west.

Wiere am1? | asked.

The voices conferred, but it was the voice that had woken me that spoke.
Cerrin’s voice.

You’' ve been adrift on the river, he said, his voice still tinged with his
usual self-pitying sadness, but with a hint of energy now as well, of renewed
purpose. It hurt when he spoke, ny head throbbing with a steady pulse, in sync
with ny heartbeat. The Cchean severed your link to Erick, and in the process
knocked you unconscious. You' ve drifted wherever the currents of the river
have taken you for the last eight hours.

Eri ck! Everything that had happened on the ship canme back with the blunt force

of a hanmer. | suddenly felt his searing pain, felt again the pressure
buil ding inside his head, felt the bl ood pouring down his face as he arched
back, mouth open in a blood-chilling i nhuman scream

| lurched up on the river, sent nyself high, began scanning the ocean in al
directions. There was no land in sight, nothing but black water rising and
falling, the sun a blazing gold on the horizon, the sky a pal e cloudl ess bl ue
above. | spun around again, grew nore focused, nore frantic, and then |
spotted a cold flare of Wiite Fire on the horizon, faint and far away.

| sped toward it, heart shuddering. Erick’s pain |ashed through me again, the
river around ne roiling at the menory.

| had to find Erick. | had to save him He' d gone on the m ssion under ny
orders, had risked everything because of me, because of ny plan, ny idea.
The White Fire began to draw nearer, but slowy. To distract nyself, | asked,

The Cchean? |’ ve never heard that nane before.

Anot her whi spered conference.

The bl ue-ski nned woman on the ship who has the Sight, the one who attacked
Erick, the one with seven gold earrings in each ear. She’s the | eader of those
peopl e. They call thensel ves the Chorl

| frowned. |1'd never heard of the Chorl, never heard of any bl ue-skinned
peopl e. The Zorelli who nmanned nost of the trading ships were dark-ski nned—a
deep brown—but they canme fromthe islands to the south. Everyone knew that.
The rest of the people 1'd seen in Anmenkor or had ever heard of had pal e skin,
white that had been tanned to various shades of |ight brown. Aside fromthe
Zorelli, everyone on the Frigean coast was pale.

No one could even remptely be call ed bl ue-skinned.

The nmenory of the warriors streamng up over the side of the ship, their cries
pi ercing the night, sent shivers of horror and revul sion through nmy skin.
Their tattoos, their clothes, their rounded, flattened faces—everything about
them was too strange, too inhuman, al nost unreal

How do you know this? | asked harshly, the horror already edging into hatred.
How do you know who they are?

| felt Cerrin’s presence hesitate. Another voice, a wonan’'s voice, Liviann's
or perhaps Atreus’, hissed at himsharply, and he grew grim

Because we fought them once before when they cane to the Frigean coast. W
fought them And when we defeated them we bani shed them sent them back to
the ocean from which they cane, sent them west. They deci mated t he coast for
the span of five years. W thought we’d never see them again, thought perhaps
that they’'d died out, but we prepared nonethel ess. That’'s one of the reasons
we created the thrones: to protect the coast from attack

Wio is this “we?”

The Seven, Cerrin said, his voice sad again.

He fell silent, withdrew back into the mael strom of the voices, back into a
pain | didn’t understand.

| felt a surge of anger, thought about demandi ng that he answer nore
guestions, but beneath ne the col or of the ocean had changed, no | onger a deep
dense blue verging on black. It had |ightened.

Ahead, the Wite Fire blazed. My heart raced, pul se quickening. Perhaps I



wasn't too late. Perhaps | could still save Erick

And then | saw the coastline, saw the rocky shore, saw the arns of |and
reaching out to enbrace the harbor

Anmenkor .

The bl aze of Fire wasn’t Erick. It was the Fire inside ne.

The revel ati on was staggering, and | shuddered to a halt outside the influence
of the throne, outside the entrance to the harbor, waves crashing into the
stone arms of |and, spray sheeting up toward the two stone wat chtowers at

their ends. | spun, searched the horizon to the south and west, desperate.
soared higher, higher still, until the air began to feel thin, until the river
itself felt thin, diluted, Iike the air, and still the horizon was enpty.

Dam it! | screamed, frantic. Help ne!

The voices remained silent, w thdrew even further, unnaturally quiet. A sonber
quiet, filled with pain and | oss and understandi ng. A quiet that sonmehow

snot hered those that still fought to escape their prison, to seize control
Because those that still fought to escape were so few
But | barely noticed, pushed nyself higher still. There was no Fire. No tag

for me to follow No way for me to link up with Erick. \Wich nmeant—

| halted, a cold certainty seeping down into my gut.

| drew in a harsh, trenbling breath, held it.

| scanned the horizon one nore time, knowing | would find nothing.

| felt a pain begin to build inside me, begin to sting at the corners of ny
eyes. A pain totally unlike that which had racked Erick’s body, had seethed in
his veins and shuddered in his heart, had built and built behind his skull.
This pain started deep in my chest, swelled and seeped outward, a hot,

visceral pain that felt fluid and sick and |l eft me drained and weak and

usel ess. This pain closed off my throat with a hard, nauseating lunp. | tried
desperately to hold the pain in, the stinging in ny eyes increasing, tears
begi nning to streamdown ny face. | felt myself shudder with the effort—
Until | couldn’t hold it in any |onger

| screamed. A raw scream of rage and pain and loss. OF guilt and regret and
unf ai rness. And when that breath had di ed, strangled into nothingness,

gasped in another breath, the sound ragged and harsh and broken, and

screamed again, so hard it felt like my throat had torn

The voi ces responded. The Seven—as well as those that were now calm now

qui et —shifted forward, reached out through the protective Fire under Cerrin’'s
gui dance, surrounding nme, holding ne, conforting me. | shut off al

consci ousness of the river, closed nyself off fromthe world, and surrendered
to the fluid pain, let it sear through nme. | let the voices protect ne as ny
screans descended into racking sobs and twi sted guilt.

| curled in upon nyself.

And | let nyself drift again.

The pain receded |ike the slow ebb of the tide and nmy awareness of the river
returned. First nothing nore than a sound: ocean waves crashing up against a
rocky shoreline. It took me a monent to recognize it, for it to seep through
t he nunbness | eft behind by the pain. But once | did recognize it, ny

awar eness spread, like a drop of oil on the surface of water, or blood seeping
into cloth. | snelled the shore, sand and wi nd and stone. And seaweed drying
in the sun.

| opened my eyes, breathed in deeply, and stared down the |length of beach to a
rocky crag jutting out into the ocean, the surf pounding into the stone with

crashing spray and sparkling mst. | stared at the beach a | ong nonent without
t hi nki ng, barely aware of the afternoon sun against ny face, until | noticed
novenent .

A crab scuttled across the sand, heading for the rocky plinth.

| glanced around, noticed the beach running up to a | ayer of rocks and

dri ftwood, then a dune with wi sps of grass that nmerged into a bank of pine
trees. Behind ne, another rocky crag cut off the view of the beach to the
nort h.

It reminded me of the little cove near Col by, where Eryn had investigated the



remai ns of the shi pw eck.
| turned back to the water, |ooked out over the waves, to where the sea
darkened into true ocean

Eri ck.
The ache in ny chest returned, but it was dull, nothing nore than a throb of
grief. | was too numbed, too exhausted.

| reached for the voices of the throne, felt their presences in the background
behind the wall of Fire, but none of them came forward. They' d changed. For
the first tinme, that realization sank in. They were no | onger fighting anong

t hensel ves, no | onger bickering and biting and seething in a mael strom of
hatred. Instead, they were calm intent, and focused.

Except for a few still scream ng at the edges, they’' d banded together, had
united with a purpose. The Seven were keeping those that had not joined them
under control thenselves, and now they were sinply waiting.

I shoul d have been concerned, should have used the river to renew the net that
protected ne fromthem should have thrown up a second net for additiona

safety. | shifted uneasily. .

And then | let the concern go. It didn't matter. Nothing mattered now

Ti me passed, the sunlight overhead shifting. | did nothing, said nothing, felt
not hi ng.

And then:

Vari s.

It was the woman with straight black hair. Atreus. She stood with the rest of
the Seven arrayed behind her, Cerrin in the back, his formshifting
restlessly, his presence troubl ed.

Varis, we need to speak to you. About the Chorl. About the Cchean

What ? | said.

You have to understand how dangerous they are, Atreus said. You have to warn
Amenkor, warn the entire Frigean coast. |If they have returned—

Garus snorted. They have returned! Open your damed eyes!

Gar us!

Wat !

| focused on the man who’d cut Garus short. He was younger than Garus, had no
neatly trimred beard, was thin where Garus was broad. And | recogni zed him
I"d witnessed the creation of the thrones through his eyes, felt his pain as
the rest of the Seven fell around him consuned by the raw energies they' d
called into existence.

He | eveled a stern gaze on Garus, and the ol der man backed down with a
grunbl e.

Thank you, Seth, Atreus said.

But Garus is right, another wonan sai d. She had strai ght black hair, just |ike
Atreus, had the sanme facial features as well—+hin face, high cheekbones, fine
nose. An ol der version of Atreus, harsher, her mouth set into a perpetua
frown. The Chorl have returned, and you need to know how dangerous they can
be. And Cerrin is going to show you

Al'l of the voices in the throne turned to Cerrin. He glanced up. Wy ne,

Al eryn?

Al leryn’s frown deepened. Because yours is the nore powerful, nore convincing
story. And because your story was the begi nning.

Cerrin grimaced, then steeled hinmself. Wthout shifting forward, he said, For
Qivia, then, and ny daughters.

He reached through the Fire and grabbed ne, and before | coul d draw breath,
was trapped.

Wnd bl ew across the veranda, rustling in the long, thin | eaves of the potted
plants in urns on the edges of the stonework lining the edge of the patio. The
air was raucous with the cries of seagulls and other birds. | noved to the
edge of the bal ustrade, stared down over the cliff into the bay far bel ow
Venitte lay spread out before ne, the wide bay filled with ships of all kinds,
bi rds wheel i ng both above and beneath mny position, horns and bells joining
their cries occasionally. Sails bellied out in the wind, drawing the ships out



to one or the other of the two channels that branched north and south around
the island that protected the bay fromthe worst of the wi nds and the storns.
O her boats streaned toward the main wharf farther inland and the doned

buil dings on the hills behind, or toward the hundreds of jetties and piers
that lanced out into the water beneath the cliffs on either side of the bay.
On the opposite cliff, white stone buildings with red clay-tiled roofs and

[ ush inner gardens formed a bright nosaic in the sunlight.

“Do you have to go in to Council?”

| turned, smling even before | saw Aivia, her skin dark and vi brant as she
exited the shade of the house and cane to ny side. Behind her, Jaer and Pallin
scanpered out into the sunlight, |aughing. Pallin, seven, reached out to grab
her sister, but Jaer—+two years younger and much smal |l er—el uded her, ducking
and screaming with delight as Pallin gave chase.

“You know | do,” | said, taking Qivia into ny arnms. | kissed the top of her
head, breathed in the scent of her hair. “The Council has many inportant

deci sions to nmake.”

“More inportant than nme?” She said it lightly, nocking ne.

“Hmm . . . you ask dangerous questions. Mre dangerous than the Council.”
She | aughed.
Down on the water, there was a muffled sound, |ike an expl osion, echoing

agai nst the cliffs.

“What was that?” divia said. Pulling free frommy grasp, she noved closer to
the stone balustrade, |eaned on it.

Frowni ng, | joined her

Anot her nuffl ed whunph, and another, the sound distorted as it bounced agai nst
one of the stone walls of the channel

Aivia shook her head. “I don't see anything.”

“I't’s coming fromthe channel,” | said. | glanced toward the wharf, toward the
Counci | chanbers, the largest stone building in Venitte, its spire reaching
into the sky, then back toward my w fe.

Qivia turned at the tone of my voice, her eyes flicking toward the children
“Should I . . . ?"

Before | could answer the unasked question, ships began pouring through the
nmout h of the channel. Black ships, their hulls glistening in the sunlight as
they threw up spune before them They |anced into the bay, sails all unfurled,
bellied out with the wind, moving at a fast clip. First five appeared, then
ten, then twenty, spreading out on the bay as they breached the channel. And
still nore cane.

“Cerrin?” Voice taut, strained, worried. “Wo are they?”

“l don’t know.”

The | ead ships encountered the first Venittian, and fire | eaped out, arched
across the water in a sizzling ball and exploded in the Venittian s sails.
Qivia gave a startled cry, the fear tight and hideous in her voice—

And then suddenly there was fire everywhere, arching up and out from every
ship, searing through the sky trailing snoke, striking ship after ship as
bell's and horns began to blow, as birds scattered with harsh cries, fleeing,
the ships in the harbor doing the sane, turning ponderously and skinmm ng back
toward the inland wharf, toward the city, the Council and the walls that could
protect them

But the fire wasn't restricted to the ships. Geat sheets of it flew high
bursting with deadly intent in the bright nosaic of houses on the cliffs on
the far side of the bay.

“Cerrin!”

| spun, anger boiling like acid in the back of my throat, curling tight about
my fear. “Get Jaer and Pallin. Now”

Behind, |I heard fire sizzling close, felt a wash of heat across ny back and
glanced up in time to see a huge fireball roaring overhead, heard it expl ode
in a house higher up the cliff above us. Qivia cried out, her eyes wide with
fear now, and Jaer screaned.

“divial”



She turned from where snoke and fire | eaped into the sky behind our house, and
in her eyes | saw the fear drain away. “Pallin,” she snapped. “GCet your
sister. W're leaving.”

| turned back toward the bay, noved up to the stone railing as three nore
fireballs arched into the houses to either side. Screans came fromthe left,
and a body fell fromthe cliff, trailing flames and snoke.

Real fear began to boil in ny gut. The bay was choked with black ships.

| shoved away fromthe veranda, stalked across the patio to where Aivia
waited with the girls inside the arched doorway. “Come on,” | said. “W have
to get to the wall.”

Behi nd, the veranda expl oded into flane.

Ducking, Pallin trenbling in my grip, we raced through the house. Qivia
screamed at the servants as we ran, ordered themto get to the Vall. W
spilled out onto the street, snoke bl owi ng across the stone paving, people
shrieking on all sides, a few stunbling with bl ood drenching their faces,
others staggering, arms burned. A body lay in the gutter, facedown. The house
two buil dings down was a bl azing inferno, flames |eaping high into the air.
“Go!” | yelled through the roar when Aivia hesitated. “Go now Head down—=-

A fireball exploded in the street not ten paces away, the sound deaf ening,
heat searing outward, a concussive wave that sucked ny breath away, that
knocked all of us flat, AQivia' s formslaming into nmy stomach and chest, her
arms still around Jaer. Pallin was wenched out of nmy grasp and pain scorched
its way up my arm | heard a nuffled scream snelled the sickening stench of
roasted flesh, felt the hair on ny arns singe, ny face turn waxy with heat,
blister—

And then | crashed into the stone of the street, the rounded cobbl es gougi ng
into ny back. A formlanded on top of me, crushed the breath from ny |ungs,
but | lay stunned, unable to breathe, unable to think. | stared up into a blue
sky interrupted by trails of heavy, dense snoke, the world reduced to a nuted
roar, to the scent of burned cloth and hair.

My breath returned with a startled gasp, ny throat tearing as | sucked in air,
t hen coughed. | fought the urge to vonmit, tasted the bile at the back of ny

t hroat but swall owed convul sively, then tried to shift.

The wei ght hol ding me down didn’t nove.

| glanced down, saw the bl ackened flesh of an armclutched tight to a smaller
body.

| screamed, lurched up onto nmy el bows, kicked out sharply, and then | saw the
glint of gold on the child s arm

The bracelet. The bracelet I'd given her for her fourth birthday.

My heart stopped, caught in my chest for a breath, for an eternity—

And when it resuned, it brought with it a devastating calm

| sat upright, clutched the two bodies close, ignoring the crackle of charred
skin, ignoring the pain fromm own damaged arm saw the third body crunpl ed
on the cobbles beside me, twisted in upon itself. | held divia and Jaer

cl ose, tears coursing down ny face as panicked citizens of Venitte swept past,
screamng, as fire scorched the sky above, exploding on all sides.

Then, still unnaturally calm | stood, carried the two bodi es—so |light, so

fragil e—back into the house, returning a nonent later to retrieve Pallin's

body. Calm careful, ny notions slow and nmethodical. | laid themin the coo
shade of the inner sanctum where the household fountain gurgled playfully,
cooling the air. | arranged their arnms across their chests as best | could,
stroked the distorted netal of Jaer’s bracelet, still weeping, the tears

coming in a flood, burning in the heat blisters on nmy face, then | drifted
back out to the veranda, where the fireball that had struck as we fled had
left a scorch mark on the stone, had eaten away a chunk of the bal ustrade
itself.

| stood at the edge of the cliff and watched the ships burn their way down the
bay, listened to the shriek of voices on all sides, listened to the spitting
hiss of fire.

| watched the city of Venitte go up in flanes.



| sat on the ground and let the rhythm c sound of the waves wash over ne,
breathed in the heady scent of the beach and let it clear ny lungs of char and
snmoke and deat h.

Those are the Chorl, Cerrin said, and |I suddenly understood the nel ancholy

t hat al ways surrounded him understood the self-pity, the self-hatred that
sonmetines flared up as anger, the vacant desol ation of his voice.

And that was only the first assault, Liviann said, her own voice full of

ri ghteous anger, the first of the devastation. After the attack on Venitte,
whi ch we managed to halt at Deranian’s Wall and then repul se after two nonths
of siege, they began maraudi ng the coast, attacking ports, villages, setting
up canps in inlets and coves. And their Adepts—

No, Garus barked. They were not Adepts. They could not control all branches of

nmagi c.

But they were powerful, Atreus intervened. And there were many of them

So many it seemed we woul d never prevail. This fromSilicia, a slight wonman
who usually remained quiet in the background. | renmenbered her death when the
thrones were created, renmenbered the blood trailing fromher nmouth after she’'d
col | apsed.

That is why we created the thrones, Cerrin said. W nanaged to drive them
away, mainly by focusing on their . . . on their Servants. W targeted them

because that was their edge in battle. W Seven could not protect the arm es
agai nst so many, and so we began hunting them assassinating the Chorl
Servants in their own canps, killing themin their sleep, focusing on themin
battl e.

Exterm nati ng them Garus said.

Silicia shuddered, her essence twisting with distaste. Atreus grew grim

And it worked, Liviann said, her voice matter-of-fact. Wen their Servants
dwi ndl ed, when we began to turn back their armes with ease, both on I and and
sea, they withdrew, back to the ocean, back to its depths.

But the coast was decimated. Cerrin shifted forward, his voice intent.
Amenkor, Venitte, all of the major cities had been hurt or destroyed. W m ght
have pursued them w ped themout conpletely if possible, but w nter
approached. Mst of the cities retreated behind their walls, concentrated on
survi val

W sent out ships in the spring, Seth said, tried to find the |ands they
originated from but we found not hing.

And we knew that there were no Adepts being born, that there was no one to
repl ace us. Atreus again.

And so we created the thrones. Back to Cerrin. To help those that did survive
after us, those that had sone of the Talent, if not all

W didn't realize the thrones would destroy us, Alleryn said, her nmouth
pressed into a thin line. W underestimated the power that woul d be required
in their creation.

You have to warn Anenkor, Varis. You have to prepare. Determ nation had
entered Cerrin’s voice. And we can help you. Al of the voices of the throne
can hel p you. W have them under control now.

Let me think, | said, felt the majority of the Seven straining forward, ready
to argue nore. But Cerrin gave themall a stern | ook, ushered them back

| sat on the beach, in the cove, and watched the sun descend toward the ocean
I thought of Erick, of Laurren, of Mathew and the entire crew of The Maiden. |
t hought of Cerrin’s nenory, of Oivia and Jaer and Pallin, of himclutching
their charred bodies to his chest. | thought of Venitte, reduced to burning
bui | di ngs, colums of black snoke billowi ng into the blue sky, and thought of
the vision of Arenkor itself burning, fire orange and pulsing in the night.
And when the sun began to set, when the first stars began to appear on the
hori zon behind nme, above the trees, | stirred.

| rose up above the seclusion of the cove and | ooked for the Wite Fire. It

bl azed to the south. Wthout rushing, | Reached for it, felt the world blur
beneath ne, felt it grow nore dense as | entered the influence of the throne,
felt the life of the city fall over me like a nantle as | settled into mnyself



in the throne room As | settled, | felt people in the throne room nost
renoved toward the far end near the doors, but two others stood closer: Eryn,
pacing in front of the throne, and Marielle, seated on the steps of the dais.
| gasped in a deep breath of air, the sensation sharp and painful, as if ny
body had grown accustonmed to not breathing, then choked on the air and bent
over in a fit of coughing.

“Thank the heavens!” Eryn nmurmured. And then, in a |ouder voice, “She’ s back
Keven, send soneone for Avrell. And get that heal er back in here!”

The coughing fit ended.

| stood, stepped away fromthe throne, stunbled as trenors coursed through ny
body, worse than at any other tine before, ny legs so weak | could barely
stand. | was suddenly surrounded—Eryn, Marielle, Keven—all talking at once,
demandi ng expl anations, demanding to knowif | was all right, voices tinged
with worry. Soneone grabbed my arm held me upright, hel ped nme step down from
the dais. Soneone else tried to present ne with a cup of tea, the scent of
earth and | eaves sharp, biting through the snell of the stone and tall ow of
the throne room the bitter scent of fear beneath the stone, and suddenly it
was all too much.

“Stop,” | said, too weakly to be heard. | tried to shove the hel pi ng hands
away, but when no one retreated, when someone pressed a danp cl oth agai nst ny
forehead, fury flared sharp and fast.

“Just stop!” | shouted, my voice cracking through the throne room bringing
everyone up short.

Into the new silence, Avrell and a nman | didn’t recognize hurried into the
hall. Avrell, eyes wide, face as open and readable as |’'d ever seen it, cane
to an abrupt halt as he saw ne, the other man halting beside him He stared at
me, met ny eyes, his own full of fear and worry, and then he bowed his head,
mur mured something | couldn’t hear, a prayer of sone sort, and then he signed
himsel f with the Skewed Throne across his chest.

When he gl anced back up, there were tears in his eyes. “M stress,
but halted. He struggled to continue, but couldn’t.

I nstead, he straightened, cleared his throat unconfortably, then notioned the
man beside himtoward ne.

“This man is a healer,” he said. Thin, with gray hair and kind eyes, the
heal er hurried forward.

“I'"'mfine,” | said, the trenors still shuddering through ny arms, through ny
legs. | realized Keven was the one keeping nme upright, and | |leaned into his
solid weight.

The heal er took nmy hand and placed two fingers on the inside of my wist as he
began to scan ny face, his lips noving, as if he were counting beneath his

br eat h.

he began,

“I said, I'mfine.” | glared at himas |I tried to pull ny hand out of his, but
| was too weak. He returned the glare and refused to let go, his count never
fal tering.

Avrell had noved forward and now stood directly behind him In a cal mbut
war ni ng tone, he said, “Let himcheck you.” He glanced toward the waiting
guardsmen, who stood hovering at the edges of the throne room toward
Mariell e, who stood to one side in obvious distress. Eryn and Keven were al so
concerned, although they hid it better

| tensed, ready to argue, but then rel ented.

The healer felt my nuscles relax and nodded. Satisfied with whatever he’'d
found with ny wist, he laid a hand on nmy forehead briefly, then began probing
beneat h ny neck.

As | waited, | felt sonething on ny upper lip. Wth nmy free hand, | reached up
and rubbed it, ny fingers com ng away with flakes of dried bl ood.

| shot a questioning glance at Avrell, but it was Eryn who answered.

“That happened | ate | ast night, about an hour after you sat down on the
throne.” Her voice was grim “That’'s when we first sent for the healer. But he
couldn’t help you, not while you were sitting on the throne. We couldn't |et
anyone get close, and we didn't dare take you off the throne. W didn't know



what it would do to you.”

| nodded.

The heal er finished with ny neck, then stepped back. “I don’t see anything
wrong with her aside fromthe obvious trenbling and the bl oody nose. And the
nose stopped bl eedi ng hours ago. Sone rest should handle the trenbling. ”
Everyone heaved a sigh of relief, the tense guardsmen in the background

rel axing, Marielle signing herself with one hand.

“Satisfied?” | asked curtly.

Avrell frowned, assunmed a nore formal pose, then nodded. “Yes.”

| grunted, straightened, feeling nore steady on ny feet, and pushed past him

nmovi ng toward the doors, Keven remaining at ny side. | felt everyone hesitate
behi nd ne, the other guardsnmen in the roomconing to attention and form ng up
near the door. Eryn, Marielle, Avrell, and the healer remained in the throne

room

“Where are you goi ng?” Avrell asked.

“To ny chanbers,” | said, voice still harsh. “l need to rest.”

“What about Erick and the ship?” Eryn called after

| halted, felt a stab of pain deep inside, felt my anger flinch

But then | hardened and continued toward the doors. “He's dead,” | said.
“They’'re all dead.”

They left me alone for two days, under the careful watch of Keven and his
guardsmen. | stayed in ny chanbers for the nost part, pacing ny bedroom or
staring out at the city fromthe bal cony. | watched the progress in the

war ehouse district while sipping tea and ni bbling food brought by Mrielle,

al though I wasn’t hungry. She'd enter, set the trays down on the various

tabl es, her eyes |owered, her head bowed. But | could see her biting her |ower
lipwith worry, could feel her wanting to reach out to talk to me, to confort
me, but not daring. Then she’d pick up the tray containing the used di shes and
leftover food | couldn't eat fromthe nmeal she'd | eft before and | eave, Keven
cl osing the door behind her.

I had Keven escort ne to the rooftop twice, where | stood at the stone half
wal | at the edge and stared out at the sea or frowned down at the entrance to
t he harbor. Keven stood a short distance away, ready to leap forward and grab
me if | showed any inclination to junp. | could feel the tension radiating
fromhim could taste his worry and snell himberating hinself for not know ng
what to do or say to nake me feel better, all nmixed in with his own grief.
They all thought | was grieving. For those lost on the ship. For Laurren. For
Erick. But |1'd already done my grieving, on the river and in that cove. On the
Dredge, there was no tinme for grief. Not if you wanted to survive. The pal ace
was no different. But the seclusion it allowed nme was necessary. | needed to

t hi nk. And | earn—about the Chorl, about the Ochean. And | needed to plan. Wth
the help of all of the voices of the throne, but in particular, the
Seven—Cerrin, Liviann, Atreus, Alleryn, Silicia, Seth, and Garus.

They had been waiting . . . for me to be ready to hear them to listen to

t hem

When Avrell and Eryn finally did send soneone to speak to me, it wasn't who
expect ed.

Keven knocked on the door, then | ooked in. “There’'s soneone here to see you,

M stress.”

| glanced up fromthe slate | held with a frown. If it had been Marielle, he

woul d have sinply let her in. | sighed and set the slate aside. “Send them
in.”

Keven hesitated. “Are you certain?”

“ Yes. ”

He wi thdrew and a nonment | ater WIIliam stepped through the door

| rose with a start, thought inmediately of the sketch |I’'d seen of nyself on
his desk, and felt myself blush. “WIlliam” | blurted, then caught nyself. The
bl ush grew hotter.

He halted inside the door, scanned the roomw th nervous curiosity as if he
had wandered sonewhere he didn't feel he should be, but then his gaze fell on



me. He sniled awkwardly, still nervous—but not about being in the Mstress’
chanmbers anynore—and asked, “Do you want me to | eave?”

“No. | was expecting . . . soneone else.”

He nodded. “They al nbst sent Borund, but then Marielle convinced themto send
ne instead.”

Marielle. My eyes narrowed as | renmenbered her comrents at the warehouse.

The silence grew. My gaze flicked around the roomand fell on the slate on the
settee.

The blush faded. Wlliamwasn't here to see ne. Not really. He'd been sent
because Avrell and Eryn and the others wanted to know what had happened. They
needed to know.

Because | couldn’t do everything necessary nyself.

| sighed. “They want nme to come out and speak to them don't they?”

| caught Wlliams grinmce. “Yes.”

| nodded. He’'d wanted this to be sonething nore than just a sunmons fromthe
First and the forner Mstress. He’'d wanted it to be about us. | could see it
in his face. But sonething always seened to cone between us: the assassin
after Borund, the anbush when WI1liam had been stabbed, ny intent to kil

Al endor. And now the threat of the Chorl and the Ochean.

| moved a few steps toward him felt himtense, and stopped. | wasn’t certain
what | should do, and so | fell back on what | did know “Tell themto get
everyone together in the throne roomin an hour. Al of the merchants and
their apprentices, the captains of the guard, and whoever else with the guard
they feel should be brought along, plus Avrell, Eryn, Nathem and the
Servants.”

W1 1liam nodded solemly, then turned to |eave.

“And WIlliam”

He paused at the door.

“I"mglad you cane.”

Hi s shoulders relaxed a little as he left.

| entered the throne roomfromone of the two side entrances near the dais and
the throne itself, Keven and two other guardsnmen entering a few steps ahead of
me, the rest of ny escort coming in behind. Conversation filled the roomwth
a dull roar, the aisle before the throne and the spaces between the four
massi ve colums on either side packed with guards in various forns of arnor,
Servants in white robes, Avrell and Nathemin dark blue, and a few

mul ti col ored, gol d-enbroidered merchant jackets and the plainly dressed
apprentices. As soon as Keven appeared, his nen fanning out along the dais of
the throne, the conversation stilled, the roomfalling nmostly silent. Only the
faint sounds of rustling cloth and scuffing feet remai ned as people shifted
nervously.

I mounted the three steps of the dais without |ooking out into the faces of

t hose gathered, ny palns sweaty, and not fromthe heat of all of the candles
that had been lit or the bodies in the room 1’d worn ny whitest shirt, ny

cl eanest pair of breeches, and ny newest pair of soft |eather shoes. My dagger
was tucked into ny belt at ny waist and I'd allowed Marielle to cut and conb

nmy shoul der-length hair. | could feel everyone's eyes upon ne, could sense
their expectation, their curiosity, their fear. 1'd never called themall into
the throne roomlike this, never spoken to many of themdirectly at all. They

didn’t know what to expect.

| hesitated a nonment before the throne, stared down at it as it shifted from
one shape into the next: narrow and thin, rectangular then round; a sinple
slab of stone, then a gaudy ornamented chair. The first time 1'd seen it, the
nmoti on—+the very feel of it, prowing around the roomlike a wild cat—had nmade
me nauseous and sent shudders down ny back. But not anynore.

| reached out and touched it, felt it recognize ne, felt the stone trenble
beneath ny fingers . . . and then the throne twi sted one last tine and settled
into the shape | knew so well now a sinple curved seat with no back, the
arnrests curl ed under.

| turned and sat, and the entire room seened to sigh



| stared down at those assenbled, noted Avrell, Eryn, Baill, Catrell, Wsten
Borund, and Regin at the forefront, near the base of the dais. Darryn was wth
them shifting unconfortably. |I wondered who'd thought to sunmon him then saw
Westen’s casual nod. | caught each of their gazes, then scanned the rest of
the nmen and wonen in the room felt themfidget with nervousness, sone

gl ancing at their neighbors, others craning their necks to get a better view
of me and the throne. The roomwas tense, as if everyone had held their

br eat h.

| glanced down toward Avrell and Eryn and announced, “W have a new eneny. A
peopl e called the Chorl.”

A moment of confused silence, people drawi ng back, brows creasing in
conf usi on—

But not everyone. | saw Avrell cast a horrified glance toward Eryn, saw her
own shocked | ook before she controlled herself, her eyes devoid of any
enotion. Avrell took his cue fromher, but | saw hi m shudder

Everyone el se began speaki ng at once.

| let themtalk, knewthat it would not last long. Aside fromAvrell and Eryn,
no one here knew anythi ng about the Chorl, about who they were or where they
cane from except perhaps a few of the ship captains, who night recognize the
Chorl as the sea-denons fromthe tales they were rai sed on as children. But
the tales did not nmention the Chorl by nane. It had been too long, the tales
too distorted. The sea-denobns had been reduced to creatures of the deep, not a
race of Dbl ue-skinned nen and wormen who bled as we did, who fought with swords
and shi ps and magi c.

The sense of confusion that permeated the room escal ated as the crowd qui et ed,
and then Avrell stepped forward, in the space just before the throne.

“And who are the Chorl ?” he asked. Only | heard the trenor in his voice.

| stared down at him saw that he’' d asked the question purposefully, even

t hough he al ready knew the answer, and smiled. It was not a nice smle. It was
twisted with the pain of Erick’s and Laurren’s deaths and the lives of all of
the rest of the crew of The Maiden. It caused Avrell to take an uncertain step
backwar d

“Let me show you,” | said.

| reached out on the river, threw a net wide, so that it enconpassed everyone
inthe room A different net than the one that Eryn had shown me to keep the
voi ces of the throne in check. This one |1'd learned fromCerrin while secl uded
in my chanbers. Even as | set it into place, |I felt Cerrin’s nod of approval

It bound everyone in the roomto ne tenporarily and as it did so, | felt al

of the Servants in the room gasp, heard Eryn suck in a sharp breath at the
base of the throne. No one else felt anything, turned in consternation to
frown at the Servants, sone taking a tentative step away.

Bef ore anyone could react further, | sank nyself down into nenory, placed
nysel f back on the ship, inside of Erick . . . and then | pushed the nenory
out along the strands of the net and forced everyone to relive Erick’s |ast
nmonents on the ship.

Bl ood flew up into their faces and the entire room gasped, sonme hissing in
shock, |urching back, hands raised. A few guardsmen started to draw their
swords, but halted as Erick thrust aside the dead body of the guardsman, as he
rai sed his sword to block the descending sword. The bl ade jarred into Erick’s
uprai sed sword, pain shivering dowmn into his shoul der, and the room gasped
again, but the initial shock and babbl e of voices subsided.

Then Erick spun, and those in the roomgot their first sight of the Chorl
Soneone screamed. A few others fainted dead away, their bodies hitting the
floor with slithering thuds since no one noved to catch them all still caught
inthe grip of the menory. Guardsnmen cursed, nerchants and Servants cringed,
and somewhere in the back of the room sonmeone was violently sick

“Enough!” soneone shouted, the sound intervening on the nmenory. | frowned,
recogni zed the pani cked voice as Regin’s, but | didn't relent. Concentrating
harder, | focused the net, made the nmenory nore real, nore visceral, unti

everyone in the roomcould snell the blood, could taste the fear as Erick



surged forward to save the crew, as he began the retreat to the prow.

And then | shifted the menmory, slid into Laurren’s head. | hei ghtened her
fear, her desperation, her determination to inflict as much danage as possible
on the Chorl Servants and their ships with her spears as | held the shield. |
sent my horror through the net as my grasp of the shield failed, intensified

t he sensation of being burned alive, fire drawmn down into ny |ungs, scorching
nmy body, as Laurren withed in agony

And then | pulled back, returned to Erick as he dodged into the nelee
surroundi ng Mathew and retreated, horrified, fromthe fire as it snaked across
t he decking, engulfing man after nman |ike human torches. The reactions in the
roomintensified, someone scream ng continuously, unable to stop, nore sounds
of retching as guardsmen and Chorl died, bellies slit open, throats cut, and

still | pushed harder. | wanted themto feel the pain of the crew, to live
their sacrifice. | wanted themto understand what know edge of the Chorl had
cost.

Erick’s death woul d nmean sonething. Laurren’s death would mean sonet hi ng. Not
like the murder of the white-dusty man, killed by Bl oodmark for no reason
other than to hurt ne.

Anot her horrified, awed gasp fromthose caught in the net as the mast groaned
and cracked and shattered into the deck, seem ng to shudder through the stone
of the throne room beneath their feet. Utter silence—nothing but in-drawn,
hel d breaths—as the fighting halted, as the man threatened Erick and the
Cchean shifted through the bl ue-skinned warriors.

She ordered the deaths of The Maiden's crew, turned back when | | ashed out
wth the river . . . and then she killed Erick.
| held nothing back. | let everyone in the roomfeel his tornent, forced

everyone to shudder with his pain as the screans of the rest of the crew
sounded all around himas they were butchered by the Chorl

But | cut the nmenory short a nmoment before the pressure inside Erick—before

t he pai n—knocked ne unconsci ous.

When | let the net release and the nmenory faded, there were ten people in the
room who had fainted, another twenty who had bent over or collapsed to the
floor, mpaning or vonmiting in a corner. Everyone | ooked pale, eyes wide with
shock, linbs weak and trenbling. Avrell was holding Eryn by the armto support
her, her face utterly exposed, and | suddenly realized with regret that 1'd

forced her to witness—o, worse, |’'d forced her to |live—taurren s death.
Even Baill and the guardsnmen were shaken. The purple bruise on Baill’s bald
head fromthe rock thrown in the Dredge stood out, livid, against his pale
ski n.

| waited a nonent to |l et everyone catch their breath, to let the scent of
bl ood and snoke and ocean clear fromtheir senses.
Then | said, “Those are the Chorl.”

"What . . .” Avrell began, but his voice cracked. He licked his Iips and
cleared his throat, his gaze wandering about the roomas if uncertain where to
| ook, where to focus. “What . . . do you intend to do?”

| leaned forward, caught his wandering gaze, held it. “l intend to fight
them”

A stunned silence, interrupted by a bark of |aughter.

Everyone turned their eyes on Baill. “You expect to fight then?” Hi s voice
seethed with disdain. “How?”

“All work on the warehouse district will cease. Everyone will shift to
fortifying the encircling juts of |land that surround the harbor and rebuil di ng
the two guard towers at their ends. There was once a wall there. We’ll rebuild
it. That will be the first |ine of defense, because when they cone, they wll
cone fromthe sea.”

Bai |l seemed shocked that | had a ready answer.

Catrell stepped forward. “How do you know t his? How do you know they will cone
here, to Amenkor?”

Because the Cchean recogni zed the Fire inside of Erick, | thought. Because she

recogni zed the power there. She didn't know what it was, but she'd seen it



before, tasted it before.

And she wanted it for her own.

But that was not what those in the hall would believe.

“Because |’'ve seen it,” | said instead. “The Skewed Throne has shown ne.”

| didn't want to show themthe vision of the city burning, of the harbor
filled with blood, didn’t want to show themthe destruction. It would be too
di sheartening, too horrifying.

| didn’'t have to. Eryn stepped forward, faced the throne room “l sawit as
wel |, before Varis replaced me as Mstress. They will cone here. But we can
prepare for them W will prepare for them”

Murrmurs filled the room |aced with fear. One of the fears found a voice.

“What about those fires? How can we defend agai nst those?”

I couldn’t see who'd spoken, but it didn’t matter. “The fires were produced by
worren | i ke the Servants of the Throne, wonmen who have power. Since | ascended
the throne, Eryn and | have been training the Servants of the palace. They
will defend the city fromthe Chorl Servants.”

“The Servant on the ship didn't last |ong,” someone grunbled, |oudly enough to
be heard by everyone. O hers nodded.

Eryn flinched, her eyes going tight with grief.

| felt a surge of anger. “Laurren was overwhel ned by three of those wonen! She
sacrificed everything to protect that crew It won't be one against three when
the Chorl arrive.”

No one responded. No one questioned how I knew this. Which was good because
had no i dea how nmany of the Chorl had the Sight.

Westen stepped forward. “You said the watchtowers at the entrance to the
harbor were the first |line of defense. What el se do you have pl anned?”

Al eyes turned to ne and | settled back into the throne. The despair |’'d seen
on the faces of those gathered after 1’'d shown them The Miden’s death had

faded, had begun to slip fromshock into wary hope. Al | had to do now was
convince themthat they had a chance. | had to convince them when | had not
convi nced nysel f yet.

“Here’s what | intend to do. . . .” | began

And everyone in the roomshifted forward to hear.

It took three hours to discuss and argue the rest of nmy plans with those
gathered in the throne room and by the end, nost of their faces were tense
but filled with determ nati on and hope.

As they began to file out of the room | stood up fromthe throne, stepped
partway down the steps of the dais. Keven shifted forward to stand besi de ne,
and at the bottomof the dais, Avrell, Eryn, and, surprisingly, Captain
Catrell stepped forward. Baill gave Catrell a sharp frown, but after a noment
turned to push his way through the crowd of people at the door, guardsnen
falling in around him

No one said anything until the majority of the Servants, guardsnmen, and
nmerchants had left. Then Avrell turned toward nme, his face grim “Do you think
it will work?”

| shrugged, exhausted, drained by the arguing, by the tension that stil

gri pped nmy shoulders. “It has to. It’s all that we’ve got.”

He nodded.

“You al ready knew about the Chorl. | sawit on your face.” | |let anger touch
nmy voice, directed it at both Avrell and Eryn, unconcerned that Catrell and
Keven woul d overhear. “Wiy didn't you tell me about then®?”

Eryn answered. “Because they never crossed ny mnd as a possibility.”

“They haven’t been seen on the Frigean coast in alnost fifteen hundred years,”
Avrell said. “They’'re . . . a history lesson, sonmething | read about as part
of nmy duties as the First of the Mstress, nothing nore.”

Keven frowned. “They aren’t history anynore. How | ong do we have to prepare?”
“According to the throne, they won't attack until the sumrer. That gives us a
little less than four nonths.” Even as | said it, |I felt a tw nge of
uneasiness in my gut. My hand drifted to the hilt of ny dagger for
reassurance.



Keven grunted with satisfaction, eyes w dening. “That should be plenty of
tine.”

Eryn's lips were pursed, her brow creased. She |ooked as uneasy as | felt. “W
shoul d still nove quickly. The nore training the regular citizens that wll
formthe militias have, the better. The Servants wi |l need nore extensive
training. They’' ve made significant progress so far, but nothing |ike what
they' Il need to defend against the Chorl. And the walls and towers won’t go up
overnight. There will be unforeseen problens.”

Her words didn't seemto | essen Keven's optinism

Qut of the corner of my eye, | could see Captain Catrell shifting his wei ght

as he waited, unwilling to interrupt. But before |I could turn to him Avrel
said, “Then we should all get busy. There's plenty for all of us to do.”
“No,” | said, nmy eyes narrowi ng. “There’s one nore thing that needs to be
handl ed before we direct our energies to the walls and preparing the citizens

and Servants.” In answer to their perplexed |ooks, | added, “Yvan.”

Avrel |l straightened abruptly. “There’'s sonething you need to know about Yvan
and the raid on his nanse.”

| didn't like the sudden formal tone. “Wat?”

He grimaced. “Yvan was indeed hoarding food. Everything in the second cellar
you found had not been reported to the guild or to you at your request.
However K

| felt a spike of irritation at Avrell’s hesitation. “However what?”

“Yvan isn’t the one who took the food fromthe warehouses. ”

Dead silence. No one noved, all eyes on Avrell

“What do you mean?” | asked finally, my voice sharper than intended. Avrel
flinched.

“l compared the food we found in Yvan's cellar with the report of what was
mssing . . . and it doesn’t match. There's not enough food in his cellar to
account for all that’s mssing . . . not even after making all owances for what
Yvan may have already eaten. And there are stores in his cellar that we aren’t
mssing at all.” He took a deep breath. “I think Yvan hid stores that he

al ready owned when you demanded an inventory at the end of the fall. | don't
think he's stolen anything fromthe warehouses at all. It’s sonmeone else.”
“But who?” When Avrell shook his head, | turned to Keven. “Wat did you find
out by questioning the guardsnen? ”

Keven shrugged. “We stopped checki ng around once we caught Yvan, but before
that, we had a few tentative | eads. Sone guardsnen had seen a group of other
guardsmen | eadi ng sone wagons near the stockyards, on the edge of the city, as
if they were escorting cargo. Except it was late at night. They thought it was
odd, but nothing in the city has been normal in the |last few nonths. A few

ot hers have gotten sudden changes in orders at the last nmnute, minly a
change in what warehouse they were assigned to guard. Other than that, we
hadn’t found out nuch.”

| frowned, irritation turning to anger. “So who is it? W' s been stealing
fromthe warehouses if it isn't Yvan?”

At that, Captain Catrell stepped forward with a stiff, nervous bow “It’s
Captain Baill. I know. |’'ve seen him”

I was still fuming over what Captain Catrell had revealed when | nmet ny escort
at the pal ace gates. My anger was |ike |ightning, white-hot and snappi ng out
fromme on the river in sharp jagged lines, making everyone around ne jittery.

But, for the nonment, | was hol ding the anger in check. There was nothi ng that
could be done about Catrell’s suspicions, not at the nonent anyway.
But there was still Yvan to deal wth.

| reached the last steps of the pronenade and checked on the covey of guards
Keven had assenbl ed and the entourage of people that were lined up to foll ow
us down to the main market square. Avrell was there, of course, along with
Eryn and Nathem the two adnministrators dressed in their finest dark blue
robes, Eryn in a brilliant white dress. Behind themwere Masters Borund and
Regin, both in their merchant robes and both with appropriately sonber faces.
They were mounted, their horses dancing inpatiently at the wait, tossing their



heads. WIlliam and Regin's apprentice rode behind them backs stiff, nouths
pressed tight.

Behi nd t hem was anot her group of guardsnen, |eading a team of horses at the
head of a cart. But this wasn't a normal cart. This had been nodified into a
rough metal cage on wheels, the vertical bars only four feet high, so that the
prisoner inside had to stand hunched over or sit with his legs drawn up to his
chin or dangling through the bars outside the cart. Yvan was fat enough he was
forced to sit, his legs dangling. He still wore his nerchant’s coat, but the
material was filthy, the usually imracul ate creamcolored material now stai ned
a dull brown-gray, the black enbroidery al nost inpossible to see. As soon as
he saw ne his face twisted with hatred, and he seized the bars of the cage,
scream ng obscenities across the courtyard.

| watched himfor a nmonent, saw Borund wi nce as he began to yell, Regin's face
tightening as if in pain. Then | turned away and approached Keven, who held ny
nmount .

Yvan’s yelling escal ated, then dropped away into heated murmuring as the
guardsmen surrounded the cart.

“I's everything in the market ready?” | asked. A sense of nervous tension had
slid into the anger and | felt the palms of ny hands go sweaty.

Keven nodded sharply. “Yes, Mstress. Everything is set.”

“Then open the gates.”

Keven notioned toward the gates. As they began to creak open, | nmounted, Keven
doi ng li kewi se beside nme, and everyone in the entourage cane to attention
straightening their clothing or calmng their own mounts. My horse-a

rel atively cal m dusk-col ored nare—shifted beneath me and | felt ny stonmach
twist. Yvan fell silent, but | could feel the anger radiating outward from him
on the river, like a slowy pulsing sun.

It wasn’t until Keven, the escort, and | rode through the gates that | noticed
the crowd.

| shot a questioning glance toward Keven

“I told the guardsnen to spread the word,” he said. He caught ny confused
frown. “The people of Amenkor need to know that the wealthy get punished as
swiftly and as harshly as the poor. They' ve cone to expect it fromyou after
you had that man Hant whi pped on the construction site. They' Il want to see
justice done with Yvan as well, especially after what he's done. H's crine
hurt themas nuch as it did the power of the Skewed Throne.”

| didn't respond, wasn’'t certain | really understood. As we energed out into
the street, the crowd of townspeople shifted out of our way, a murmur rippling
fromthe front ranks to the back as they saw nme. But unlike that first tine

| d appeared outside the palace, when |I'd forced Avrell to accompany nme to the
st abl ehouse where we’d di scovered the Capthian wi ne hi dden away, this murnur
was one of excited awe, not frowning curiosity. Winen | eaned their heads

toget her, pointed, eyes alight. Men craned their necks to see, and children

el bowed their way to the front. A nunber of those gathered signed thensel ves
across the chest with the Skewed Throne synbol .

| |1 ooked toward Keven agai n, who held hinself proud, back straight and rigid,
his attention on what |ay ahead. H s nen fanned out around us w thout any

evi dent order given and kept the townspeople at bay, even though they weren't

being unruly. | saw a smile touch the corner of Keven's nouth, a flicker of
noverent, there and then gone, the deadly serious expression returning.
Straightening, | turned nmy attention back to the street ahead, noticed that

people lined the entire route, blocking the cross streets and all eys, sone
hangi ng out of the wi ndows of the second fl oor.

The farther we noved, the | ouder the murmur grew

Then Yvan and the cage energed. The awed nurnur turned to a hiss, anger

wel ling up |ike an ocean wave on the river, rippling out as word spread down
the street faster than we were noving

Keven picked up on the sudden change, his stolid poise slipping as he frowned.
“W’'d better nmove a little faster. I’mnot sure the guardsnen will be able to
hol d the people back if we don't pick up the pace.”



| nodded, feeling the rage swell, and then Keven notioned sharply to the
guardsmen on either side. Qur horses began to wal k faster

W passed through the mddle ward gates into the outer ward, the crowd content
to hiss, shifting in agitation as the cage drew up al ongside them Once it had
passed, the men, wonen, and children fell in behind the entourage, until we
trailed a |large contingent of townspeople behind us. And the nore peopl e that
joined the entourage, the nore agitated the crowd becane.

W passed out into the lower city, through the gates of the inner ward, and
the tenper of the crowd changed. In the upper city, it had been conposed of
busi nessnen, | esser nerchants, guildsnen, the wealthier citizens and their
fam lies, but once we reached the lower city. . . . Dockworkers and sailors
and servants to the wealthy m xed with those fromthe Dredge who had cone to
t he warehouse district to help with the construction. Hawkers and farners
shout ed out cruel obscenities al ongside gutterscum and whores. The noi se grew
to a roar as we descended down through the streets, past alley and narrow,
courtyard and tavern, escalating as the crowd behind Yvan's cage tripl ed.

As we entered the edge of the marketplace and began to shove our way through
t he hundreds gathered there toward the pillory at the center, Keven kneed his
horse forward and | eaned in close. “This is uglier than I thought it would
be!” he shouted over the cacophony as those already in the marketpl ace caught
sight of the cage. “W’'d better get done with this quickly and get out, before
it gets out of hand!”

Not able to answer, the guardsnen pressed in close, the crowd shoving in from
all sides, | nodded. Keven's hand | atched onto ny armas we were crushed
toget her, then pulled apart, our horses snorting and tossing their heads,
until we burst into the center of the marketplace where the guardsmen had
cleared a wide area around the pillory itself.

| gasped, drew in a few steadying breaths as Avrell, Eryn, Nathem and the
nmerchants cleared the cromd. The cart carrying Yvan was having nore trouble,
the crowd closing in tightly, threatening to overwhel mthe guardsnen set to
protect it.

D snounting, all of us watched, stunned, as it inched forward, until it
finally reached the edge of the cleared area.
Keven heaved a sigh of relief. As we turned, | saw Baill approaching, his gaze

sweeping the nob as he drewto a halt. “Do this quick,” he grow ed, then
caught ny gaze.

| tried not to flinch, felt myself tense instead, felt my fury escal ate,
supported by the roiling hatred of the crowd.

He hesitated, as if he saw something in ny eyes, in my stance, then he spun
and bel |l owed out an order to pull the cart up onto the raised platformof the
pillory. I watched himas he retreated, snorted in contenpt.

“W' || deal with himlater,” Keven murrmured, his voice unnaturally calm He
turned toward ne, and | saw in his dark eyes the same hatred and sense of
betrayal | felt deep down inside nyself. There was a pronise there—a pronise
he’d nade to Erick, a prom se he neant to keep

I nodded, and set ny feelings aside, focused on Yvan. The guardsnmen had
managed to haul the cage up onto the pillory’'s platform were ready to pul
himout and clanp himinto the pillory.

But there was one last thing that needed to be done . . . and it needed to be
done by ne.

| wal ked up the ranp leading to the platform ny attention entirely on Yvan
not even noticing that Keven and a sel ect group of guardsmen had foll owed ne
until 1’d reached the edge of the pillory and halted before Yvan. Only then
did I becone aware of sonmething else as well.

The entire market had gone silent.

The silence sent an itching sensation across ny shoul ders and down ny back
but I didn't let the prickling touch ny face. Eyes as hard as | coul d nake
them anger as blatant in my frown as possible, | stared at Yvan

He smelled. O sweat and piss and grinme. The snell of terror. Al of the
hatred, all of the vituperative obscenities he’d flung at me, all of the



haughty arrogance of the wealthy merchant elite, was gone. He stood in front
of the pillory, held by guardsnmen, eyes w de, shaking.

| sighed, saw a faint flare of hope wash over him then |I reached for the
river, cast out another net, also passed on to me by Cerrin, that enconpassed
the entire market square.

“You are guilty of hoarding food,” | said in a quiet voice, but because of the
net everyone in the market heard it clearly. There was a rustle of reaction
fromthe crowd, but it subsided. “Do you deny it?”

Yvan flared with defiance, the scent sharp and bitter, |ike dandelion mlk,
but then his shoul ders sagged and he hung his head. “No, | don't deny it.”

A grunble rolled around the square, the crowd shifting, uncertain, their anger
bl unt ed.

Yvan lifted his head slightly, enough so he could see nme, so that he could
judge ny reaction

It was a | ook of sly cunning, of buried deceit.

It rem nded nme of Bl oodnark

Anger flared, sharp and acidic and | turned toward the crowd, drew ny dagger,
and held ny arms up to the sky. Yvan jerked back fromthe novenent, startled.

“Peopl e of Anenkor,” | said, raising nmy voice even though |I still held the net
in place. “Merchant Yvan has declared his guilt. As Mstress of the Skewed
Throne, | pronounce the follow ng sentence.”

A hush fell, and | turned back to Yvan.

“Yvan will be stripped of all of his possessions except for the clothing he

currently wears. Al of his estates, all of his goods, belong to the Skewed
Throne. His license fromthe nmerchants’ guild is revoked. Al of the rights
and protections, given to himas a citizen of Anenkor, are renoved.” | took a
careful step forward, my grip tightening and | oosening on ny dagger. Yvan
tried to pull away, but the guardsmen held himtight. “He is no | onger under

the protection of the Skewed Throne. He is a traitor and will be branded as
one.”

| didn’'t give hima chance to react. Wthout hesitation, with a snpot hness and
qui ckness that Erick would have been proud of, | raised the dagger, placed the

tip on the side of Yvan's forehead, one hand behind his neck to hold him
steady, and with three quick slashes | carved the Skewed Throne into his

f or ehead.

Yvan screaned and jerked back, a short, high-pitched bark of sound that cut
of f and sank into panting whinpers as the guardsmen caught hi mand shoved him
forward again. The sly | ook of cunning was gone, cut away. Blood welled in the
three sl ashes, began to slide down between his brows, past his nose, and into
hi s nout h.

| let the net go, leaned forward into his stench, caught his wild eyes and
held them *“You' re gutterscum now.”

Then | stepped away, notioned with one hand to the pillory. The guardsnen
shoved Yvan forward, thrust himdown to his knees and over the open bl ock of
wood. He struggled, cried out, and kicked, but there were too nany guardsnen.
Three held his head in place, two each for each arm and then the top of the
pillory was sl ammed down over his neck and wists and the lock slid into

pl ace.

The guardsmen stepped away as | reached the end of the ranp. Keven and ny
escort formed up around me, |eading our horses, the rest of the

ent our age—Avrel |, Eryn, Nathem and the merchants—hastily nounting and filing
i n behind them

The nmob surged forward, stream ng around us and our nounts as if we were

boul ders in a river. The first stone was thrown before we’'d made it halfway to
t he edge of the market square. A small stone, nothing nore than a pebble.

Yvan screaned like a stuck pig. The nob burst into vicious |aughter. Soneone
started a chant, others appl auded, nore stones sailed through the air, no

| onger just pebbles.

“He won’t last the night,” Keven said, his voice grim “They won't be
satisfied with small stones for |ong.”



My eyes narrowed. “We have nore inportant things to worry about.”
“Like Baill?”
| shook ny head. “We'Il get Baill eventually. |I meant the Chorl.”

Chapter 11

THE W ND GUSTED SHARPLY on the top of the tower overl ooki ng Armenkor, catching
in the loose folds of my shirt and tugging at my hair. The banners attached to
the outside of the tower walls snapped and whuffled. The wi nd brought with it
the scent of the ocean and a hint of warmer weather. Wnter was ending, spring
officially only a few days away.

My stomach growl ed and | pressed a hand against it to quiet it. | wasn't the
only one hungry. In the |last three weeks, since Yvan had been stoned to death
on the pillory, rations had been cut back severely. Wnter mght be ending,

but we still needed enough supplies to last us another nmonth, until the first
spring harvest. Farners were already out on the surrounding | and pl ow ng
fields and planting in hopes that the weather would hold and an early harvest
woul d be possible. But it wouldn’t conme soon enough. There were al ready deaths
reported in the Dredge.

| sighed, drew the power of the throne in tight around nme, and Reached for the
Dredge, slipping into the flows, drifting on them then directing themuntil |
stood on the broken cobbl es near Cobbler’s Fountain, where once |I’d gone to

nmeet Erick, to tell himl’'d found a mark . . . or killed one.
The nenory, the sight of the dry, dead fountain, brought a sharp pain, one
that | thought woul d have been blunted by now | suppressed it as best |

could, stared up into the cracked and pitted face of the woman who stood at
the center of the fountain, as |1’d once seen Erick do. He’d been searching for
something in her face then, didn't knowthat 1'd followed him that | was

wat ching. | hadn’t conpletely trusted himyet.

But seeing the doubt in his face, the nute appeal for something | couldn’'t
under stand back then, had felt wong, had nmade ny stonmach queasy. It had been
t oo personal

It was the last tine |'d foll owed him

The stone statue of the woman—ene arm hol ding an urn on her shoul der that had
once poured water into the fountain, the other on her hip, only a stunp at her
shoul der and a few fingers remai ni ng—+eveal ed nothing, so | turned away. There
was a flash of bright sunlight, a faint echo of a giggling child splashing in
the pool of water at its base, but these faded quickly. That part of my life
was over. |'d survived it and noved on

| turned to the warren of alleys and narrows beyond the Dredge instead, noved
down the old fam liar paths, into buildings where people huddl ed or slept,
their faces gaunt, haggard, but still alive. | saw famlies, saw children
roving in gangs, saw a cat that had managed to survive instead of being eaten
its ribs sticking out through its matted, nud-caked fur

| moved deeper, not bothering to creep from shadow to shadow as | once woul d
have done. | wasn't really here, was only observing. So |I stal ked down the

m ddl e of the alleys, ducked and slid through inmpossibly small holes into

ni ches and al coves, into secluded roons, using the throne and the river to
seek out those that still survived.

Until 1 found a woman and child tucked away in a crunbling courtyard. The
worman, hair thin, face pale and sweaty in the sunlight seeping down fromthe
openi ng above, gasped in short, irregular, phlegmy breaths where she lay on a
twi sted, tattered bl anket on the ground. The skin around her eyes was

bl ackened wi th sickness, her eyes staring off into nothing.

The child, a girl of no nore than six, dressed in a nakeshift dress, played
with a doll with no arnms or legs in the dirt of the courtyard to one side.
The wonman coughed, the sound horrible, tearing at her throat, and the girl

| ooked up. “Monmmy?”

She stood, notions careful and ponderous, doll clutched tightly in one arm
and nmoved to her nother’s side. The worman had rolled onto her side, and the
girl halted a few small steps fromher and stared down.



“ Nonmy 2"
Wth a suprene effort, she rolled her head to one side, eyes finding her
daughter. She couldn’t nove her arns. She was too weak. It was obvi ous any
food she’d had had gone to her daughter

“Ana,” she gasped, voice nothing nore than a whi sper

Ana crouched down on her knees and elbows in the dirt, doll still tucked tight
to her chest, and | eaned in close so she coul d hear

The wonman’s eyes cl osed and her panting breath halted. For a horrified nonent,
| thought she’d died. But then she gasped, eyes flying w de. She focused
again, licked cracked, dry Ilips.

“Ana, go to the kitchen. Go . . . to the guardsnen.”

Ana frowned, eyes squinched tight. “Can't |eave you, NMomy.”

The woman snorted, the sound defeated, |ost.

She knew she was dyi ng.

“Just . . . go. Bring them back.”

The words exhausted her. Her head rolled back into place, and her eyes cl osed.
Her breaths panted, her form shaking with each one. Her skin took on a waxy,
feverish quality.

Ana hesitated, stood and watched her nmother’'s trenbling forma | ong nonent,
one hand petting the top of her doll’s head where it was clutched to her
chest.

Then she turned and wal ked to the edge of the courtyard, nouth set in a pouty,
uncertain frown. She paused once, turned back, then dashed out into the

narr ow.

I could sense her terror as she ran, followed it with one part of nmy mnd as |
turned back to the woman, as | knelt down beside her

Her breathing was coming faster now, and on the river | could sense her fever,
could sense the sickness in her, like a splotch of darkness in the sunlight.

| reached out to touch it, but her breath caught. Her eyes fl ew open again,

| at ched onto mine

“Ch,” she breathed. A light suffused her face, a snile touched her lips. “It’s
you.”

And t hen she di ed.

My hand fell to ny side.

| stayed with her a nmonent, then followed Ana until she made it to the
kitchens, until Darryn had been summoned. He' d take care of her

Then | returned to the palace, to the tower, know ng that people like the
worman were dying all over the Dredge, succunbing to sicknesses they woul d
normal Iy survive if they had enough food, some dying of exposure, or
starvation. Mostly the old and the young, but a few like this woman, who'd
sacrificed everything to save her daughter

And there was nothing nore | could do.

My stomach growl ed again, but | ignored it.

| heard Eryn approach from behind. She halted beside me, stared out over the
harbor, face to the wind. Her white dress and | ong bl ack hair hissed and
flapped in the breeze, but she didn't seemto nind

“Any word from Captain Catrell ?” she asked. It had becone a daily question
somet hing | asked Keven every norning upon waking, to the point where all
needed to do was send hima questioning | ook

| shook ny head, |ips pressed grinmy together, Keven's usual response. “And no
word fromthe guardsnmen Keven has set to keep a | ookout either.”
Eryn bit her lower lip. “Baill is laying ow He managed to keep Catrell busy

and distant until your sumons to the throne roomto tell us about the threat
fromthe Chorl. He nust have known Catrell was suspicious of something. But he
couldn’t order himto disobey a direct sumons.”

| nodded, but said nothing. There was nothing to say. Catrell had told us he'd
seen Baill with a group of guardsnen escorting a cart away fromthe warehouse
on Lirion Street alnost a nonth before. He'd approached Baill w thout thought,
had chatted with him—

Then noticed |l ater, as he | ooked at the roster, that there had been no



schedul ed transport of goods fromLirion Street. That, in fact, the guardsnen
that had forned the escort were supposed to be watching various other

war ehouses.

After checking the assignnments and speaking to a few of the other guardsmen on

duty that day, he’d discovered that Baill had ordered repl acenments for those
in his escort at each of the warehouses and had reassigned themto Lirion

It was within Baill’'s rights as captain of the guard to rearrange the
guardsmen as he saw fit, but it had felt . . . wong to Catrell

He' d al nost reveal ed what he’'d seen at the neeting |'d called about fornmng a
garrison for the ship. But as far as he could tell, nothing was wong. He
hadn’t heard of the missing food until later, after Yvan had been caught and

he thought the problemresolved. And before that, Baill had kept hi m busy, out
of touch with what was happening in the pal ace.

As Catrell spoke to nme, Avrell, Eryn, and Keven listening in, he’d cursed

hi nsel f for being a fool, for not realizing that Baill was distracting him
keeping himaway. His guilt and regret had flooded the river, tinged with
outrage at the betrayal.

But in the end, it was only a suspicion. Catrell hadn't seen where Baill had
taken the wagon and its supplies, and Keven hadn’t been able to | earn anythi ng
fromdiscreet inquiries with the guardsnen involved. No one knew anythi ng; no
one had seen anyt hi ng.

If Baill was stealing the supplies, he’'d chosen his cohorts well.

In ny gut, | knew Baill was guilty. | could see the sane betrayal in everyone
el se’s eyes as well, knew that they wanted hi mcaught and punished as nmuch as
| did.

“You should just arrest him” Eryn said, as if she'd read ny thoughts. Her
voi ce was | ow, her eyes hooded, staring out at the two watchtowers and the
newly rebuilt walls. “You should confront himin the throne room force himto

touch the throne. It would kill him but you'd know for certain he was
guilty.”
A shudder of horror passed through ne at the thought of forcing Baill to touch

the throne. A reaction nore fromthe horror that passed through the voices in
the throne than from nysel f.

Sone of them had used the throne in such a way, as a last resort. But the
death of the person who touched the throne

| repressed another shudder, forced the thought away.

But then | thought of the woman dying in the sluns, of her daughter, Ana, and
felt anger spark.

“But what if he’'s not guilty?” | asked.

Eryn snorted. “He’'s guilty. You know it, and | know it. That’'s why the Dredge

war ehouse didn’t have any mssing food. Baill never had control of the
guardsmen there; he couldn’t get past Darryn and the nmilitia.”

“Knowing it and proving it are two different things.” | shook my head. “No.
W' |l do what we originally planned: wait until he tries to steal nore, then

catch himin the act, force himto tell us where he's taking it so we can get
it back. We just have to be patient.”

“I't’s been three weeks. |I'’mrunning out of patience. Wat if he doesn't try
agai n? What if he decides he’s taken enough, now that he thinks we know?”

Now mmy expression darkened. “He'll try again.”

Eryn wasn’t convinced, but she didn't argue further. Instead, she took another
step closer to the edge of the tower, notioned out toward the watchtowers and
the walls. “Those went up faster than | expected,” she said.

| moved up beside her. “Avrell said that the masons were surprised by how wel
the old wall had held up. The watchtowers, too. It was only a matter of
repairing a few sections that had crunbl ed, shoring up the supports inside the
towers and finishing off the one side that had coll apsed. They’ ve turned their
attention to the defenses inside the city now and left the watchtowers to the
guardsmen.” 1'd ventured out along the juts of land on the wall myself once,
gone to visit those keeping an eye on the ocean in the watchtowers and to see
the massive signal fires that would be Iit if they caught sight of the Chorl



But the wall and the towers were cl ose enough to the edge of the throne’'s

i nfluence that it nmade me unconfortable. Not sick, |ike the sensation of

kni ves shifting around in ny stomach |I’'d gotten when escorting Eryn’'s envoy to
Col by, but queasy enough that | hadn’t gone back

| shifted nmy attention fromthe watchtowers to the wharf and the lower city. |
could see carpenters and ot her workers crawling over the trading ships in the
harbor, altering themso that they had at | east ninimal defenses. The pal ace’s
sl eek patrol ships that had seal ed the harbor while Eryn was the M stress were
circling the water near the entrance to the harbor. And deeper within the
city, in the streets that led up to the wall surrounding the outer ward,
others were working on barricades and ot her defenses, sone suggested by the
guardsmen, nost by the voices in the throne—M stresses who had been forced to
defend the city in the past, both successfully and unsuccessfully. Voices that
were cooperating with each other for the first tine in decades.

If the Chorl got past the watchtowers, the ships, and the lower city, they'd
hit the three walls that surrounded the pal ace, separating it fromthe mddle
ward, the outer ward, and the lower city itself. And all along the way they’d
be fighting the guard and the mlitia, the citizens currently training in the
courtyard bel ow and the marketplaces in the city, the Servants who were
training in the pal ace gardens even now. | could sense them plying the
currents of the river behind ne, Marielle |eading the | esson today.

Amenkor would not fall lightly.

Eryn pressed her lips tightly together. “Is it enough?” she asked.

| didn't answer.

She turned toward ne, caught my gaze. “Have you tried to use the throne to
scry, as | did when | was M stress? Have you tried to see the future?”

| hesitated, not certain she’'d want to hear. But she’ d been the M stress once
bef ore. She deserved to know

“I"ve tried. Twice. Both tinmes it was the same as before: the city on fire,
ships in the harbor burning, the water filled with bodies and red with bl ood.”
Eryn grow ed, slapped her pal mdown flat on the stone of the tower’s edge in
frustration. “It should have changed!” she spat out over the wall, into the
wind. “lIt should be different!”

My eyes narrowed. The vision had changed: the warehouse district was no | onger
conpletely rebuilt. Because we'd abandoned it to work on the watchtowers and

t he ot her defenses. And now the watchtowers were destroyed first, rather than
after the city had nostly fallen

But | saw no reason to tell Eryn. It didn't change the outcome of the vision

at all. In fact, it verified that the vision wasn't of some |ong distant
future attack, but of something immnent.
| felt Eryn’s frustration as well, crawing across ny skin. But we were doing

everything we could think of to prepare. Al that was left was to wait.

| felt someone enter the spiral stairwell to the roof, felt his tension, his
excitement, his panic. The guards at the top of the tower straightened as they
heard the boy’s poundi ng footsteps echoing up from bel ow—

Then he burst out onto the tower. 1’d already turned, already taken a step
forward in anticipation.

“Mstress!” the boy shouted, then gasped and pounded his chest, trying to
catch his breath. His eyes were wide, his face flushed red with exertion
“Mstress! Captain Catrell says he’'s done it.”

| felt a surge of satisfaction as Eryn asked, “Wo’'s done what ?”

The boy gl anced at her. Still breathing hard, he grinned. “Baill’s rearranged
t he guard on the warehouses.”

| crouched down at the edge of an alley and glanced out into the

ni ght - dar kened, cobbled street in both directions, listening to the rustle of
Keven and his guardsmen settling into place in the alley’s depths behind ne.
Armor cl anked, someone splashed in an unseen puddl e, and soneone el se cursed.
Then everyone fell silent.

Keven crouched down beside nme. “Anything?”

| shook ny head. “The street’s enpty.”



W' d chosen to anbush Baill in a circular market with a fountain at its center
where three major streets intersected. One street provided a direct route from
t he Tenpest Row warehouse to the fountain square. Captain Catrell had insisted
on covering that route. He was to wait until Baill had passed him then close
of f that escape route. The street Keven and | covered was Baill’'s nost |ikely
choi ce once he reached the fountain—+t |ed south, past the stockyards and out
of Anenkor, neeting up with the southern trade route. Captain Wsten covered
the third street away fromthe fountain. He’'d been as enraged as Catrell at
Baill’s betrayal, but—unlike Catrell —-he hadn’t voiced it. H s stance had
shifted, had becone deadly, a notion that reni nded me painfully of Erick

He'd offered to send the Seekers after Baill, as they' d been sent after the
nmurderers and rapists on the Dredge, but 1’'d said no.

We needed the food Baill had stolen—all of it. W needed to take himalive, so
he coul d be questioned, so we could get that food back

A muscle in nmy leg began to cranp, and | wi nced and shifted unconfortably,
then grimaced. 1'd been Mstress too long. |I'd never have cramped this early
in a watch when 1’'d been on the Dredge. Not even after being a bodyguard for
Bor und.

| began nassagi ng the nuscle, caught Keven's eye. “Now we wait,” | said.

He nodded, signaled his guardsnen, then | eaned back agai nst the wall and
stared up at the stars overhead. The nmoon was al ready out, everything cast in
a faint gray light.

| sighed and settled in as well.

A d habits asserted thenselves. | checked out the rough stone of the alley,

not ed the deeper darknesses of al coves and doorways and wi ndows. All possible
escape paths. But unlike the Dredge, these darknesses weren't w de open and
crunmbling, with enpty roons and corridors beyond. This was east of the city,
Amenkor’s River only a few streets north. This stone wasn’t falling into ruin
and slicked with sludge and ground-in nud.

And the people here weren’t starving. Not like those on the Dredge, like Ana’'s
not her.

Yet .

| sighed, saw Keven gl ance toward me out of the corner of ny eye, then | slid
beneath the river, pushed nyself deep enough so |I could feel the city of

Amenkor pul sing around nme. For a nonent, | held nyself in the alley with Keven
and the guardsnen, felt their boredom mi xed with tension, then | turned ny
attention out into the street. | could see it clearly now, no darknesses, no

escapes. To the left a rat paused, beady eyes looking in nmy direction as if he
sensed | was watching, then he skittered away.

My stomach growl ed. On the Dredge, he would have been dinner. On the Dredge,
his fell ows had already been dinner, Darryn sending out rat patrols |like
hunting parties on a regular basis now, hoping to bring back fresh neat.

| turned to the right, |leaned out fromthe alley far enough | could see the
wat er of the fountain dancing in the nmoonlight, then focused and pushed at the
river, the sane way |’'d pushed to see the vision of the city burning. But this
was limted to a small area—the fountain—and a short period of tine.

| grunted, then pulled back into the alley. At Keven's questioning | ook, I
said, “Baill will be here in an hour.”

Keven frowned, then notioned to a page boy, who sped off deeper into the alley
with the news. He'd informCatrell and Westen.

The nen shared a few gl ances, then shrugged.

Alittle less than an hour |ater, everyone just beginning to get restless,
Keven' s page boy returned.

“Baill passed Catrell’s position a few nonments ago,” he reported breathl essly.
Everyone in the alley tensed. | drew ny dagger, felt its handle slip into a
fam liar grip, and edged closer to the alley’ s entrance.

To the right | heard | ow voices, too distant to make out, and the creak of a
wagon. But | still couldn’t see anything.

Then Baill appeared. He gl anced down the street and | pulled back out of view
slowy. Al of my instincts were scream ng, but | forced nyself to wait, to



allow Catrell and Westen tinme to nmove into position. The sounds of the wagons
grew | ouder, the voices clearer, cutting off the splashing sounds of water
fromthe fountai n—

And then, at a barked command fromBaill, the wagons halted.

| froze, muscles tensing, shot a quick frown at Keven

He shrugged, notioned that we should head out into the street, revea
our sel ves.

| shook ny head. Sonething was wrong.

And then | heard the sound of horses, of shod feet clopping onto cobbl estones.
Coming fromthe |eft.

Wth horror, | realized that soneone was coming to neet Baill

| shoved Keven toward the darkness at the other end of the alley, his nassive
bul k resisting a noment, until he heard the horses. Wth a sharp gesture, he
ordered the nen back, everyone scranbling to nove, fast, wi thout making a
sound. Arnor scraped agai nst stone, and boots dragged across the cobbl es.
Soneone spl ashed through the puddl e again. | foll owed, Keven a step in front
of me.

And then suddenly Keven notioned everyone down, halting as the sounds of the
horses drew even with the alley’ s entrance.

| spun, ny butt on ny heels, ny back pressed flat against the wall, dagger
tight to ny side as sweat dripped down ny back and between ny breasts, and
wat ched as a group of horses passed in front of the alley.

Thirty horses in all, each mounted by a man dressed in arnor like the
guardsmen. But they weren't guardsnen. These were gutterscum Bodyguards.

Mer cenari es.

My heart sank. They were here to guard the food Baill had stolen, here to take
control of it, to srmuggle it out of the city and transport it somewhere el se.
Whi ch neant we’d never get back the food he' d al ready taken

Despair seized me, but then, in the few nonents it took the thirty nercenaries
to pass by the alley door, it transforned into hard cold fury. Fury solid as a
stone, sitting in the center of my chest.

Soneone touched nmy shoul der and | spun, recogni zed Keven a nmonent before
woul d have struck with the dagger. He didn't flinch, his eyes boring into
mne. “This is going to be harder than we anticipated,” he said.

| heard what he hadn’t said, what he hadn’t asked. But | wasn't going to |et
Bai |l escape now. Not after this, and not with any nore of Amenkor’s food. Not
after witnessing Ana’s nother’s death. Not after seeing how everyone el se was
suffering on the Dredge.

Keven nmust have seen the answer in ny eyes, for he strai ghtened where he
crouched, then notioned toward his men, the gestures short and sharp

The alley grew suddenly grimas men shifted, |oosened clasps on swords,
checked their armor. | crept to the end of the alley, scanned the dark street
in both directions again.

The nercenaries had just nade it to the end of the street, were entering the
fountain's circle. One of them broke away, horse trotting forward to neet
Baill, who stood before a cart |oaded with crates and surrounded by pal ace
guar dsmnen.

| alnost darted across the street to the opposite side, crouched | ow and
moving swiftly, as | would have done on the Dredge, but | caught myself.
Straightening, | let the anger slide through nme, drew it around nme like a

cl oak, felt the guardsmen behind nme respond with their own anger, their
formation tightening, stances solidifying.

| stepped out of the alley, Keven at ny side, his sword drawn, the rest of the
guardsmen cl ose behind. W wal ked to the nouth of the street where it enptied
out onto the circular plaza and halted, Keven's men shifting to block off any
escape.

Soneone in Baill’'s group saw us, barked out a warning.

The guardsmen and mercenaries reacted instantly. Wth a sharp cry, the
guardsmen abandoned the cart and food, scattering toward the other two
entrances to the plaza. The nercenaries cursed, kicked their horses into a



mlling confusion of rattling nmetal and frightened ani nal s.

I lost sight of Baill. The guardsmen at ny back tensed but held firm

Bail | ’s guardsnen had al nost escaped to Tenpest Row when Catrell’s party
appeared. Shouts of despair filled the circle and Baill’s guardsnen turned,
ran blindly toward the |ast remaining escape. But Wsten appeared before
they’d made it hal fway across the plaza.

Baill’s nen ground to a halt, wavered at the edge of the fountain. The stench
of fear flooded the river, mxed with the snmell of horse and dung.

Sil ence descended, interrupted only by the snort of a horse, the stanp of a

hoof. The nercenaries had forned up in a wall around Baill and the man who’d
gone to nmeet him
| took a step forward. “It’s over, Baill!” | said, |oud enough so that

everyone in the plaza could hear

| watched the crowd of horses.

No one ermer ged.

| felt nmy anger spike. “Come out! Al of your escape routes have been cut

of f!1”

Silence. No one noved. | glared at the nercenaries, their faces tight, eyes
dangerous, their unshaven jaws cl enched tight. A few had drawn their swords
and they watched me balefully fromtheir saddles.

Then, with no warning at all, the nercenaries charged.

| slid into a defensive crouch w thout thinking, heard the guardsnen behi nd ne
gasp, then surge forward and tighten up, Keven bell ow ng orders. The
nmercenaries roared, an unintelligible battle cry of pure sound, the poundi ng
of hooves on cobbl es descendi ng upon us like the crash of an ocean’s wave. |
breathed in the scent of desperation, al nost overwhel ned by horse sweat, and
then the first nercenary reached ne.

| lashed out with the river, a solid punch of force that slamed into the
massi ve chest of the horse bearing down on me. The animal screaned, tossed its
head, tried to lurch backward, and ended up rearing high, hooves kicking down
at me as the nmercenary attenpted to regain control. | punched out again,
shoved the river forward hard in a solid wall as the horse tw sted sideways
and began to fall.

I grunted as animal and rider crashed into the shield, the nercenary screamn ng
as his leg was crushed between his horse and the shield he couldn't see. Heart
t hundering, | shunted man and horse aside, stepping to the left as they cane
shuddering to the ground beside me. The man screaned again as the horse rolled
onto his chest, and then the scream cut abruptly into a gurgle and died.

The scent of blood flooded the river

The horse flailed, eyes wild, kicked out sharply, head tw sted back by the
reins in the dead man’s hands. Its hooves connected with another horse, the
rest of the mercenary’s charge grinding to a halt as they hit Keven's
guardsmen hard. The |line gave, the horses parting around their fallen brother
then held, the entrance to the street collapsing into a nmel ee of nercenaries,
guardsmen, and horsefl esh

Gipping ny dagger in one fist, | dove deep into the river, settled into its
fl ows—

And then | slid into the nel ee.

My dagger slicked across flesh, cut into | egs and hands and arns, anything

t hat becane exposed. | grow ed as | fought, felt bl ood spatter against ny
face, but continued on. | plunged my dagger into a thigh, heard the nercenary
shriek even as | reached up and jerked himfromthe saddle to be tranpl ed
underfoot. Swords flailed and | ducked, tasting the metal as it snicked by ny
head, then dodged as the horse on ny |eft staggered, alnmost crushing ne into
the one on ny right. | stepped on sonething soft, felt it roll beneath ny
foot, and lurched forward, grabbing onto a saddle for support. A nercenary
glared down at ne, eyes like flint, raised his sword for a thrust, but another
bl ade punched hard into his armpit and back out again through his shoul der and
he screaned, his arm hal f-severed from his shoul der. Bl ood poured down on ne,
blinding me for a noment and then the horse surged forward, out of ny grip,



the man’s scream f adi ng.

| wiped the blood frommy eyes with the back of my arm and found nyself
surrounded by Keven's guardsnen in a protective circle. He stepped back from
the edge of the fighting, the | ast nercenary threatening us falling, and said,
“The attack is faltering.”

He pointed to the far side of the fountain, where Westen and Catrell’s men had
sei zed the wagons of food. As we watched, the |ast of the mercenaries that had
attacked Westen and Catrell’s men broke off, galloping toward the open street
Westen had abandoned in order to protect the food.

“Shit!” | swore, seeing the open street. “\Were’'s Baill?”

“l never saw him” Keven said.

“Shit, shit, shit!” | shouted. | began checking the faces of the bodies that
surrounded us, turning those facedown over. A few groaned, but | left those
for Keven, searching frantically.

| wanted Baill. | needed Baill. | could feel Ana’s nother’s eyes burning into

me, could hear the awe and hope in her voice as she whispered, “Ch, it’s you,”
bef ore dyi ng.

Keven and his guardsmen began searching as well, stumbling anmong the dead
horses and pools of blood in a widening circle.

I’d al nost reached the street where the attack had started when one of the
guardsmen cried out.

| spun, was halfway to the nan before anyone else reacted. “Is it Baill? Is he
alive?”

The man shook his head. “He's alive, but it’s not Baill.”

He ki cked the body over. | heard the mercenary noan, had begun to turn away in

di sgust, when sonething clicked.

The man was familiar.

| crouched down next to the man’s side, his breaths conming in short little
gasps, stared intently into his face, |ooking beneath the bl ack bl ood, the

I ong, lanky hair, the nmercenary’s clothing. | |ooked close . . . and then I
sat back on ny heels and scow ed.
“Hell o, Alendor,” | said, ny voice cold and deadly, twisted with sarcasm

“Wel come back to Amenkor.”

Then | reached down, grabbed the neck of his shirt, and haul ed hi mupright.
He screaned

Avrell and Eryn were waiting on the steps of the promenade with torches
flapping in the breeze when Keven and | energed fromthe gates of the inner
wal I, nmy escort dragging the bound, gagged, and fum ng Al endor behind us.
Captains Catrell and Westen canme in |last, their guardsmen hauling the
remai ni ng nercenaries that hadn’t died in the attack off to the cells.

| wanted to deal with Al endor now.

“Baill escaped,” | said as | approached Avrell and Eryn. Avrell’'s face fell,
Eryn’s grew grim

“But how?” Avrell asked. “He should never have had a chance in that plaza—=~
“He wasn't just stealing food and storing it elsewhere in the city,” | said,
cutting Avrell off, ny voice tight. “He was smuggling it out of the city. The
nmen sent to neet himto take the food were there—nercenari es on horseback
Once they attacked, it was chaos. He slipped away during the fighting.”
They considered the inplications of that in silence. Eryn nodded toward the
man Keven and his guardsnen were hol ding. “Then who is that?”

“That,” | said, drawing in a deep breath to steady mnmyself, “is Al endor.”
"What!” Avrell blurted, his shock evident, but he quickly regained control
“How did he get back into the city? Wiy is he here?”

“I don’t know,” | said, turning to nove up the steps to the palace. “But it’'s
obvi ous he was working with Baill. | want to know why, and to what purpose.”
“But how are you going to find out?” Avrell asked as he and Eryn fell into

step behind ne, Keven, Alendor, and the rest of the escort follow ng.

| didn’t answer, shot a glance toward Eryn. She' d al ready guessed how, and
saw her give an inperceptible nod of agreenment. Her |ips were pressed tightly
toget her, her eyes, her stance, deadly serious.



Because if Al endor was involved, then the missing food took on a nuch greater
i mport than some of Anenkor’s citizens starving. It meant there was nmuch nore
goi ng on, sonething nuch bigger. Al endor didn't work for trivial ends. When

I"d been hired to kill himbefore, he’d been trying to take over all trade

wi thin Anenkor itself by forming a consortium of merchants, killing those
nmerchants that refused to join or that were in the way. Wth Baill’s help, he
woul d have had control over the pal ace guardsmen as well. He could have
controlled all of Amenkor

The inplications of Alendor and Baill working together

| felt an enpty pit open in my stomach, making my nouth dry. Because sonet hi ng
el se was going on here, sonething | couldn’t quite see. Sonething that
threatened the entire city of Anenkor

And | needed to know what, needed to know now.

W entered the pal ace, Eryn sending servants hurrying ahead of us to Iight
sconces and candles. It was the dead of night, but the pal ace cane suddenly
alive with activity.

“Where are we goi ng?” Avrell asked.

“The throne room”

W passed down the long corridor leading to the doors to the inner sanctum

t he phal anx of guardsmen stepping to the side as we noved through what once
had been gates in an outer wall but were now at the heart of the palace. Then
we were outside the double doors of the throne room

A coupl e of guardsmen noved forward and pull ed the doors outward, and

ent ered, wal king down the | ong aisle between the massive colums, ny eyes on
the throne as it twi sted and warped from shape to shape. | felt its presence
sifting through the entire room draped that power around ne as | nounted the
dais, the others—Avrell, Eryn, Keven, the guardsmen—arraying thensel ves around
the room But | did not sit. At the top of the dais, standing to the left of
the throne, | halted, turned around and stared down at Al endor. Keven had
forced himto his knees at the bottom of the dais. The guardsman | ooked as if
he wanted to slit Alendor’s throat now, his face hard and angry. But he only
hel d the ex-merchant in place, hands on his shoul ders.

| could sense terror in Al endor, but his eyes snoldered with hatred. Not the
petty hatred of Yvan. This went deeper, had burned longer. | studied his face.
I remenbered seeing himin Charls’ nanse, plotting with the other nmerchants to
kill Borund. He’d had a nustache, gray-streaked hair pulled back in a
ponytail. Hs face had been shaven, the nustache trimed neatly.

Now, he had a bristly, gray-shot beard, and his nustache was ragged beneath
his long nose. Hi s skin was tanned and dry with the exposure to the el ements,
and still flecked with dried spots of blood fromthe attack in the circle. H's
mercenary arnor and tattered, bl oodstained clothing clashed with the nental
imge | held of his always pristine nustard-col ored merchant’s coat.

But the eyes were the sane. Cold. Sharp. Calcul ating. Even here, bound and
gagged before the Skewed Throne.

“Renmove the gag,” | said.

Keven jerked the knot in the back free, Al endor wi ncing, and when it fell to
the floor, Keven stepped back a pace, drawing his sword. Al endor coughed, then
worked his nouth as if he’'d tasted bitter ash and spat onto the throne room
floor. He stayed on his knees, but drew hinmself upright, back straight and
defiant, stance as poised as possible. H's jaw cl enched as he gl owered at ne.
I"d hoped that the presence of the Skewed Throne stal king on the dais like a
caged animl would cow himas it had me when 1'd first entered the throne
room before |I’'d beconme the Mstress. But as a nerchant of Amenkor, he’d been
to the throne room before. He knew what the Skewed Throne felt |ike.

“Avrell told me you d |l eft Anenkor, gone to the southern cities,” | said. “Wy
have you cone back?”

Al endor’ s gl ower intensified, but he said nothing.

“Where are you taking the food? Wio are you giving it to?”

“I"1'l tell you nothing, bitch.”

Keven grow ed, and, with a nove so swift | barely sawit, he backhanded



Al endor so hard the ex-nmerchant toppled to the floor with a cut-off cry
followed by a stifled groan. Two guardsnmen rushed forward and jerked him

upri ght again, Keven circling around behind himas Al endor used his tongue to
probe his split lip. Blood dripped fromthe cut, on his chin, but he only

sneer ed.

For a nonent, | felt a stab of pity.

But then | renmenbered himleading me into an anbush, remenbered the gutterscum
he’d hired as bodyguards as they ki cked and punched and beat ne into a bl oody
pulp in a back alley of the warehouse district. He’'d neant for themto kil

me, meant for his son to elimnate me because | was in the way, screw ng up
his plans for the consortium by protecting Borund, keeping himalive. The only
reason |’'d survived was because Erick had intervened, had distracted them | ong
enough for me to regroup

The t hought of Erick sent a spike through nmy anger. |'d conme out of that with
nore than just a bloody lip. So had Erick

And | thought of Ana, of her nmother, of all the other people |I'd seen that

nmorning as | wandered the sluns. | saw their gaunt faces, their ribs standing
out, their sallow skin. And as each face flickered before ne, | felt my anger

surge higher, felt it spill over into rage.

“Where are you taking the food?” | shouted, voice echoing in the chanmber,

t hrobbing with the power of the throne behind it. | saw a few of the guardsnen
flinch, saw both Avrell and Eryn stiffen in surprise.

Al endor spat blood. Then he smiled, his eyes snug. “You' |l have to do better

than roughing ne up with your pet guardsmen,” he hissed.

Keven stepped forward, hand raised again, and for all his bluster Al endor
flinched back, but | halted Keven with a raised hand.

“Very well,” | said.

Then | reached out with the river, with the power of the throne, and as the
Ochean had done with Erick, | seized Al endor about the throat with an

i nvi si bl e hand, squeezed it tight as |I jerked himupright, lifted him
conpletely off of the floor, and threw himdown onto the dais steps before the
t hr one.

As soon as | let the hand of force go, Al endor heaved in a sucking breath, his
| egs kicking out as he tried to roll hinmself onto his back. Hi s breath came in
shortened, ragged gasps of terror as he managed to get hinself onto his side,
but before he could begin to roll off the dais steps, | punched himhard in
the gut with the river.

H s eyes flew wide, grew round as he tried to breathe but couldn’t, and then
somet hi ng broke, and he coughed and contorted into a protective curl around
his stomach, bl ood splattering onto the steps fromhis cut Iip. He sucked in
anot her breath, the sound torturous, as if his throat had been torn, and he
coughed agai n.

I moved down the few steps to where he lay in a fetal position

“Where are you taking the food?” | repeated, my voice cal monce again.

He gasped, shifted enough that he could | ook up at ne, his body angled across
the steps of the dais, the throne behind him Blood and snot covered the | ower
hal f of his face, and a bruise was beginning to formon his tenple where he’'d
struck stone after | threw him

But his eyes still blazed with hatred. “Fuck you.”

| took a single step forward, and he kicked out, forced hinmself up another
step, then another, trying to get away fromne. He shoved hinself up onto the
top of the dais, the Skewed Throne directly behind him the stone sliding
snoot hly from shape to shape.

“Fuck you, Varis,” he repeated, my name twisted into a curse. He gasped with

pain, but was still defiant enough to attenpt a grin. “I’mnot going to tel
you anyt hing.”
Silence settled over the throne room Behind nme, | could feel Avrell and Eryn

tensi ng. They knew what was com ng, had seen it before, had suffered through
it in Eryn’s case. But the guardsmen were only confused, nost a little afraid,
uncertai n what was happeni ng.



“No,” | said, and | could hear the sadness in ny voice, heard the voices
inside the throne grow quiet. | reached out, grasped the front of his
mercenary’s clothes with the river, and lifted himupright. “You're going to
tell me everything.”

A | ook of confusion crossed Al endor’s face, and then | shoved himonto the

t hr one.

For a nonent, nothing happened. The throne solidified, its constant notion
shuddering to a halt hal fway between transformations. A | ook of awe crossed

Al endor’ s face.

Then, both he and | gasped, the sound sharp, reverberating through the room |
felt something stab deep down inside ny gut, the sensation cold and viscera
and twisting inside ne. Al endor sucked in a hissing breath, teeth cl enched

ti ght against the sensation—

And suddenly | was | ooking out over the throne roomthrough Al endor’s eyes,
could feel the ties binding his hands cutting into his flesh, could taste the
sick slickness of blood on his lips. The knife in my gut—n Al endor’s gut—sank
deeper, grew colder, and | hissed again at the pain, and a nmonent before

cl osed ny eyes, the pain escalating sharply, | saw nmy own body collapse to the
throne room fl oor, saw Avrell and Eryn step forward, both their faces grim
And then the frigid pain in Al endor’s gut exploded outward and he screaned, a
bl oodcurdling mascul i ne shriek that rose and rose as the knifing cold stabbed
into his chest, into his lungs, seared down his arms and | egs and sliced

t hrough every vein and nerve in his body.

When it reached his head, jabbing through his eyes, everything went

m nd- nunmbi ngly, blindingly white.

And the screamni ng stopped.

We have him

| shuddered as Cerrin’s voice intruded on the whiteness, then felt the voices
of the throne surrounding ne, the sane naelstroml’'d felt before, when Eryn
had forced me onto the throne. Except this tine the voices weren't screaning
at me, battering at ny defenses in an attenpt to seize control, shrieking with
the winds of a hurricane and trying to tear nme apart. This time the mael strom
was the roar of a thousand voices tal king anong thensel ves in a crowded

mar ket pl ace. A few madmen were still shrieking at the edge of the plaza, but

t he other voices had surrounded them were keeping themin check

Cerrin’s presence, snelling of the sharp scent of pine, shifted forward in the
crowmd, followed by Liviann, Atreus, and the rest of the Seven.

“We have him?” Cerrin repeated.

“Wher e?”

Cerrin drifted away and | foll owed. We worked our way through the crowded

mar ket pl ace, Liviann and the rest of the Seven trailing behind us. As before,
when I’ d thought of the throne as a crowd on the Dredge, the wonen
interspersed with a few nen jostled into nme, reached out and touched ne. But
this time they weren't trying to overwhelmme, to crush nme. This time, the
touches were reverent, supportive, nost giving ne a small nod, a quick snile
before stepping aside to |l et me pass.

Cerrin led me to the center of the marketplace. Wien we energed fromthe
bustling crowd, | halted.

In the center of the marketplace sat a pillory, Al endor already on his knees
and | ocked into place. He struggled, spitting curses, his neck and wists

bl oody where he’d al ready scraped themraw. He ceased as soon as | stepped
forward to where he could see ne.

“You fucking bitch,” he gasped, his face red with rage. “What have you done?”
“l forced you to touch the throne.”

He heaved, eyes squeezing shut as he strained to break free of the pillory,
hands flapping in their restraints.

Finally he stopped, breath heaving. “Rel ease ne!”

| shook ny head. “lI can’'t. You're already dead. You' ve becone part of the
throne.”

He stared at nme in horror, refusing to understand even though deep down inside



he knew it was true.

| reached forward, felt himflinch as | touched his forehead and cl osed ny
eyes. “Now, tell me where you were taking the food.”

He tried to resist, flailed as | concentrated, but it was futile. This is what
the throne had been created for: storage of know edge, of nenory, so that the
M stress could access it, use it, learn fromit. It had just done a little bit
nore than that as well, storing personalities, . . . and storing souls.

| felt a rush of wind against ny face, tilted ny head up and drew in the deep
scent of the ocean and sand, and then opened ny eyes.

Al endor rode on the back of a horse, the animal walking slowy down a rocky
road toward an abandoned village. It was dusk, the light beginning to fade. |
heard the runbling roar of ocean waves agai nst a rocky beach through the
trees, heard the creak of wagons and the dull thuds of horses behind him

He turned. Behind, a group of nercenaries surrounded two wagons | oaded down

wi th sacks and crates. Anenkor’s mark stood out clearly on the nearest crates.
The food Baill had stolen

| felt a flare of anger, but then we entered the vill age.

The buil di ngs were nothing nmore than shacks, the wood bl eached white by the
sun, nost ready to collapse at the slightest touch. A few broken crab traps

| ay about, sone caught in torn netting. There were no doors, no wi ndows, only
gapi ng openi ngs no | onger even covered by cloth. Qutside a few of the hovels
were small boats with jagged hol es punched into the bottons.

Al endor | ed the nercenaries and the wagons down to the edge of the vill age,
where the dunes rose above the high tide marked by heaps of driftwood and
tufts of saw grass. The wi nd bl ew sharper once Al endor reached the top of the
dunes, catching hold of the horse’s mane and tugging at his ponytail.

Wthout a word, the nercenaries began pitching a canp, a fewtrotting off to
gat her wood, others breaking out tents and organi zing a canpfire, still others
setting up a watch. As they worked, Al endor shaded his eyes against the
setting sun and stared out at the ocean. As soon as the snoke of the cook fire
drifted across his senses, he dismounted, one of the nercenaries taking the
reins of his horse and leading it away.

The nmen settled in. Soneone returned with a brace of hares, which were quickly
skinned and set to roasting on the fire. Three nen started a gane invol ving
thrown di ce and runes, curses and | aughter punctuating the darkness. Al endor
kept to hinself, a mercenary presenting himw th one of the charred, roasted
hares. A sense of quiet expectation fell over the group as the night

pr ogr essed.

Then, as the noon rose over the treetops, one of the sentries cried out and
everyone around the canpfire | ooked out across the dune toward the cove.
Torches bobbed above the water

Al endor stood, straightened his nercenary outfit with a frown, then notioned
to the nen.

The nercenaries junmped up and began hauling the sacks and crates down to the
edge of the water. Al endor followed, a few of the huskier, deadlier-Iooking
men at his side.

He halted and watched the torches on the cove nove closer. Wen three boats
rowed into view fromthe darkness, he nuttered to the two nen at his side, “Be
careful. Don’t antagonize themlike last tinme. Let me do the tal king.”

The nen grunted and shifted unconfortably.

The boats ground into the sand and figures junmped out, npst noving toward the
pile of crates and sacks to one side, the nercenaries backing off as the
others began to |l oad them Three of the figures noved toward Al endor

As they came into view, their torches guttering in the wind fromthe ocean, |
gasped.

The Chorl .

The | eader, face set in a permanent scow, spat sonmething to his two escorts,
then stepped forward, glaring at Al endor and then the two mercenaries. He was
short, dressed in the sanme silky cloth as those who had attacked Mathew s
ship. A series of dark blue tattoos |ined both cheeks fromear to jaw, and one



of his ears—

The | ower half of one of his ears had been sliced off.

It was the same nman who had attacked Mathew s ship, the same man who had hel d
Erick at sword point, who had ordered the crew s death.

“You brought shipnent,” the bl ue-skinned man spat, the words sharp and halting
and unfamliar in his nouth.

Al endor nodded. “And | expect to be paid.”

The bl ue-ski nned Chorl watched himwi th cold, black beady eyes. Then he
shrugged, pulled a sack that had been tied to his belt, and tossed it onto the
sand. It clinked, but Al endor did not nmove to pick it up

“Anot her shipment in one nmonth?” Al endor asked instead, never taking his eyes
off of the | eader of the Chorl.

“Nol

Al endor froze, a frisson of fear trenmbling through his arms. He knew their
agreement was tenuous, that at any nonment the Chorl could turn on him He was
only useful as long as he could provide themw th food.

“Attack move,” the man said haltingly, sneering. “Now first day spring.”

The two Chorl behind himchuckl ed, and the bl ue-ski nned man grinned, then
burst out | aughi ng before turning and sauntering back toward the boats, now

| oaded. His strangely curved sword ran silver in the noonlight at his side.
When he reached the boats, he turned back and spat into the sand in contenpt.
A shiver shuddered through Al endor, then he cursed as he reached for the sack
on the sand, the boats slipping back out into the cove, vanishing in the

dar kness.

“What was that all about?” one of the mercenaries asked as they headed back to
t he canpsite.

“Amenkor,” Al endor grow ed. “They’'re going to attack Amenkor the first day of
spring.”

| gasped, lurched upward before realizing | was lying on the floor of the
throne room The cold gray stone of the vaulted ceiling arched above ne,
interrupted a nmonent |ater by Avrell’s concerned face.

He knelt at my side. “Alendor is dead.”

“l1 know.”

He nodded, and along with Keven, helped ne to stand. | staggered slightly,
felt nyself trenmbling, couldn't seemto make it stop

“What did you find out?” Eryn asked. Behind her, | could see Al endor’s body
draped across the stone steps of the dais, face down.

The raw rage that envel oped ne al nost nmade me gasp. “That he and Baill have
betrayed us.”

“To who?”

| caught Eryn’s eye, then Avrell’s, and finally Keven's. “To the Chorl

They’' re going to attack Anenkor the first day of spring.

"I'n two days.”

Chapter 12
| STARED at the ceiling of ny chanmbers in the darkness. The faint sheen of
nmoonl i ght illum nated the open doorway to the bal cony, the curtains billow ng

inward fromthe breeze

| breathed in deeply, snelled ocean and salt and snoke fromthe hundreds of
sconces that had been kept lit on the palace walls the last two nights, since
|"d learned that the Chorl intended to attack the first day of spring.

Today.

| let the breath out in a long, heavy sigh, then sat up and shifted to the
edge of the bed.

| wouldn’t be able to sleep. | doubted if many woul d.

| pulled on my breeches, a white shirt, ny boots, and tucked ny dagger into
the belt, then drifted out onto the bal cony and stared down at the city.
Amenkor. Torches lined the three walls surrounding the palace, as well as the
| engths of wall on the juts of land |l eading out to the two watchtowers.
Sentries occasionally passed in front of the flames, silhouetted briefly



before passing on. In the city below, the streets should have been quiet for
the nost part, the only novenents bakers getting ready for the norning rush a
few hours of f or guardsmen neandering the streets. Instead, there were groups
of men at critical cross streets, their torches marki ng key defensive points
t hroughout the city. The wharf was crowded with boats, carpenters even now
wor ki ng on the trading ships, frantically trying to install sone additiona
defenses. Most of the palace’s patrol ships were already out in the harbor
dark shadows sliding through the nmoonlit waters.

Drawing in a deep breath, | closed ny eyes and slid beneath the river,
focusing on the city below, concentrating until | could pick out the
flickering white flanmes of the people |I'd tagged with the Wiite Fire over the
| ast few days. Catrell and Westen had volunteered, as well as a few other
guardsmen and Seekers, and they were now stationed at various |ocations

t hroughout the city. Westen and his Seekers had been split between the city
and the palace, their skills better suited to attacks fromcover and in
narrow, confined spaces. Catrell, now captain of the pal ace guardsmen in
Baill’s stead, as well as captain of the regular guard, had sent the majority
of his nmen into the city. The pal ace guardsnmen had been left on the pal ace
wal |'s and the watchtowers, a few nore on the boats.

Baill had taken at |east twenty guards wth hi mwhen he vani shed, cutting the
pal ace guardsnen down to just over a hundred nen. Catrell had had anot her
hundred and fifty city guardsnen under his control before Baill left. Wth the

thirty Seekers .

It wasn’t rmuch of an army. But with the mlitia we’d been training, with the
citizens who had taken up arns and joined them wth Darryn and the deni zens
of the Dredge .

Di vided among themall were the Servants, nost able to provide sone protection
fromthe powers of the Ochean and her own Servants. As much as coul d be

| earned in such a short period of time anyway. Mdst of them including
Marielle, had volunteered to be tagged by the Wite Fire as well.

| could see those flames now, scattered throughout the city like stars.

| opened ny eyes, let the river go.

Just before it slid away conpletely, | felt a surge, a ripple of power—

And one of the watchtowers expl oded.

A fireball roared into the sky at the edge of the harbor, wood and stone and
bodi es arching up and out as a concussive crack of sound split the night. |
jerked back fromthe edge of the bal cony, gasped as debris began to rain down
into the water of the harbor, boats sil houetted agai nst the conflagration, and
then the flames di ed back down.

A sudden, shocked silence fell. | could hear nyself gasping, could feel ny

bl ood thudding in nmy veins.

Then a bell began to ring fromthe second watchtower, answered by others
inside the city as the alarm began to spread. Activity along the walls doubl ed
as men raced to positions. In the city, nmore torches were lit, bonfires raised
al ong the I engths of barricades in the streets. The wharf erupted with
frenzied activity, lines untied, trading ships casting off into the harbor

The patrol boats streaked toward the bay’ s entrance.

The door to ny chanmbers crashed inward and | spun, Keven streaming into the
roomw th twel ve other guardsnen, a | ook of panic crossing his face as he saw
the enpty bed. But then he caught sight of me on the bal cony.

“Mstress,” he said, stepping quickly to ny side.

“It's started,” | said.

Keven stared out at the fiery ruins of the watchtower, his hand on the ponmel
of his sword. His eyes wi dened at the destruction, then his attention turned
toward nme. “We have to get you to the throne room”

I"d slid back beneath the river, could feel his tension, his fear. But even as
it registered on ny senses, the fear was suppressed and the tension slipped
into controll ed channel s, harnessed and used. This is what he’d been trained
to do.

| felt the next surge of power a nonent before the second wat cht ower expl oded,



a pul se that shivered across the harbor like a ripple on water, its source
somewher e beyond the influence of the throne. Keven didn't flinch as the
fireball that had been the tower rose into the sky, didn't even turn in that
direction, his eyes never |leaving ny face, his jaw cl enched.

| met his gaze, the urge to draw ny dagger and rush down to the city bel ow
al nost overwhel mi ng. My hand al ready gripped the handl e of my dagger, anger
maki ng me trenble. Anger at this attack, at what they’'d done to The Mi den and
t he other tradi ng ships.

Anger over what they’'d done to Laurren and Erick.

But 1’'d be nore effective here at the pal ace.

| blew nmy breath out in exasperation, then nodded. “The throne room”

The pal ace was strangely enmpty, the hallways echoing as we made our way down
the corridor to the main entrance to the throne room Mst of the Servants
were already out in the city, along with the guardsnen. But Avrell and Eryn
were waiting for me. Neither |ooked Iike they' d gotten any sl eep

“What ' s happened?” Eryn asked inmediately as the guardsnen opened the doubl e

doors and began lighting torches and candel abra. Avrell, Eryn, and | noved
down the wal kway to the dais.
“The wat chtowers have fallen,” | said. “They’'Il be entering the harbor soon.”

She nodded grimy. “The patrol ships and trading ships should halt themfor a
while. Did you see how many of themthere were?”

“I didn't see themat all.” |I stepped up the dais and sat down in the throne,
felt it settling into its usual shape beneath ne. An echo of the city’'s
enotions flooded through me—terror, resistance, fear, anger; a seething
turmoil —but | held it back, | ooked down at Avrell and Eryn. “lI won't let them
t ake Anenkor.”

Bot h nodded, signed the Skewed Throne synbol over their chests, the gesture
startling coning fromthem It sent a shiver down ny back

“Remenber,” Eryn warned, “Reaching drains your strength, makes you weak. Don’t
overextend yourself trying to help those in the city. They can take care of

t hensel ves. Save your strength for later, in case you need it.”

| frowned in irritation, saw the answering stiff-Iipped admonition in Eryn’'s
eyes, and grudgi ngly nodded.

Then they were noving, both marked with the Wiite Fire now, both heading to
the outer walls and the city below with | ooks of determnation, Avrell to the
mddle wall, Eryn to the inner

Keven took their place, gazed up at me expectantly. “Keep nme informed of
what’ s happeni ng.”

| inclined ny head, drew in a deep breath, closed my eyes. . . .

And pl unged nyself into the river, the force of the throne behind ne.

The rage of enotions that represented the city crashed into ne |ike a wave,
threatening to drag ne under in the riptides. | struggled, cried out
involuntarily, flailed against the currents of hatred and fear. | could fee
the city’'s attention drawn toward the burning watchtowers, could feel the
shudderi ng apprehension as they watched the entrance to the harbor in the
darkness, all of the bells in the city ringing, the patrol ships and trading
shi ps that had managed to cast off the only counter to the hei ghtening

anxi ety. The men and wonen in the ships sped toward the entrance with grim

determ nation, and | latched onto this enmotion and stabilized nmyself in the
torrent of the river.

Settling nyself in the currents, | streaked out over the black water of the
bay, the flames of the watchtowers getting closer. As | approached, | could

feel the disruption the destruction of the towers had caused on the river, a
di sruption brought on by a tremendous rel ease of power. Wirlpools had forned,
one each at the centers of the watchtowers. | skirted around the first

whirl pool’s edge, felt its energy tugging at nme, trying to draw me into its
nout h.

One of the voices within the throne shifted forward, not Cerrin or Liviann

but Garus. He snelled of ale and roasted neat. It took nore than one person to
do that much damage that quickly.



They’' Il have to recoup, Seth broke in. Regain their strength. W' Il have a
little tine.

A multitude of other voices agreed, but the tone of the agreement was grim
What’'s wong? | asked, and felt Cerrin shift forward to respond.

When the Chorl were pushed back fromthe coast the last tinme, they had not
progressed to the point where they could conbine their powers in such a way.
This much focused energy neans they’re working together, augnenting each

ot her, as we conbi ned our powers to formthe thrones. It seens the Chorl have
| earned a few things since they were here | ast.

Why didn't you warn ne they could do this when they attacked The Maiden?
Because they didn't conbine their strength then. They sinply turned their
separate attacks on one person

Laurren.

My stomach cl enched, and | thought about the Servants scattered about the city
bel ow, waiting to deal with the Chorl and their powers. If the Chorl Servants
attacked themwith their conbined strength

But there was nothing that could be done about that now, so | forced the

si ckeni ng sensation aside and focused back down on the harbor, on the black
wat er s.

| noticed a flare of White Fire on one of the ships close to the harbor
entrance and dove for it.

I found nyself staring out through the eyes of one of Catrell’s high-ranking
guardsmen, the patrol boat rocking on the waves beneath him the notion
sharper and nore violent than what |’'d experienced through Erick on The

Mai den. Swal | owi ng hard, suddenly feeling nauseous, | realized it was because
the boat was smaller than the trading ship.

And then sonet hing ski nmed out of the darkness beyond the burning watchtowers,
its edges limed with reflected firelight. The bow and spit pierced the

cl oaki ng darkness |ike a dagger, the sleek ship gliding alnost silently on the
wat er, painted black so that it nelded with the night—

Then it was past the juts of land, within the harbor itself, moving fast and
deadly, streaking straight for the wharf and the docks at the nouth of
Amenkor’s River, just like the ships that had entered the harbor of Venitte in
Cerrin’s nmenory. And behind it came nore ships, as sleek and silent, I|ike

| ances fromthe night, twice the size of Anenkor’s patrol boats, all painted
bl ack, no light visible on the decks, even the sails black, the rigging, the
masts. They were |ike shards of night, splintered off and sent hurtling toward
the city.

The guardsman | inhabited jerked out of his shock and pointed, bell owed,
“Ready! The ships have entered the harbor! The ships have entered the harbor!”
Cries rang out on all sides and the patrol boat suddenly listed, turning
sharply to the left, directly toward the smooth lines of the first ship. The

| ead guardsman | inhabited clutched the railing before himto keep bal ance,
shifted his weight, cursing silently. Fear slid down his arnms |ike cold water,
but he tightened his grip as he watched the ships knife into the harbor. Four
of them. . . no, seven . . . no, twelve at |least! And even as the patrol boat
cane up al ongside the first eneny ship, he saw two nore spits pierce the

dar kness beyond the harbor’s entrance into the firelight fromthe burning

t owers.

But he had no tine to watch and count the eneny ships. H s patrol boat had
drawn abreast of the first ship. He barked orders. Grapnels were heaved up
onto the eneny deck even as it sped past, the length of rope attached to each
grapnel tied down to the front of the patrol boat. Rope hissed, trailing into
t he darkness, then snapped taut.

The patrol boat |urched, guardsmen on the deck grunting as they lost their
footing and crashed to the deck, the smaller patrol boat sw nging around and
crashing into the side of the larger enenmy ship as it sped on. The captain of
the patrol boat screanmed at his nmen to get up as they were dragged al ongsi de
the ship deeper into the harbor, cursing as nen regained their feet slowy,
grasping a few by the scruff of the neck and hauling them upright, shoving



themtoward the side of the Chorl ship. A rope |adder with grapnels on the end
was flung up the side of the eneny ship grinding at their side and nen began
to clinb.

| felt fraying rope scrape into ny palns as the captain of the guardsman

sei zed the rope | adder nearest to himand began the clinb up to the deck

Hal fway up the |ladder, a screamrang out, and as he gl anced down the |ength of
the patrol boat, he caught his first sight of the Chorl

He gasped and froze. Leaning over the railing above, three bl ue-skinned
warriors with black hair glared down at the patrol boat, then caught sight of
the | adders and the grapnels holding the two ships together. Abruptly, two of
the faces vani shed, returning a nmonent |ater

There was a flash off the head of an ax, followed by a solid thunp of netal

di ggi ng i nto wood.

Adrenal ine fl ooded the captain’s nunbing arns with heat, overtaking the
sizzling terror of the strange and horrifying faces of the Chorl. “dinb!” he
bel | owed, his voice tearing at his throat. “dinmb, you bl oody bastards! Before
they cut us free!”

He lurched farther up the | adder, grasping the next rung even before the feet
of the man above himhad cleared it, pulling hinself up with all his strength.
H s breath hissed between his gritted teeth. A few paces away, nmen screaned as
the | adder they were clinbing suddenly went slack and they fell back, hitting
t he deck of the patrol boat with a thudding crash foll owed by npans, but the
captain didn’t turn, didn't hesitate.

The man above hi m ki cked out, alnost catching himin the face as he dove over
the railing of the eneny ship. The captain reached up over the railing next,
pushed off with his feet as he pulled with his arns—

And then he was up and over, rolling onto the deck of the eneny ship, his back
t huddi ng up agai nst a yielding body, his hand | anding in bl ood.

He gasped, saw the dead, vacant eyes of the man who’d been clinbing the | adder
above hi m—

And then he rolled away. A curved bl ade sw shed out of the darkness and bit
into the deck where he'd been, then he was up and bal anced, sword drawn with a
hi ssing snick of netal

The bl ue-ski nned Chorl spat what could only be a curse, face twisted in a
grimace as he jerked his blade free fromthe deck and turned to confront the

captai n. Beyond the Chorl, beyond the stunted mast of the sleek ship, | could
see the watchtowers retreating. The patrol boats hadn’'t even slowed the ships
down. They were still streaking toward the wharf, toward the docks and the
city.

| spat my own curse

Where were the tradi ng ships?

Then the Chorl struck, the guardsnman parrying on instinct, nmy attention drawn
back to the fighting that was spreadi ng quickly across the Chorl’s deck. Mre
and nore guardsnen had breached the railing, had pushed the Chorl back so that
others could join the fight fromthe patrol boat below | watched the
interplay, settled into the flow, ready to intercede if the captain needed it.
I could feel the instincts Erick and Westen had trained into me screaming to
be let free, but | held back. The captain was conpetent, and Eryn’ s warning
still rang in ny head. 1'd exhaust nyself faster if | seized control of the
captain’s body.

The Chorl overextended hinself, and the captain took advantage, his bl ade
snaki ng in, punching through the Chorl’s silky clothing and arnor at the

m dsecti on. The bl ue-ski nned nman gasped, red bl ood spurting from his nouth,
hi s hand gripping the sword slid into his belly.

The captain withdrew the bl ade and the Chorl fell to the side with a | ow,
gurgling grow .

As he turned, | caught sight of novement at the aft of the ship. A woman,
dressed in filmy clothing, the glint of gold at her ear

| al so caught sight of another Anenkor guardsman fromthe patrol boat, fending
of f two Chorl not three paces away.



To hells with Eryn and her war ni ng.

| clainmed the captain, took two paces forward and with coldly cal cul ated
nmoverents used his sword to kill the Chorl the other guardsman faced. | felt
the captain’s surprise as he lost control of his own body, but shrugged it

asi de.

Captain! | said. Kill the woman! She’s one of the Chorl Servants!

“What ?” he gasped. The guardsman he’ d just saved clutched at a wound al ong his
side, bew | dered. “What are you tal ki ng about ?”

This is the Mstress! | shouted, letting anger bite through his confusion

Kill the wonman! She’s vul nerable right now, but I don’t know how | ong she’l
stay that way!

Then | spun, the captain’s sword flicking out, slicing through the neck of the
Chorl that had been coming up frombehind, blood flying in a wide arc.

The guardsman stared in shock, eyes widening as | turned back, letting the
captain take control of his own body again, retreating back into the Wite
Fire. He shuddered as he regained control, but then stiffened with resol ve,
shaki ng hi s head.

“Kill the woman!” he grow ed, notioning toward the Chorl Servant with his

bl oody sword. “Pass the word that we’'re to focus on getting to the woman!

W' ll try to flank her on both sides!”

The guardsman |’ d saved hesitated, then nodded and noved to the left. The
captai n wat ched himgo, then turned, saw another group of guardsmen fighting
heatedly to the right, and charged into the fray.

| surged up out of the captain’s body, up above the ship, its sails, rigging,
and mast rushing past beneath me as | scanned the battle in the harbor. There
were twenty-five of the Chorl vessels, seven of themcrawling w th Amenkor
guardsmen, patrol boats |latched onto their sides |like |leeches. In their wake,
four other patrol boats had been crushed, guardsmen flailing in the waters of
t he harbor anmpbng the debris. A few other patrol boats were cutting through the
waves, picking up the survivors. There was nothing el se they could do. There
was no chance the patrol boats could catch up to the Chorl ships already past
t hem

The Chorl hadn’t even been sl owed.

Then, as | watched, one of the Chorl ships began to swerve, cutting sharply to
the right, the men on deck toppling over as the ship tilted. Anmenkor guardsnen
were at the helm steering the ship hard and fast toward a second Chorl ship,
one not yet boarded. The Chorl on the deck of that ship began shouti ng,
pointing at the spit of the other ship as it bore down on them The ship began
to veer away, the Chorl shrieki ng—

But it was too late.

The two ships collided with a reverberating crunch, wood splintering as the
spit punched through the side of the second Chorl ship, chunks of wood pl anks
flying. A shudder passed through the river, a shock wave of force that pushed
me back, and everyone on both ships crashed to the deck and rolled, nmen from
Amenkor as well as the Chorl tipping over the rails to the ocean bel ow. The
second ship listed, its sails falling linp as part of the mainmast snapped,
rigging falling down onto the deck, into the water. The two ships sl owed,
began drifting off to the right, into the path of a third Chorl vessel, but it
had tinme to swerve, the novenents of the Chorl on its deck frantic, laced with
sweat and terror. It cut left, its deck tilting harshly, skinmed past the aft
section of the two stricken ships, then began to veer back onto course—

And suddenly Anenkor’s trading ships slid into the fray.

Li nes of flam ng arrows pierced the night, cutting up and out fromthe decks
of the trading ships, then turning and plunmeti ng down onto the Chorl ships’
decks and sails. As they struck, pouches of pitch tied to the arrows burst and
caught fire.

Wthin monents, three of the Chorl ships’ sails were aflane and fires were
spreadi ng across nmany of their decks. The trading ships and the Chorl
attackers net, the harbor degenerating into a flurry of sails, rigging, ships,
and screans. The Chorl ships were sleeker, faster, easier to maneuver than the



tradi ng ships, but the trading ships could sustain nore damage, could take a
nore direct hit.

In the chaos, twelve of the Chorl ships broke free, two still fighting fires
in the rigging or on the decks. They headed directly toward the wharf.

| spat a curse, felt the river roiling around ne as the battle continued, then
noticed three nore of the Wite Fire beacons in the battle bel ow

| dove down quickly, stayed |Iong enough with each person to seize control and
pass the word about targeting the Chorl Servants.

Then | sped back to the palace, drew in a gasping breath and focused on the
people in the throne room

“What ' s happened?” Keven asked. He was surrounded by ot her guardsnen. They’'d
encircled the dais, were standing ready with swords drawn, facing outward. A
page boy waited at Keven's side, eyes expectant, as if Keven had just been
about to issue himan order

“They’'re alnost to the wharf,” | said. “Twelve ships nmade it past the patrols
and trading ships. The rest are battling it out in the harbor.”

Keven nodded. “Based on the reports |I’ve heard fromthe nen watching on the
walls, that’s only half their fleet.”

“I know,” | said, frowning. “l expected nore ships, expected nore of a fight.”
“Maybe this is all they have,” Keven said, but | could tell he didn't believe
that, even without the throne, w thout the voices of all of the previous

M stresses nurnuring warily. | could hear it in his voice. “We'd only seen
four of their ships before this, after all.”

| shook ny head. “No. They're planning sonething else.” | stared down at the
throne room floor a | ong noment, thinking, then gl anced back up. “Keep watch
on the harbor. I'mgoing to check out the wharf.”

Keven nodded, then turned back to the page boy as | closed ny eyes and sped up
and out of the pal ace.

As | swooped over the walls surrounding the palace, | saw guardsmen |ining the
battl ements, packed in tight, arns pointing toward the fiery conflagration on
the waters of the harbor. Situated on the top of a low hill, the walls Iike

tiers, they could see the battle as it progressed, could see the nass of ships
as they wove in and out anong each other, flam ng arrows arching up into the
night in all directions, a few ships dead in the water, listing as they
burned, their masts bl ack skeletons in the reaching flames. And they could see
t he sl eek Chorl ships that had escaped the patrol boats and the trading ships
and were racing toward the docks, their shapes silhouetted by the fires of the
battl e behi nd.

I skimed over the rooftops of the city, the streets bel ow packed with peopl e,
men and boys fighting through the crowds of wormen and chil dren headi ng toward
the outernopst wall of the palace, guardsmen hurrying the people along. Terror
drifted up fromthe streets |like snoke, the guardsnen at the gates funneling

t he peopl e through as quickly as possible, shouting and bell ow ng orders. The
crowmds thinned as | passed down into the lower city, the streets now filled
with nmen manning the barricades we’'d spent the |last few days erecting, others
streamng toward the wharf, where the first Chorl ships would |and.

As | neared the docks, the black Chorl ships rushing in fast, | spotted a
flare of White Fire behind a hastily constructed barri cade, recognized Borund
in the torchlight a nmoment before | slid into the Fire at the core of his
soul .

“Here they come,” Borund said, and his voice was steady even though his hands
shook. He held a short sword awkwardly in one hand, the other on the edge of
the barricade of crab traps, netting, enpty crates, and furniture that had
been hastily thrown together. He glared out over the top of the barricade,
down the length of a dock

Qut on the water, the twelve Chorl ships had separated, each angling for a
different point on the wharf, spread out like a fan

One of the ships was heading directly for Borund' s position

He glanced to either side. | felt a frisson of fear as | realized WIIliam
stood to his right, his hair nore tousled than usual, his eyes w dened in



fright. To either side, a mix of sailors, guardsmen, and tradesmen watched the
approachi ng shi ps, crouched behind the barrier. Mst had a | ook of disbelief
on their faces, as if this couldn’t possibly be happening, as if they expected
any nonment to be woken fromthe dream

“Ready!” someone shouted, and Borund flinched, swallowed hard, and turned
toward the man standing on top of the barricade. A captain of the guard

didn't know, his face tight with hatred, with confidence. “l1 said, ready!”

A shout went up all along the barricade, swords raised, or daggers, a few

kni ves and spears, even a fishhook

The captain turned toward the advancing ships, and in a deep voice that
carried all along the barricade, bellowed, “Amrenkor!” dragging out the | ast
syllable into a battle cry.

Al'l along the wharf, nen raised their weapons to the night and took up the
cry, a roar of pure defiance.

On the river, the frayed tension I'd felt earlier, the terror, settled into a
sense of purpose as the broken battle cry formed into a chant.

Borund stared around at the men in fear, his hands shaking even nore. He
licked his lips, tightened his grip on the unfamliar short sword. His pal s
were sweaty.

I frowned. | could hear his heart thudding in his chest, could feel the
trenmors running down his arms, could taste the sourness in his nouth.

Borund was cl ose to panic.

“They haven't slowed,” WIliamsaid abruptly.

Borund jumped, startled, his head snapping around to WIlliam *“Wat?”

Wl liam nodded toward the ships. The fear had left his face, had faded from
his eyes, a consequence of the chanting; it seemed to have bol stered him
“They haven't slowed,” he repeated. Then he swore. “They don’t intend to
slow,” he said, and pushed back fromhis position at the barricade, began
shouting toward the captain still standing on the barricade. “Get down! GCet
down! They aren’t going to slow down! They're going to ramthe docks!”

The battle chant faltered.

And then the first Chorl ship slamred into the docks, its bow pl owi ng through
t he pl anking, wood splintering, cracking with sharp retorts and flying up into
the air. Trenors shuddered through the wharf, juddering up through Borund's

| egs and shivering in his teeth as he clenched themtight, ducking his head as
shrapnel fromthe docks was flung up over the barricades. Mre ships plowed
into the docks to either side, wood shrieking, the battle cry lost in the
rendi ng of wood agai nst wood, in screanms as flying debris cut into flesh, as
terror overcanme resolve and a few nmen began to flee. Borund gasped as

somet hing cut into his shoulder, the wound like fire, and then he slamed fl at
onto the wharf behind the barricade, reached up and grabbed the back of
William s shirt and haul ed hi mdown to safety. The sound escal ated, the Chorl
ship grinding its way cl oser, and Borund squeezed his eyes shut, gasped as the
sound intensified, as it crashed around himuntil it seened to fill the world,
reverberating in his chest, in his heart. He suddenly realized the Chorl ship
wasn’'t going to stop, that it was going to crush himas it plowed through the
dock and hit the wharf—

And then the roar of splintered wood retreated, dying down into the distance
as the other Chorl ships ground to a halt.

Silence settled, broken only by mpans and the clatter of the last of the
debris as it fell fromthe sky. People began to pick themsel ves up, brushing
splinters of wood fromtheir hair, their shoul ders, coughing at the dust.
Soneone cl ose panted | oudly and whi npered, the sound wet and pai nful

Borund |l et out an explosive breath, his heart still racing at triple the
speed. Hi s shoul der burned.

“Holy shit!” WIIliam swore. Blood | eaked froma small gash above his left eye.
Wod sl apped onto wood, a sound Borund recogni zed instantly. “They’ve | owered
pl anks!” he hissed, his voice no |onger steady. “They’re di senbarking!”

And they both jerked as someone down the I ength of the barricade screaned, a
bl oodcurdling screamthat sent cold shivers into Borund s bl ood.



“Amenkor!” the captain bell owed again, and Borund saw hi m standi ng up twenty
paces away, dragging nen up off of the wharf as he began meki ng his way down
the barricade. “Get up, you bl oody bastards! For Amenkor! For the M stress!”
At his side, WIliamsuddenly stilled. Borund saw sonet hi ng ki ndl e deep inside
Wlliam s eyes, sonething deep that burned through the | ast of his fear

“For the Mstress,” Wlliamsaid softly, alnmpst to hinself.

Then he | eaped up, his own sword brandi shed hi gh, and he screanmed, “For the

M stress! For the Skewed Throne!”

And he began a charge over the barricade. Men on all sides who' d wavered
who' d acted as if they were stunned and shocked, suddenly gripped their swords
tighter, roared with hatred and rel eased terror and tension, and tore over the
barricade after him

Borund heaved in a deep breath in surprise, held it, then lurched to his feet
with a shouted, “WIlliam"” He reached the barricade in time to see the rush of
men led by WIlliamencounter the first of the blue-skinned Chorl. WIllianis

bl ade struck out, unwi eldy and unfamliar in his grip, but it sliced into the
first startled Chorl’s arm cut through the cloth at the el bow, bl ood

spl atteri ng—

And then the crowd of people overtook WIIliamand he was | ost from Borund's

si ght.

Borund gasped as he saw the end of the dock—er what renai ned of the dock; the
Chorl ship having smashed t hrough its upper hal f—degenerating into a nel ee of
swords and screans and bl ood.

“This can’t be happening,” Borund nurnmured. He took a step back fromthe

barri cade, scanned up and down the wharf, saw men fighting on the docks, on
the wharf, on the barricade itself in the torchlight. He took another step
back, shook his head. “This—=

Soneone |urched up onto the barricade directly in front of himand Borund
cried out, the sailor stunbling on the uneven footing. He was splattered with
bl ood, his face strangely open with shock. In that frozen nmonment, Borund felt
as if he could see into the young man’s soul, as if the sailor’s entire life
had been exposed.

Then the sailor pitched forward. H's foot caught in the barricade and he
sprawl ed down over it, head hanging, arms |linp, hands trailing on the ground.
A sword had cut open the man’s back from shoul der to hip.

Borund gasped, jerked away, bile rising in the back of his throat. He stood
there, trenbling, his nouth working but no sound com ng out. Sweat broke out
over his entire body, and the pounding of his heart in his veins escal ated,
drowned out the sounds of battle, the screans and clash of swords. He felt
suddenl y col d.

He stood shaking for a |ong nmonent, the world reduced to nothing but the

bl oody gash on the sailor’s back and the thunder of his heart.

Then he dropped his own sword as if it had caught fire . . . and he ran

| felt a monentary flash of anger, alnost reached out fromthe Fire and seized
control of him forced himto pick up the sword, to charge onto the dock as

W I Iliam had done.

But then the anger died.

| let Borund go, watched himflee into the streets behind the wharf in panic.
| couldn’t stay here and force himto fight; Anenkor needed ne for other

t hi ngs. Fighting was Borund’ s choi ce.

| pulled back fromthe docks, scanned down the length of the wharf at the
twel ve Chorl ships and the pitched battles going on everywhere.

A horn sounded. A heavy, deep, sonorous note that held and held, then faded.

| glanced up and frowned at the horizon, where the sun was just beginning to
rise.

None of our signals were horns.

Then | froze, ny gut clenching. The stench of Borund’'s panic filled ny
nostrils as | sucked in a deep breath, but | fought the sensation back

At the entrance to the harbor, where twin towers of snmoke rose into the sky
agai nst the dawn fromthe snol dering watchtowers, nore ships were gliding into



the bay. A massive ship, half again as | arge as one of Borund s trading ships,
led the group, other smaller ships fanning out behind it. These shi ps were not
as sleek as the initial attack ships, but they were definitely Chorl. Hulls
pai nt ed bl ack, decks packed with bl ue-skinned warriors, the snmaller ships
began to edge out in front of the |lead ship, sails billowing out in the breeze
coming fromthe sea. The lead ship's sails were white, sonme type of spiny
shell painted on the |argest in yellows and gol ds.

A man dressed in yellow robes on the | ead ship raised another shell to his
nmout h and the horn sounded agai n, echoing across the water, throbbing in ny
ears. A worman stood next to him dressed in iridescent blues this tine, her
ears ringed with gold.

The Ochean

Deep inside, | felt the Fire pulse, its warning flanmes |icking upward. |
shivered at their frigid touch

On the dock below, the Chorl renewed their attack in a frenzy. Qur lines were
pushed back. Soneone called for a retreat and the Amenkor nen scranbl ed back
behi nd the barricade and attenpted to hold there.

| rose higher into the dawn, despair washing over nme as | watched the Cchean’s
second wave of ships flooding into the harbor, spreading like oil on water.
The battle between the trading ships and the first Chorl ships in the mddle
of the bay had thinned, at |east half of the ships on both sides burning.
Debris floated on the surface, bobbing in the waves. And bodi es. Dozens of
bodi es. Sone clinging to flotsam others sinply floating, enpty faces turned
to the Iightening sky.

The Ochean’s ship reached the remai ns of the ships and sl owed, edging through
t he wreckage. The conch-shell horn continued to sound at steady intervals,
like a death knell. Some of the survivors in the water shouted out to the
passi ng ships, but they were ignored, Chorl and Amenkor alike. The fighting on
t he decks of the remaining ships paused as the fleet slid past, the faces of
t he nmen exhausted, hope dying in the Anenkor nmen’s eyes as they were
surrounded.

| sped back to the wharf, saw the nmen at the barricade falter as the new wave
of ships came into view, hidden before by the snoke and fire and ships of the
first wave and their battle. The Chorl pressed harder, broke through the
barricade to the south, near the half conpleted warehouse district,

bl ue- ski nned nen spilling through the gap and onto the wharf and the streets
beyond |i ke ink, Anenkor men racing toward the walls of the pal ace before
them And with that one break, the entire barricade began to crunble.

| watched as the new Chorl ships drew up to the remains of the docks and the
wharf, watched as planks were | owered and nore of the Chorl warriors

di senbar ked, flooding the wharf with men. And with them cane the Chorl
Servants, dressed in pale greens, shell necklaces around their necks, gold
earrings glinting in the early norning sunlight. The Ochean strode down onto
t he wharf surrounded by Servants and surveyed the barricade, still |oosely
held in a few | ocati ons.

She nmotioned to a few of the Servants, who broke off with warrior escorts of
their own and spread out along the barricade and the pockets of resistance
that renai ned

Once in place, they raised their arns and | felt the river gathering, felt it
bei ng mani pul at ed.

William | thought with horror, nmy gut wenching. | didn't know if he was
still down there, or if he'd fled when the line began to break. | couldn’t
find himeither. He hadn't been one of those tagged with the Fire.

| wanted to close ny eyes as the pressure on the river built, wanted to | ash

out. But | knew it was useless. | couldn't stop all of the Servants, couldn't
hope to hold them back. And there was no one cl ose who' d been tagged with the
White Fire in any case. | couldn’t manipulate the river when Reachi ng unl ess |

wor ked through the Fire.
Save your strength, the voices of the throne whispered.
| cried out when the Servants rel eased the pressure—n despair, in



frustration.

Amenkor was dying. | could see it. | could feel it.

Fire expl oded fromthe hands of the Servants, rushing forward to slaminto the
barri cades, enveloping Chorl warriors and Anenkor defenders alike. Fresh
screans rose into the air with the scent of burned flesh and oily snoke.

“Fall back!” soneone bell owed—the captain fromthe initial attack, stil

alive, blood covering one eye froma cut across his forehead. “Fall back to
the second barricade!”

The Amenkor resistance held a noment nore . . . and then lurched back, the nen
retreating slowmy at first, then breaking into a run as the Servants rel eased
nore fire.

| shifted, glared down at the Ochean as she clinbed over the remains of the
barri cade acconpanied on the left by a man | didn't recogni ze dressed in

yel | ow robes, hol ding sone type of reed scepter, his face twisted into a
scowl . They were surrounded conpl etely by bl ue-skinned warriors.

| did recognize the warrior to the GCchean’s right. G rcular tattoos on his
cheeks; a ragged half ear

He was the one who'd | ed the attack on The Miiden, the one who'd nmet with

Al endor in the cove and taken our food.

| spun, flashed past the Chorl as they entered the | ower streets beyond the
wharf, searched the lower city for flares of the Wite Fire, for a particular
flame . . . and found it.

| dove down, seized control of Captain Westen's body where he watched the
wharf fromthe rooftop of a building. A group of twelve Seekers, both young
and ol d, surrounded him

| turned to them eyes flashing. “This is the Mstress. The Chorl have broken
t hrough the barricade on the wharf and entered the lower city. They have their
Servants with them dressed in green. They'll be heading this way. | want you
to target the Servants. Take out as many as you can before they reach the

mar ket pl ace.”

The Seekers nodded, faces settling into the sane dark, dangerous look I’'d seen
on Erick’s face so often beyond the Dredge. These nen and wonen didn’t radiate
fear. They were strangely enpty of enotion, all of it crushed.

Erick had never felt as depthless to me as nost of the Seekers did now But
perhaps | had sinply known himbetter, |onger. Perhaps the enotions were
there, just hidden deeper than usual

The Seekers scattered, descending fromthe rooftop and spreading out in the

streets below. | followed their novenents for a nmonent through Captain
Westen’s eyes, then released him lingering behind in the Fire.

West en shuddered, closed his eyes and bowed his head, breathing in deeply.
When he’ d recovered, his nouth twisted in a tiny smle. “Well,” he murnured.

“That was certainly strange.”

Then he shifted, all thought centering on the hunt. He reached down into the
shadows of the roofline at his feet and drew forth a crossbow and a pouch
contai ning steel bolts. Slinging the pouch over one shoul der, so that the
opening rested on his hip, within easy reach, he sprinted in a | ow crouch

al ong the edge of the roof to a corner, scanned in the direction of the wharf,
where thick colums of snoke now rose into the |ightening sky fromthe burning
barri cade. Hooking the crossbow to his belt, he slid over the edge of the
roof, holding onto the stone abutnment, then clinbed down the brick wall Iike a
spi der.

He junped the last few feet, crouched down in the alley’'s entrance, then
darted across the street, heading toward the wharf.

A moment | ater, he heard running footsteps and ducked into the shadows of a
doorway, absolutely still as a group of Amenkor guardsmen tore by, mngled
with a fewrandomcitizens, all bloody, some wounded. The sounds of the battle
were grow ng nearer.

Once they’ d passed, Westen took a quick | ook out into the street, then to the
door at his back. He eyed it carefully, then stepped back a pace and ki cked

t he door in.



He noved into the interior roons as the piercing cries of the Chorl rose on
the street behind him Wthout turning, he strode into the back roons, found
the stairs to an upper floor and sprinted up those, noticing that the stairs
continued to the roof before nmoving again to the front of the building.
Sidling up to a window, he glared down onto the street, watched ranks of Chorl
nove past, wincing at their harsh, barked commands. None entered any of the
bui | di ngs, continuing on down the street, in pursuit of the fleeing guardsnen.
Westen grunted, settled down next to the wi ndow so that he’d be hidden in the
shadow of the room then reached out and swung t he w ndow out war d.

The breeze brought with it snoke and blood as well as the taint of sea salt.
Westen ignored it all, pulled out his crossbow, and proceeded to |oad a bolt.
He scanned the room-a bed, two dressers, a wardrobe, a table with a jewelry
box and a chair. Reaching out, he dragged the chair closer to the w ndow and
sat, angling the crossbow down to cover the street.

He began to wait.

H's mind flickered through numerous i mages as he listened to the sounds com ng
fromthe street. Forenost was a woman, her hair a light brown and her eyes
green, smling as she held out a sheathed dagger. A child clutched her |eg and
she ruffled the boy’s hair. Concern bled through Westen’s col d Seeker reserve
as he thought about them and | suddenly realized it was his wife and child.
hadn’t known he had a fanmily, found it surprising that any of the Seekers had
famlies.

More i mages of the two flashed by, mxed with worry that they’d made it to the
pal ace in time. Then he shoved those thoughts aside and concentrated on the
sounds in the street. They were getting closer. He could hear explosions in

t he di stance, wondered how t he other Seekers were faring.

Snmoke drifted down the street and he tensed, |eaned forward, and shifted the
cr ossbow.

Shouts, in the strange | anguage of the Chorl, and then the street was fl ooded
with Chorl warriors, this batch noving slowy, swords drawn, escorting—
Westen didn’t smle, didn't react in any way, but all thoughts of his famly,
of the other Seekers, of everything but the street bel ow faded away. H s

vi sion seenmed to narrow as he concentrated, as my vision narrowed on the
river, but without the strange textures of the river that told me so nuch. He
edged the crossbow to the left, then down, sighted on the flash of green anong
the blues and browns of the Chorl warriors. The Servant’s face cane into
focus, the skin snooth, tinted the palest of blues, the lips a nuch darker

bl ue. Her eyes flashed left and right as the group noved, her jaw set in a
stern line. Three gold earrings glittered in each ear, and there was a trace
of a tattoo at the edge of her throat, hidden beneath the iridescent green
dress.

For a nonment, Westen hesitated.

But the image of his wife and child resurfaced, followed by a flood of hatred
for these invaders.

He pull ed the crossbow s trigger.

He was noving before the bolt struck the Servant in the chest, flinging her
backward, her arms flailing outward, her face startled. A roar erupted from
the Chorl in the street. He heard thementering the building below, furniture
crashing to the floor as it was thrust aside, and then he was at the stairs
leading to the roof, sprinting up themtwo at a tine. He burst out through the
trapdoor to the rooftop, hauled himself up into a roll, then slamed the
trapdoor back down into place and dashed across to the roof’s edge.

In the street bel ow, he caught a brief imge of Chorl surrounding the fallen
Servant in a rough circle, their faces enraged as they searched for the
culprit. The Servant’s face was sl ack, her green dress stained a dark, grisly
bl ack-red, the bolt sticking out just above her left breast, directly over her
heart.

Then Westen | eaped fromthe roof, thudding down hard onto the roof next door
rolling back up into a sprint.

Just before | withdrew from Wsten, | felt a surge of satisfaction from him at



the Servant’s deat h.

| lifted up, surveyed the scene in the lower city, saw buildings on fire in
three different |locations, saw two ot her Seekers streaking across rooftops or
edgi ng through the back streets, all of themretreating slowy to the

mar ket pl ace and the second |ine of barricades as the Chorl advanced. But the
Seekers were slowi ng the Chorl down. Their groups weren’t running from street
to street anynore, the Servants hel d back as the Chorl warriors sent out
advance parties to flush out the Seekers before they struck. As | watched, one

Seeker’s bolt took a Servant in the shoulder, too high for a killing stroke,
and the Servant |ashed out, the flare of pain and fury as she unl eashed the
fireball like a slap in the face. The fireball exploded on the second fl oor of

t he house, heat searing upward, the blast so powerful the w ndows burst
outward, glass shards flying down into the street. But the Seeker was al ready
sprinting away through a back narrow, cursing himself under his breath.

Cl oser to Anenkor’s River, the Chorl had alnost nmade it to the second

barri cade.

| sped toward the marketplace, found Captain Catrell, slid into the Fire at
his core

They' re al nbst here, | said.

He grunted in surprise at ny voice, those nmen nearest himfrowning.

“M stress?”

Westen and the Seekers have sl owed them down, but they' re going to reach the
second barricade any nonment. You won't be able to hold it |Iong. The Cchean’s
Servants will break through it.

“Then we’ d better prepare our own Servants for some defense,” he said under
his breath. He barked orders and three page boys took off at a run. One cane
back al nost inmediately, Marielle in tow, her white Servant robes discarded
and replaced with ordinary breeches and a brown shirt. The white robes would
have been too easy to target. 1'd wanted my own Servants to nmeld into the
fray.

To be gray.

The guardsmen surrounding Catrell parted as Marielle stepped forward. She was
shaki ng, her face a mask of terror. | thought of Borund, ny heart dropping.
“You'll be fine,” Catrell said.

Marielle snorted, but | reached out on the river and touched her through the
Fire, abandoning Catrell, saying, Catrell is right, you ll be fine.

Marielle rel axed instantly, keeping her voice low “I didn't want to go on the
ship.”

| frowned. Wat?

“The ship. The Miden. | thought, in your chanbers when you were tagging

Erick, | thought you were going to put me on the ship, too. | was terrified.
But Laurren went instead, and | was so relieved.” | felt her gut twist with
pain and grief. “And | ook what happened to her! | shoul d have gone i nstead!
She shoul d be here, defending the city, not ne!”

But she isn't here, | said. You are.

“Here they come,” Catrell said quietly, his voice grim no sign that he

t hought Marielle conversing with herself was strange entering his voice. Then
he bell owed out orders, nen shifting up to the edge of the barricade on al

si des.

Marielle' s terror had returned, supplanting her grief.

You know what you have to do, | said.

She shuddered, then shook herself. Her shoul ders strai ghtened, and she gl ared
out at the enpty marketpl ace before the barricade.

Chorl began pouring fromthe streets into the square. Marielle closed her
eyes, drew in a deep breath to steady hersel f—

And | felt the river shift, felt it gather in a wall before the barricade. An
invisible shield centered at Catrell’s position and extending in both
directions for at |east twenty feet.

| grunted.

“A Chorl Servant,” Catrell said, nmotioning with his sword



I glanced in that direction, frowed as the wonan energed fromthe side
street, thankful there was only one. The Chorl warriors around her halted,

| eaving a wi de open space between her and the barricade.

She raised her arns, the green of her sleeves flapping in the breeze. | felt
the river gather, heard Marielle whinper.

And then fire exploded toward the barricade.

The men cried out, |urched back, and ducked behind the makeshift barrier, but
Catrell held steady, his face grim his jaw cl enching.

The fire struck Marielle's wall, and she gasped, wincing. | resisted the urge
to help her, bit back a sharp sickening menory of Laurren, of feeling her burn
to death. But Marielle held the wall tight, shunting the fire upward as she'd
been taught so that it shot harmessly into the air over the heads of those
behi nd the barricade, heat radiati ng downward i n pal pabl e waves.

Then the fire cut off. Sweat lined Marielle’' s face, but she straightened.

A cheer went up fromthe Amrenkor guardsnmen as they realized the barrier had
hel d, and Marielle sml ed.

In the marketplace, the Chorl Servant stepped forward, shoving warriors aside,
her eyes enraged. She raised her hands to try again, and | felt Marielle brace
for the inpact, steadier this time, nore confident.

“Take the Chorl Servant out as quickly as you can,” Catrell said to the nen at
his side, issuing orders even as the second blast of fire struck Marielle’'s

wall and | lifted free fromthe Fire at Marielle' s center
The second barri cade seermed to be hol ding, the palace Servants hol ding off the
Chorl’'s Servants all along its length. | slid fromFire to Fire inside

Amenkor’ s Servants, helping sone to tighten their shields or boost their
confidence, others to push back and attack, but | never stayed |ong. The group
of Chorl near the R ver had reached the barricade there, but had run into a
different problem Darryn and the denizens of the slums. The militia had cone
out in force, backed by hundreds of other residents who'd managed to survive
the winter. They surged across the Dredge’s bridge into the Chorl’s flanks
brandi shing anything they could lay their hands on as weapons, Darryn at the
forefront, screaming into the smoke and wind drifting inland fromthe ships
burning in the harbor. What they |acked in organization, they made up for in
nunbers, the nob overwhel ming the Chorl warriors, crushing theminto the
barri cade where the Anenkor guardsnen were holding themoff with little
effort.

But the wharf and the lower city were both in shanbles, entire streets on
fire, smoke rising into the mdnmorning light in thick, black colums. The
battle in the harbor was over, trading ships nothing but burning husks, a few
of the sleek Chorl ships moving toward the wharf, battered but still whole.
Then | caught a flicker of Fire, nothing but a sputter, barely visible. It
cane fromthe Chorl ships already at the docks.

It came fromthe Cchean’s ship.

| hesitated, ready to return to the throne room ready to warn Avrell and Eryn
and the others on the walls of the palace. 1'd been out too long as it was,
had been using the river, had been Reaching from person to person

But the Fire flickered again, and so | dove for it, speeding through the

col ums of snoke, feeling the heat fromthe fires below as the city burned,
intending to sinply check out the Fire and then | eave. No lingering as |I'd
done with the others.

| slid down into the Cchean’s ship, slid into the Fire—

And al nbost screaned with the pain. An all-consumng pain, |like white hot
flame, seething in ny arms, ny legs, ny back, ny chest. It felt like a

t housand needl es bei ng shoved into nmy skin simultaneously, digging deeper and
deeper with each breath, piercing all the way down to the bone. Each breath,
each pul se of blood, sent the pain shooting through ny body again, and again,

and again, until the pain began to grow nunmbing, until | felt my heart ready
to burst.
Until | renenbered that this wasn't my body.

Wth effort, | forced the excruciating pain to recede, to fade into the



background. But | couldn't force it to stop. It throbbed with the beat of a
heart, ever present, ceasel ess and unending. But it receded enough that I
could focus on the body | inhabited, enough that | could recognize the man
writhing beneath the pain.

Eri ck.

| al nost screanmed again, al nbst unconsciously jerked Erick’s body, a novenent
that m ght have killed him Shock overcame ne, utter and conpl ete shock
Fol l owed by a horrible, tortuous, unbelievable joy.

And then, instantly crushing the joy, a terrible, choking grief. That 1'd

t hought he’'d died, that unknowingly 1'd left him abandoned him. . . to this.
| wanted to sob, felt the pressure building up inside ne, inside Erick, knew

that if I let it out it could kill him He was al nost dead, his body tortured,
brui sed, and crushed. | tasted blood on his lips, felt hundreds of small cuts

on his arms, on his legs, his back and shoul ders and abdonmen. Hundreds of

pi nprick burn marks. Sonething inside was broken, a rib, each breath sending
sheets of pain into his right side, and the cut he' d received during the
battle on the ship hadn’t conpletely healed yet, seethed with its own fire.
Hs throat was raw and torn, to the point that | knew he couldn’t scream even
if he wanted to. And the nuscles in his neck .

He nust have screaned, | realized. Even when he could no | onger make a sound.
He nust have screamed and screamed, for the nuscles in his neck were strained
to the breaking point.

Shifting carefully, I tried to open his eyes. Only one of them conplied, the
ot her swollen shut and caked with bl ood. Even that snmall nobvenent increased
the pace of his breath, to the point where he was panting, his breath hissing
in and out through a clenched jaw, blood, spit, and snot blow ng in strands
fromhis lips.

He lay on the floor in the corner of a lavishly decorated room bolts of

bl ue- and-green cloth draped fromthe ceiling, covering the outlines of a bed,
hi di ng the rough wood of the ceiling and the walls. They drifted as the boat
rocked, undulating in the waves. Pillows littered the floor, strewn in al

directions, nost blue and green as well, but a few a vibrant yellow or red.
The pillows closest to Erick were splattered w th bl ood.

| heard a footfall, saw two sandal ed feet nove into view, the edge of a yell ow
r obe.

One of the Chorl crouched down next to Erick, his tattooed face inpassive.
“Awake?” he said, the word awkward in his nouth, harsh, with a strange
clicking sound at the end. He grinned, the expression sending a shudder

t hrough nme. “ Amenkor burning.”

Erick didn't react. He had retreated deep inside hinself. | could sense him
huddling in a far, far corner, |ocked away fromthe pain.
But rage flooded through nme. | couldn’t suppress it, could feel Erick’s breath

qui cken, his heart beating faster

The Chorl rmust have seen ny rage in Erick’s eyes, for he shifted cl oser
eyebrows raised. He grunted, the twisted grin returning.

Wth careful, practiced ease, | felt himreach out on the river, felt it
churn. | couldn’t see what he was doing, could only sense it.

But | felt the consequences instantly. Every prickling needle on Erick’s skin
erupted in white-hot fire.

Erick screaned, back arching, his heart shuddering, faltering, dying—

And then the sensation ended. It had only held for a nmoment, a single breath.
But it had brought Erick to the brink of death. Hi s heart thudded once, hard,
then rel axed back into a faint weakened beat. Erick’s body rel axed as well,
slunping to the floor, trenbling.

The Chorl |eaned back, considered Erick for a |ong nmoment, then snorted in
contenpt and stood, noving out of view

| wanted to |ash out, to seize the river and hurt the Chorl bastard. Hurt him
as the Cchean had hurt Erick, torture himso that he screaned with pain

wi t hout ne even touching him | wanted to kill him

But | couldn't. Erick’s body couldn’t take it.



So with utnost care, | slid free, felt himexhale softly, his eye closing.

wat ched hi s huddl ed, battered formfor a nonent nore, wanting to touch him so
badly I ached.

There was nothing nmore | could do here.

And | couldn’t abandon the throne room couldn’t abandon Amenkor

But | couldn’t leave himhere. Not with the Ochean. Not now.

W else . . . ?

| pushed up and out of the Cchean’s ship and scanned the lower city, found the
Fire | was |ooking for and dove into Wsten’s body. He was close to the second
barricade, hidden in an alley, attenpting to get close enough to pick off a
few nore of the Chorl Servants from behind. But he was al nbst out of crossbow
bol ts.

Westen, | gasped, ny voice sounding nore frantic than | felt. You have to get
to the Ochean’s ship at the docks! | felt himfrown in confusion. Erick’s
alive! He's being held on the Cchean’s ship, guarded by a Chorl dressed in
yellow. Kill the guard if you have to, but get Erick out of there! You'll have
to be careful. The guard can use the river. And Erick’s hurt. You won't be
able to nove himfar.

| left Westen’s body, felt his shock as ny words sank in. Then he hardened, as
he’ d done before, grabbed his crossbow and pouch, and sprinted down the alley,
back toward the wharf, w thout a word.

| hovered in the alley, fretting, hesitating between foll owi ng Westen and
headi ng back to the pal ace, but an expl osion near the barricade, followed by a
bill owi ng bl ack cl oud of snoke, forced ny decision

I lurched above the buildings, saw an entire section of the marketpl ace

barri cade envel oped in flane, spent a nonent worrying about Marielle, then
fled toward the pal ace and the throne room

“Keven!” | barked as soon as |1'd settled into nmy body. Wakness rippl ed
through nmy arnms and | gasped, but it hadn’t sunk in deep yet, only made ny
hands trenble a little. | gripped the edges of the throne hard to stop them
Guardsmen and page boys were running in and out of the chanber, lining up to
gi ve reports. The guard surroundi ng me had doubl ed.

Keven broke away from a breathless guardsman in md-report and vaulted up the
three stone steps to the dais. “Yes, Mstress.” Hs face was lined with worry,
wi th anger and frustration.

“The Chorl have breached the second barricade. They' |l be at the outer gates
in noments. Cose them Now. Cose themall.”

“There are still people trying to get within the safety of the walls,” he said
calmy

| grimaced. “It’s too late. Everyone will have to fend for thenselves.”

He nodded, as if he'd expected the response but felt obligated to report. He
turned and barked a conmmand, one of the guardsnen surrounding the throne
rushing off to the tower to sound the appropriate warning bells.

Then he turned back to nme expectantly. “The harbor? The | ower city?”

| sighed. “The battle in the harbor is over. And the Chorl brought in another
wave of ships in addition to the first. |I didn't count them There were too
many. The Ochean came with them They overran the barricade on the wharf in
monents, with the help of her Servants. Westen and the ot her Seekers nanaged
to slow their advance, and our own Servants halted themat the second
barricade for a while, but as soon as they broke through that, | came here.”
Keven’s eyes enptied of all enotion, becanme stoic. It was obvious he’d heard
sone of this news before now, but not all.

| watched him considered not telling himthe other news, but then decided
he—ef anyone in this roomor on the pal ace wal | s—deserved to know.

| | eaned forward. “Keven.”

He gl anced toward nme, his expression still blank.

“Erick’s alive.”

For a nonent, the words didn't seemto register. But then sonething deep
inside stirred. Hi s shoul ders straightened and he drew in a long, slow ful
breath . . . and held it. “Erick’s alive?”



| nodded. “He’s being held on the Ochean’s ship.”

H s jaw cl enched, uncl enched, then clenched again. The spark in his eye

har dened, began to seethe with fury. H's brow creased and in a rough voice,
his eyes neeting nmine with raw intensity, he said, “W have to save him”

| held his gaze, let himsee ny own rage. “I’ve already sent Wsten to get
him?”

Keven drew in another breath, as if to protest, as if to say that wasn't
enough.

But then he nodded.

Satisfied, | |eaned back, broke eye contact. | gazed down into the throne

room surveyed the | ong wal kway between the four stone pillars on each side,

the scattering of statues and tapestries and candel abra in the recessed areas
behind the pillars. | scanned the guardsnen surrounding the throne, the page
boys, sone servants fromthe pal ace ready with paper and ink, or a few trays

of food or drink

| frowned.

“Keven.”

He turned back

“Keep everyone off the pronenade,” | said. “And keep everyone away fromthe
central corridor in the palace to the throne roomas well. Renpve the
guardsmen at the doors to the inner sanctum and | eave those doors open. | want

a clear passage fromthe inner gates, up the pronmenade, to the throne room”
When his eyes flared, | shook ny head and smiled. “If the Ochean and the Chorl
breach the inner gate, | want no resistance.”

H s brow creased with di sagreenent. “What about you? What about here, in the
t hrone roon®”

My smile faded, and | glared out at the open doors of the throne room out
into the corridor beyond, thought about Erick on the Cchean’s ship, thought
about the intensity in the Cchean’s eyes when she’d recogni zed the Fire at
Erick’s core on The Maiden. There was no reason for her to have kept Erick
alive. Unless .

“l don’t think she’s cone for Anenkor,” | said. “I think she’'s cone for the
Skewed Throne. Let her try to take it.”

Keven hesitated, uncertain, ready to argue, but in the end he conplied.

St eppi ng down fromthe dais, he nmotioned a group of guardsnen near, began

i ssuing orders, nore forcefully, nore vehenently, than necessary. But he

i ssued the orders.

| drew nyself away fromthe throne room pushed nyself up to the tower,
concentrated on the three walls below me, on the gates. Fire flared at the

i nner gate and the mddl e gate—Eryn and Avrell, respectively.

| dove down to Avrell, and said, They' re com ng, then settled back to wait.
Li ke the others, he shuddered as | spoke, then regrouped and noved up to the
edge of the wall above the gates, motioning to a captain of the guard beside
him “Get ready. The M stress says they' re comng.”

The captain turned and passed the word down the wall. Avrell glanced toward
the gate in the outer wall —losed, so that he couldn’'t see what was happening
beyond. As he watched, the guardsnmen on that wall suddenly broke into
activity, archers leaning out through the crenellations, firing at the Chorl
on the far side. Men began tipping boiling oil over the wall, or chucked
stones onto the attackers bel ow

And then suddenly the gate expl oded.

Chunks of wood and stone blasted into the air, arching up and over the outer
ward, shattering into buildings, caving in rooftops.

“Mstress’ tits!” the guardsman to Avrell’s |left whispered in shock

Avrell shot hima disapproving glare, then turned back to the dust cloud
caused by the explosion. The nen on the wall were scranbling away fromthe
gate entrance, fleeing along the parapet. Another explosion followed, nore
debris raining up and out through the air, landing with distance-nuffled

t huds. A building near the gate collapsed with a slow grinding crunch

Then, through the dust and debris, Chorl poured into the streets.



Avrel | straightened as everyone on the walls tensed.

“What in hells was that?” The captain of the guard had reappeared, his eyes
wi de.

“I don’t know,” Avrell said. “Are the gates seal ed?”

“For all the good it’s going to do us.”

Avrel |l grunted.

The Chorl headed straight for the second gate, a nassive wave of bl ues and
reds and purples and browns, the greens of a few Servants scattered anong
them Tension along the wall nounted as they approached, nen shifting from
foot to foot, arnmor scraping agai nst stone.

“Ready!” the captain called when they were two bl ocks away, but still out of
sight. Their piercing war cries could be heard, grow ng |ouder and | ouder
echoing of f the buildings into the afternoon sky.

Shout s of “Ready!” echoed down the wall, nmen stepping forward, craning to see.
Then the Chorl appeared on the street below, a nob of blue skin and raised
swords, the blades curved strangely, their war cries suddenly roaring. It
crashed into the gates and wall |ike an ocean wave, increasing as nore and
nmore of the Chorl appeared, surging forward like a tide.

They struck the gates, then split and piled outward. The captain roared,
“Now ” but his voice was drowned out in the cacophony of noise. H's sword arm
sl ashed downward and all along the wall Anenkor guardsnen responded, arrows
flying, stone arching outward, falling indiscrininately anong the screaning
mass of bl ue-skinned nen. To Avrell’s left, two burly men hoisted a vat of
bubbling oil up into the crenellation and tilted it over the edge. Fresh
screans arose, the Chorl below retreating fromthe scalding oil. Someone el se
chucked a flam ng brand down after the oil and fire seared the wall. Bl ack
snoke, reeking of charred flesh, billowed up into Avrell’s face.

He pull ed back fromthe wall coughing, face twisted in distaste.

Bef ore he could recover conpletely, the roar of the Chorl died down abruptly.

Avrel | staggered back to the wall, forearmlifted to cover his mouth and nose,
still coughing. Through tear-blurred eyes, he glared down at the space bel ow
the gate.

Then his eyes w dened.
The Chorl were falling back, |eaving the square and street open. Guardsnen

still heaved things over the walls to either side, but all fighting in the
i medi ate area had halted, nmen crowdi ng back to the edge of the wall,
per pl exed.

In the square bel ow, the edge of the Chorl force parted and the Cchean stepped
f or war d.

Tense nutters passed anbng the guardsmen as she noved forward, halting just

out of reach of the archers. Her black hair shifted in the gusting breeze from
the harbor, and the folds of her iridescent blue dress trailed on the ground
behi nd her. Shell neckl aces hung down from her neck, and strings of shells had
been plaited through her hair.

She surveyed her forces, the gates, the walls, her face unreadable, her pale
bl ue skin flaw ess.

Then her gaze fell on the top of the gates, on Avrell’s position

Her expression hardened, grew taut, and she raised her arns, blue cloth
arching fromher wists to her wai st as she held her hands outward, pal ns
facing the wall.

| felt the force gathering on the river, reached out to Avrell to warn him

but he’ d al ready seen the danger

Eyes widening in fear, he lurched back and to one side and bel |l owed, “Run!”
He' d taken two steps, the guardsnen to either side turning to frown at himin
confusion, when the pressure on the river rel eased.

The gates expl oded, the force shuddering through the stone wall beneath
Avrell’s feet. Then a concussive blast hit himfrom behind, flung himforward
to the parapet, the skin of his hands scraped raw on the stone. He gasped,
rolled to one side, and struck the stone of the crenellation with his back
grinding to a halt. Sonething soft |anded on the parapet before hi ma body,



t he guardsman al ready dead, eyes wi de in shock—and then the body slid off the
wal | and Avrell could see wood and stone flying outward, away fromthe wall.
Avrel | gasped again, realized he could barely hear his own breath, sounds
muted, felt a trickle near his ear and reached up to his jaw His shoul der
screanmed at the novenent and his hand came away bl oody.

Boot s pounded past, their thuds like muffled cloth. Through the fog of dust
fromthe gates, he could pick out shouts and screams, too soft and chaotic to
make out words.

The stone beneath hi mrunbl ed, shuddered again, and he felt the wall shift,
suddenl y | eani ng i nwar d.

He jerked himself up onto his elbow, ignored the sharp pain in his chest, and
scranbled to his feet. Hi s dark blue robes were covered with grit, his hands

t hr obbi ng where they’d been skinned raw. He huddl ed agai nst the canted wal I,
coughed as he tried to nake out what was happeni ng.

The gates had fallen. The stone above where the gates had stood had col |l apsed,
and the walls to either side were threatening to give way as well.

He stood on the parapet, guardsmen running past, retreating fromthe walls,
and stared. Chorl filled the street below, surging in all directions, their
mai n force angling straight for the inner gates.

The wall trenbled again, the notion piercing Avrell’s nunmbness and shock, and
he suddenly said, “Eryn.”

He shook hinself, pain shooting up fromhis el bow and shoul der where he' d hit
the stone parapet. Cutching that armto his chest with the other hand, he
began to stagger back al ong the parapet, |ooking for a way down to the street.
I left him pushed up through the mddle ward, past the huge three-horse stone
fountain in front of the nerchant’s guild, the plaza already swarm ng with

Chorl, up through the streets to the inner wall, the inner gate, and settled

i nsi de Eryn.

She’ d seen the niddle gate fall, had seen the dust, debris, and snoke fromthe
outer gate. Her jaw was set, her hands flat on the stone wall before her as
she stared out into the street. “Avrell,” she said to herself.

Then the Chorl flooded the street below, came screaming up to the wall, and

the arrows began to fly.

Eryn didn't pay any attention, guardsnmen bellow ng orders all around her.

I nstead, she closed her eyes, concentrated inward.

| felt her heart slow, felt the faint trenmors of concern and fear |eave her
her arns steadyi ng.

The river around her cal med, the turbul ence caused by the guardsnmen, by their
raw terror, by the death, faded away, evened out.

Until, when the roars of the Chorl died down as they had at the niddle gates,
when the Chorl retreated and the guardsnmen on the wall fell silent and Eryn
opened her eyes, she stood in a pool of total serenity.

On the street below, the Chorl parted and the Cchean stepped forward. She
surveyed the wall as she had before, and her arns |ifted.

Eryn drew in a deep breath, her hands on the stone before her, and sumoned
the river.

It solidified fluidly, the wall of force she constructed flaw ess as far as |
could see, stretching fromthe ground to the top of the parapet, conpletely
covering the gate, and curved like a shield.

She finished it a nonent before the Cchean rel eased.

| saw the Cchean’s power flash across the square, raw and blunt, channel ed
like a battering ramand ained at the center of the gates.

When it hit Eryn’s wall, it struck like a solid punch to the gut. Eryn gasped,
her eyes flying wide, one armleaving the wall and clutching her stomach. The
shield she’'d created fl exed, wavered, the force of the Ochean’s bl ow bei ng
shunted to the side as swiftly as possible. For a single nonment, it seened
that Eryn woul d be overwhel med. The wall stuttered, frayed at the edges—

But it held.

In the square bel ow, the Ochean stepped forward, her eyes flashing with
hatred. The Chorl began to nmutter, shocked. Then she spun, clapped her hands



and shouted an order.

Instantly, three of the Cchean’s Servants stepped forward.

The Ochean swung back to the gates, arns outstretched, face livid. The three
Servants fell into position around her, one each to either side and a step
behind, the third directly behind her and two steps back, so that they forned
a rough di anond.

The three Servants clasped their hands before them and bowed their heads.

Li nes of force wavered into being on the river, connecting themto the Ochean
solidifying into thick conduits.

The voices of the throne drew in a sharp breath.

Except that wasn’t true. Mst of the voices seenmed nerely confused, nurmnuring
with worry, some stunned into silence by the previous explosions. Only the
Seven had drawn breath.

They’ re Linking. They' ve advanced farther than | suspected, Cerrin said.

Then | have to hel p her

| reached, even as Eryn steadied her shield, a thin pain shooting up from her

stomach. Even though her shield had held, she'd still felt the force behind
the Ochean’s blow. | began to weave the river into a second shield behind
Eryn’'s.

No, Liviann said, and | felt her step forward, felt Cerrin recede. W can't
teach you how to supplenment Eryn’s power as the Servants bel ow are

suppl enenting the Ochean’ s—there’s no tine—but we can show you how to
effectively reinforce Eryn’s shield.

She reached through the Fire with Cerrin’s help, the rest of the Seven
stepping forward as well, all of themguiding the shield s lines that I'd
already put in place, shifting themslightly so that my own shield wove into
Eryn's, slipped along its edges, form ng buttresses between Eryn’s shield and
t he physical stone walls thensel ves.

As the last currents slid into place, Eryn straightening and rmurrmuring a soft,
grim “Thank you, Varis,” under her breath, the Ochean unl eashed anot her
hamrer bl ow of power.

On the river, the hamrer descended with horrifying strength, not just the
power of the Cchean and three Servants, but nore than ten times the power.

It struck, and a solid core of heat and pain exploded in Eryn's gut, like a
sizzling ball of fire. Both Eryn and | gasped, Eryn’s arms w appi ng around her
stomach as she staggered. The shield held, power dissipating outward,
shuddering along its length, the buttresses bl eeding the power down into the
wal I s themsel ves until the stone began to shudder. Mre power slanmed into the
shield, pressure building, the trenmors of the wall increasing, until a few of
t he guardsmen cried out. Eryn's shield began to collapse, crunmbling in from
the sides—

And then the Cchean’s power halted.

At the same tinme, a horrendous crack reverberated through the inner ward as
the stone of the wall split. Guardsmen | eaped back fromthe sundered stone,
shouts rang out, but the wall held.

Eryn gasped and col | apsed forward, holding herself up on the edge of the
parapet with one arm knees weak. The captain of the guard shifted forward in
concern, to where Eryn hunched forward, armstill clutching her stomach.

Eryn waved himoff, forced herself to straighten and stand, her breath coning
harsh and fast now, gasping. The white hot fire radiated up from her abdonen,
seet hing, shooting flares of pain down her arnms, into her heart. But she

cl osed her eyes, reached out and steadied the wall of force before the gate
yet again, sucked in another deep breath and held it as the Ochean gat hered
her power, and that of the Servants, for a third strike.

Eryn's shield never had a chance, even with nmy help, even with the gui dance of
the Seven. It held for one short breath, two—

Then it col |l apsed.

And t he gates expl oded.

Eryn sagged to the stone wall in front of her as it shuddered, groped blindly
for the stone as debris flew outward behind her, dust enveloping her in a



shroud. She coughed as she tried to breathe through the grit, raised an arm
weakly to her nmouth, covering it with the sleeve of her white dress. Git
settled into her eyes, too fast for her to blink it away, and she felt herself
slipping down the stone of the crenellation, felt it shuddering beneath her
hands, ready to crunble, to coll apse.

Then someone gri pped her beneath the arnms, a guardsman, heaved her up as she
coughed and hacked, and dragged her away, the fire in her gut exploding with

t he noverent, tasting of acid and blood in the back of her throat.

She held on to consciousness a nonment nore, enough to see the captain whose
nane she did not know hauling her to safety.

And then everything went bl ack.

| pulled away, stared down at the weckage of the inner gates, watched as the
parapet Eryn had just been pulled off of caved in, stone raining down onto the
base of the pronenade. | lifted up, shifted to the tower, and turned, staring
down over the city, the taste of acid and bl ood noving with ne, tainting the
river. The harbor was filled w th burning ships, the water crammed wth bodies
and debris, rising and falling with the waves stained red with bl ood. Snoke
bill owed through the afternoon skies, rising in thick colums fromthe city,
fromthe harbor, fromthe watchtowers. Even as | watched, a building in the

m ddl e ward col | apsed, dust rising in a thick cloud. And everywhere there was
fire—en the wharf, in the warehouse district, in the inner city. Even in the
sl uns.

It was the vision. Amenkor lay in ruins, the stench of snoke and bl ood and
death cl ogging the air.

| turned fromthe inage, sank down through the tower, down through the stone
to the throne room and settled into ny body, breathing in with a hard,
shudderi ng, painful gasp, tears at the corners of mnmy eyes, weakness coursing

t hrough nmy arns, through ny chest. And still the taste of acid and bl ood

I i nger ed.

Keven stood at the throne’s side, guardsnen |lining the wal kway, stationed
behind the pillars. | frowed in irritation, thought about ordering them al
out of the room but halted when | saw the set expression on Keven's face.
“They’ ve broken through the gates,” | said instead, ny voice ragged, hoarse,

my throat raw. “The Cchean is inside the pal ace.”

The Throne Room

KEVEN SH FTED NERVOUSLY, the throne roomutterly silent.CQutside in the
corridor, through the open double doors, the palace felt deserted. No servants
tread the halls, no guardsmen guarded the entrance to the inner sanctum nor
the entrance to the throne room The only sign of |life cane from Keven and the
score of guardsmen lined up in the spaces between the columms al ong the
central aisle.

She’ |l come straight to the throne room Cerrin said.

| tensed at his voice, then relaxed. The voi ces had renai ned qui et since

hel ping Eryn at the gates, so quiet |1'd barely noticed they were there. Now, |
felt themall—-all of the previous M stresses, the Seven who had created the
Skewed Throne, the nmen and wonmen who had touched the throne at sone point and
di ed because of it, like Alendor. They were all quiet, even the madnen, the
silence in ny head, behind the protective wall of Fire that still encircled
them eerie.

I could feel Cerrin and Liviann at the forefront, hovering at the edge of the
white flame, Liviann slightly behind Cerrin. | could feel Atreus and Alleryn,
Seth and Garus and Silicia, could snmell their individual scents, all mningling.
She’ Il try to seize control of the throne, Cerrin added, his melancholy voice
intense. You can’t let her take it, no matter the cost. The Chorl are
ruthless. They' |l destroy everything. | could hear the echoes of the pain over
his wife’s death in his voice. O his daughters’ deaths.

“I don't intend to let her take it,” | said, and a few of the guardsnen junped
at the sound of ny voice.

Then, out in the corridor, came the tranp of boots on stone.



Everyone tensed, Keven taking a step forward, his hand falling to the pomel
of his sword.

“Leave themto ne,” | said sharply.

He frowned wi thout turning, but he didn't draw his sword.

The sound of footsteps grew | ouder, closer.

Then a group of five Chorl warriors stepped into the doorway to the throne
room and hal ted, curved swords drawn and at the ready, gazes darting around
the room taking in ne, Keven, the guardsnen along the sides.

They hesitated, unsettled, obviously expecting nore resistance.

Soneone barked a command in the corridor, then stepped to the center of the
group of warriors.

The Chorl captain. The man with the circular tattoos on his cheeks, his ear
hal f cut off.

He surveyed the throne room his face set in a dark frowm as the nen to either
side of himrelaxed, his eyes finally settling on ne.

| could see his hatred, could sense his mal evol ence, could al nbst taste it,

i ke snoke.

Inside ny head, | felt the voices in the throne stir.

See, Cerrin whispered.

The ot her voices nurnured agreenent.

Still watching ne, he notioned to the side, and nore Chorl warriors flooded
the corridor outside. But they left a narrow space between them

When her escort was in position, the Ochean noved into view, followed by the
Chorl man in yellow robes carrying the reed scepter, both stepping up to the
Chorl captain as the others closed in behind them

The Ochean hesitated at the edge of the throne room then stepped inside,

al one, wal king down the aisle between the pillars inmperiously, as if she'd

al ready seized control, as if the throne—the entire city of Anenkor-—was

al ready hers. Her captain foll owed her, a pace behind, a few of the warriors
behind him fanning out to the sides, their stances wary, gazes |ocked solidly
on the guardsnen at their flanks.

The Chorl in yellow robes renmai ned behind, frowning.

My eyes narrowed with anger. \When she’d nade it hal fway down the aisle, |
stood abruptly, felt the weakness from Reaching shiver through ny legs to the
point | alnost collapsed. But | steadied nmyself, shoved the weakness back

The Ochean halted, |owered her head slightly as she considered ne, jaw

cl enched.

Behind me, | felt the throne begin to tw st, reshaping itself into another
form | felt its power reaching out, the voices stalking the roomlike a
predator hunting its prey. | could feel their hatred, as harsh and nal evol ent
as the expression on the Chorl captain's face . . . or on the Cchean’s.

Her eyes widened in surprise as the throne twi sted, as the power of the throne
filled the room but she crushed the reaction swiftly, her glare settling back
on me. Behind her, the nman in yellow didn’t bother hiding his surprise.

| smiled. “Welconme to Anenkor.”

| didn't know if she understood the words, but she heard the sarcasm
condescension, and hatred in ny voice.

Her frown deepened, alnobst into a scow .

Then she | ashed out using the river, a whip crack of force that snapped across

the shield | raised at the last moment. | felt the tip of the lash skid across
the invisible barrier, sending ripples of force out into the river, but before
they could dissipate, |I flung a barrage of daggerlike shards across the throne
room

They hit her own shield like ice pellets, shattering into a thousand
scintillate fragments of visible light. The guardsnmen gasped. Keven | urched
forward, suddenly aware that |1’'d already been attacked, but—ay voice cracking
t hrough the room+ barked, “Stand back!” The Ochean spat somnething herself,
her captain and warriors edgi ng back toward the doorway.

Keven growl ed, and |I flashed him an angry gl are.

“Don’t interfere,” | snapped. “No matter what happens.”



Sword hal f drawn, he stepped back behind the throne grudgingly, sheathing his
bl ade.

| turned back to the Ochean. Her eyes flashed, her shield pulsing. A solid
wal | of force, like Eryn’s, the weave tight, controll ed.

She had nore practice at using the river than | did, nore experience. Perhaps
even nore experience than Eryn.

A shiver of doubt coursed through ne.

But you have us, Cerrin said, and his voice was no | onger sad, no |onger weak.
It was angry. All of the Seven radi ated anger, had shifted forward, ready to
hel p.

Drawi ng a steadying breath, my heart thundering in ny ears, | stepped down the
three steps of the dais to the main floor.

The Cchean wat ched nme col dly.

| thought about the dagger at ny waist, about the drills Eryn had put ne
through in the courtyard, about Erick and Westen and the hours of training
with the Seekers.

And then | struck

The blow fell on the Cchean’s shield with blunt force, |ike a nmace, and
heard her grunt. | smiled in satisfaction, but the enotion was fleeting. Her
wist flicked and a bl ade, curved like the Chorl warriors’ blades, slashed
into ny owmn shield. | shunted the stroke aside, let the power bleed out into

the river, struck back with the mace again, raining blows down left and right,
dodgi ng her sword sl ashes, shoving them asi de when they struck, grunting with
the effort. Sweat broke out on my forehead, began to trickle down my face, but
I concentrated on her blade, watched the fluctuations in her shield as each of
nmy bl ows | anded, searching for a weak point.

W began circling each other, the Ochean edging left, nme right. Her hands,
fingers long and supple, flicked as she directed her sword. The shells in her
neckl ace and | aced through her hair cl acked together, a strange counterpoint
to the soundless and nostly invisible battle waged between us. Shards of
light, in all colors, sparked fromthe shields occasionally, flaring and dying
in a heartbeat, the guardsnen and Chorl warriors gasping at the nore intense

di spl ays.

| could feel nyself beginning to tire, to flag, drained by the Reachings 1'd
done to keep track of the battle in the city below, so |I increased the
intensity of the mace’s blows, shifted themsubtly so that they struck at odd
angles, and still her shield held, shuddering under each bl ow, but steadying
in a heartbeat, not weakening in the slightest.

My own shield began to fray at the edges. | pulled back some of the power from

the mace, used it to fortify the shield, and just when | felt I'd have to
break of f ny attack entirely, the Ochean w thdrew, her sword rippling away on
the river.

| gasped, noticed we were both heaving, sweat dripping down our faces,
stai ni ng our cl ot hes.

W' d circled enough that our backs were facing the pillars, the throne to ny
left, its shifting format the edge of ny vision. The guardsmen and Chorl
warriors were utterly silent, waiting, no one daring to enter the wal kway

bet ween us. Not when they couldn’t see the weapons bei ng w el ded.

The Ochean said somet hing, the words sharp, but edged with respect.

Then she sneered, emitted a short, piercing shriek, and her armlashed out.
She’ d changed tactics. Instead of a curved blade, she hit ne with a barrage of
fistlike punches, ained at nmy mdsection at first, then shifting the bl ows
out war d.

| hissed through nmy teeth, felt some of the force seeping through the shield,
striking ny body with light taps. But if the shield failed

| cried out, poured all of ny strength into the shield, not even attenpting to
counterstri ke, and even that wasn't enough

| needed nore strength, nore power.

The voices in the throne responded.

| felt the surge of their support, felt the shield around nme sharpen as



Al leryn and Atreus reached forward with subtle flows, felt additional strength
pouring into ny arns from Seth and Garus, Cerrin allow ng the previous

M stresses to help through the Fire. The Ochean's eyes w dened slightly, only
for a noment, and then the pummeling redoubl ed, her eyes narrow ng, the fists
striking at random now, left, right, mdsection, thigh, chest, one sharp jab
to the head, to the throat, but the shield held.

| began to fight back, Liviann and Silicia taking over part of the shield.

Usi ng daggerlike thrusts, | slashed across the Cchean’s shield, cut across her
eyes, saw her flinch back, then recover. | used every techni que Erick had
taught me beyond the Dredge, everything Westen and the Seekers had taught ne
in the roons deeper within the palace, everything to maim to kill, to

di stract —

And then | realized that even with the throne behind nme, even with the Seven
and their know edge, ny strength was fading.

But how. . . ?

| suddenly recalled Eryn in the garden, beating at ny shield, no |onger
attenpting to pierce it, sinply hitting me over and over with force, battering
nme heedl essly.

Because she was attacking me somewhere el se, subtly, the blunt force nerely a
di versi on.

I continued slashing with my dagger, but began searching the river, searching
ny shiel d—

And there, | saw the pinhole, saw the threadlike conduit snaking back toward
the Ochean, saw ny strength being | eeched away and used to suppl enent the
Cchean’s, just as Eryn had done during training.

| felt a seething flash of rage envel op ne, caught the Ochean’s eye across the
ai sle between us, then withdrew the power 1'd focused on the dagger slashes
and with a speed Eryn had drilled into ne in the gardens forned a needl elike
dart of raw force—a second, a third—and fed theminto the Ochean’s conduit one
after the other.

The Ochean screamed when the first dart struck, her attack faltering. The
second slamed into her a heartbeat later, followed by the third, spinning her
around, her hands clutching her side, the conduit between ny shield and her
snapping as she withdrewit with a jerk.

The punmeling fists dissipated. Her shield wavered, flickered, and began to
fail as well, but even as | stepped forward, even as | seized part of the
river toretaliate, it shuddered and held.

But her conduit had given nme an idea.

Breath com ng in hoarse gasps, the Cchean spun back, eyes fl ashing,

strai ghtened as rmuch as she could, pain clear on her face, one hand stil
clanped to her side. She spat something vicious, her face twisted into a cruel
scowl, contorting the subtle beauty of her features. Wth her free hand, stil
hal f-turned, she |lashed out again with the sword, the stroke heavier, weighted
with nore force, nore thrust, shuddering into ny shield, forcing nme down into
a low crouch. | cried out as it struck again, and again, then retaliated with
my own strokes, using the |ash as she’d done earlier. But ny cries were
exaggerated, the cracks of the |ash neant to distract, as she’'d tried to

di stract ne.

| began to formny own conduit. Not to siphon off strength, as the Ochean had
done. No. This conduit was nmeant to work in reverse, to send sonething to the
Cchean.

What are you doi ng? Liviann snapped. She'll send somnething back, as you did!
Sonething nore |l ethal than darts

Let her work! Cerrin spat, cutting off any further remarks fromthe Seven.

| ignored them forned the river into a small funnel on ny side of the shield,
let the tail of the funnel snake outward, toward the Cchean. It stretched,
shuddered beneath the flows of the battle on the river above it, stretched and
t hi nned—

Until its tail touched the Ochean’s shield.

| felt her gasp, saw her begin searching the river for the conduit, her eyes



flicking left and right. The sword strokes | essened, their strength reduced as
she concentrated el sewhere.

What’' s she doing! Liviann snapped, screamng at the other voices in the
throne, trying to gain the support of the other Seven. Garus! Seth! She's
going to get us all killed!

Wait, Cerrin said. He'd seen. He understood. | could hear it in his voice.

G ve her a chance, Liviann, Garus grow ed, although there was doubt in his

voi ce.

| brought the mouth of the funnel close to the Fire at nmy core. Wiite tendrils
of flame began stream ng down the tail, snaking as the conduit tw sted and
roiled in the currents, but noving steadily toward the Cchean.

The Ochean’s sword strokes halted, her attention conpletely on the river, her
head snapping to the side, frantic.

The Fire had covered half the distance between us . . . two thirds.

If | could tag her—as 1'd tagged Erick, as |I'd tagged Eryn and Avrel | —+f |
could tag her

| could use the Fire to seize control of her

The Fire had al nost reached her when the Ochean saw the conduit.

She | ashed out instantly, a short, decisive gesture, |ike a cleaver being
brought down on a bl ock of wood.
The funnel 1'd created snapped, its tail severed where it had been attached to

the Ochean’s shield, severed at the tip, so that none of the Fire reached her
The funnel snapped back, the Fire, the river, lashing out, striking ne hard,
shattering ny shield and throw ng me back. | screanmed, crashed into the pillar
behi nd nme, head cracking into stone, and crunpled to the granite fl oor

st unned.

|"d barely taken a breath when half the voices of the throne shouted Varis! in
war ni ng, the sound mngling with the Cchean’s shriek of triunph.

| flung a shield up, half dazed, felt the Seven pouring their own strength
intoit, felt the river roil as the Cchean manipulated it, her sword falling
fast and swift. Twisting where | lay, blows raining dow on the shield,
filtering through with bruising force, | gasped, tried to strengthen ny
defenses, felt the Cchean’s sword change to fists, to thrown daggers, a |ash.

| heard the Cchean stal king across the floor, felt her presence as she stood
above me, her hands stretched out, fingers spread, her face a hideous mask of
scorn and hatred and cruelty. Her eyes blazed with determination, any pain |I’'d
caused earlier with the darts masked, buried beneath her contenpt.

And | saw ny death. | felt drained, barely able to sustain the shield, even
with the strength of the Seven, of the other voices of the throne, infusing
me. |’'d expended too nuch energy following the battle in the city bel ow, used

up nmy reserves. My nmuscles trenbled with every blow, the seepage through the
shi el d i ncreasing, each stroke sinking deeper and deeper into ny flesh.
| felt a shudder of regret pass through ne, heard it break free in a sob of

pai n, of heartrending defeat. | thought of everything |I'd worked for over the
last winter: the reconstruction of the warehouses, the desperate search for
food, the setup of the work force and the conmunal kitchens. | thought of

everything that Amenkor had acconplished, all |ost now, burning beneath the
Cchean’s fires, nothing but charred, snoking husks on the harbor and in the
streets. | thought of Avrell and Borund, of Catrell and Westen, struggling to
hol d together the city as Eryn went insane, then struggling to recoup when |’'d
suppl anted her as M stress and the food supply ran short, unknow ngly fighting
agai nst Al endor and his alliance with the Chorl

And | thought of Erick, of his beaten, tortured body lying in the room of
pillows, in the Cchean’s personal chanbers.

Tortured by the woman gl ari ng down at ne now, eyes flashing with nalice.

Eri ck.

She’ d kept him alive, even when she knew she’d taken everything fromhim when
she’ d | earned everything she coul d about Amenkor and the throne.

Beneath the Ochean’s assault, beneath the despair, | hesitated.

Why? Way had she kept him alive? There was no reason, no need. Not any |onger



not once she' d decided to attack Anmenkor first. But she’d kept himalive
anyway, had brought himhere to Arenkor to witness the attack

| felt the hesitation shift into certainty.

She’ d kept him alive because she wanted himto see what she’d done to Anenkor
when it was over.

| felt nyself weakening, felt the shield |I held faltering, edging closer and
closer to ny body, nore and nore of the force of her blows passing through to
strike my body. My hands were raised now, as if to ward off the attack

In anot her few heartbeats, ny shield would fail

But perhaps . .

| cried out, harshly, and as if ny strength had given out conpletely, | let
the shield fall

The voices of the throne gasped. Liviann | eaped forward, tried to take over as
she had once before and reestablish the shield, but | used the Fire to hold
her back, heard her screamw th frustration, flail against the restraint, felt
t he other Seven reach forward and haul her back, subduing her.

The Ochean hesitated as the shield failed, as if she thought it were sonme kind
of ruse, but then a slow snile touched her dark blue Iips, her al nost black
eyes. A malicious smle. Atriunphant snmile

She drew in a deep breath .

Then struck ne again, fists punching hard and sharp, once to my face and once
to ny stomach. My lip split, the pain like fire, and | gagged, curled up into
a ball as 1'd learned to do on the Dredge, knees tight to ny chest, armns

cl ose, hands covering ny face. But the fists didn't stop. They conti nued,
struck my back, mnmy butt, ny forearms, ny shoul ders, the back of ny head. The
voi ces of the throne cried out in protest, tried to seize control, raise the
shield again, nore of themthis time, not just Liviann, but | forced them al
back, held themall in check, felt Cerrin block their access through the Wite
Fire. | suffered through the Cchean’s beating, felt my strength flaggi ng,

t hought of Erick lying anong the bl oody pillows, thought of the denizens of
the slums pouring out across the Dredge’s bridge to attack the Chorl, thought
of all the death and destruction in the city bel ow.

And finally the punches slowed . . . and stopped.

I lay on the throne roomfloor, trenbling, barely able to breathe, ny back, ny
shoul ders, ny arms and | ower |egs bruised by the force of the Cchean’s hatred.
My nuscles screaned with pain. | shuddered, tasted blood fromny split lip,

but dared not nove. | wasn't certain | could nove.

Above ne, | heard the Cchean gasping, her breaths thick with phlegm |
listened as she slowy cal ned, heard her dress rustle as she | owered her arns.
When her breathing had al nost returned to normal, she spat on ne. | flinched,
but didn’'t nmove, let the spittle trickle down my neck, beneath nmy chin, mxing
with ny blood. | kept ny hands tight over ny face, and waited—for ten
heartbeats, for an eternity—

Then | heard her nove away.

| drew in a shallow breath and held it, listening intently as her footsteps
retreated. Carefully, | |owered one hand, peeked out through ny spread
fingers.

The Ochean had noved to the center of the aisle again, had turned to face the
Skewed Throne, tw sting and norphing on its dais. Keven had shifted forward,
his face grim hand on his sword.

| silently cursed him wlled himto stand aside.

The Ochean stepped forward, noving toward the throne.

Keven tensed, nade to draw his bl ade—

Wth a carel ess notion, the Ochean used the river to fling himout of the way.
He struck the stone pillar to one side, grunted as he collapsed to the dais,
and didn’'t nove again. But | could still see him breathing.

| felt a renewed surge of hatred

The Ochean stepped up to the dais, nmovenents poised, casual, even though her
bl ue dress was stained with sweat. She turned at the top, surveyed the throne
room expression triunphant, |ocking neaningfully on the Chorl captain’s face,



on the man in the yellow robes with the reed scepter. Something passed between
them something | didn’t understand, but the Chorl captain’s eyes blazed with
hatred a noment before he gave her a grudgi ng nod. The man in yellow nerely

f r owned.

The Ochean’s gaze fell on nme. | saw a flicker of satisfaction when she saw ne
wat chi ng.

She wanted ne to see, as she’'d wanted Erick to see Amenkor’s destruction

Then she sank onto the throne.

| lifted my head, all pretension set aside. It hurt, nore than | expected, and
required alnmost all of ny strength. But | wasn't as beaten and drained as |I'd
| ed her to believe.

On the dais, the throne shuddered and twi sted. The Ochean sucked in a sharp
breath of surprise. Her eyes wi dened and she suddenly stilled, ruscles rigid,
back stiff.

The voices of the throne paused. The predatory presence of the throne in the
room hesi t at ed.

Then the voices rose into a shriek . . . and pounced. As they’'d pounced on ne
when 1’ d sat on the throne alnost five nonths before. A mmel strom of screans,
roaring for attention, howing their hatred, their fear, their disgust. A
hurricane that |eaped toward the bl ue-ski nned woman who sat on the throne.
And they dragged ne along with them

I found nyself back in the nmarketplace, trapped in a crowd, jostled and
crushed as everyone tried to shove their way to the center of the plaza,
everyone screamng, yelling to be heard over everyone el se, the voices al
nmel di ng i nto an indistinguishable roar. Fear |anced through me as | stunbled
and alnost fell, shorter than nost of those around nme. Wth sudden horror,
realized that here, if |I fell, 1'd be tranmpled to death.

But soneone reached out and grabbed nme by the arm haul ed me upright and

pul led me close to them

“Careful nowm” Cerrin bellowed, smling tentatively down at ne.

“What ' s happeni ng?” | asked, trying to be heard over the noise.

Cerrin's face grew stern. “The Ochean touched the throne. She's trying to
seize control .”

“W can’'t let her!”

“I know.” He glanced around at the faces in the crowd, gripped ne tighter as
the nob suddenly surged left. Some-one’s el bow jabbed into ny side, nade ne
gasp. “They’'re fighting her,” he said, nodding to indicate the people-all of
the previous M stresses, all of those that had touched the throne before this.
“But she’s strong.”

| glanced around, noted the pure hatred of those in the crowd, saw the panic
beneath the anger, the fear. |I could snell it, a rank stench of sweat and

bl ood. But the faces of all of the old Mstresses, of all of those that had
touched the throne over the last fifteen hundred years, were determn ned.

| turned back to Cerrin. “Take nme to her.”

He stared down into my eyes, frowning, his own eyes filled with doubt.

But then he nodded.

W began working our way through the crowd, Cerrin shoving the terrified and
frantic people aside, forcing a passage w de enough for me to squeeze through
then roughly follow ng behind. A few people backed off when they saw it was
me, a few spat in ny face for betraying them

| ignored themall, anger building as the crowd grew thicker, nore desperate.
| started using ny el bows, ny fingers, jabbing into tender nuscles, punching
soft flesh. | came up against a man—face unshaven, several teeth m ssing, hair
patchy, thin, and wild—who | eered down at ne, reached forward to grab ny
breast. | kneed himin the groin and stepped on his back as | passed.

Then suddenly, | broke through an edge, stepped out into a snall space barely
t hree paces across, the Cchean before ne, her back turned. She slashed at the
crowd around her with a sword, curved like the Chorl warriors’, the strokes
snooth but with a hint of desperation. Bodies lay at her feet, nbst npaning,
bl ood flowing fromcuts to their faces, to their chests.



She seened to sense sonmeone behind her, spun

Her eyes wi dened in shock and she jerked back

| smiled, then reached out and touched her

| stood on a porch built of thousands upon thousands of wooden poles, I|ike
reeds but thicker and segnmented. Huge green | eaves covered a |atticework of
nor e wooden pol es overhead for shade, and lay in thick layers on the floor. |
could feel nore of the poles beneath the | eaves through the soles of my bare
feet.

I moved to the edge of the porch, out into the sunlight.

Bel ow, the | and sl oped down to a pristine beach, the sand a blinding white,

t he cove beyond a myriad range of greens and bl ues. The porch was surrounded
by nmore huge, flat |eaves, by dense foliage and tall trees, the trunks bare
until they branched out at the top into dozens of huge, serrated pal nms. C oser
to the beach, |I could see small houses made of the same poles as the porch
thatched in the pal mfronds, sandy paths | eading fromhouse to house, down to
t he beach, where strange boats had been drawn up onto the sand. Long and
narrow, they could fit barely two nen side-by-side, and had no sails.

| stared down at the scene, hands crossed arrogantly over my chest, and

wat ched t he peopl e novi ng anong the huts, or down on the shore. Bl ue-skinned
peopl e.

My peopl e.

Then, the ground shuddered.

I frowned, reached out to steady nyself against the edge of the porch. But the
trenbling had al ready subsi ded.

Down on the beach, the people near the boats and in the shall ows had halted
their activities, were now staring inland, their hands raised to shade their
eyes as they | ooked up.

| turned, shaded nmy own eyes against the glare of the sun, and stared up
beyond nmy summer pal ace.

The Iand rose in a gentle slope beyond the palace, to the base of a huge
peaked nountain, the sides of the nountain covered in dense jungle, the peak
itself conical

The nmountain had been silent for alnost fifty years, but now .

Now, a thin colum of snmoke rose fromits crater.

Back in the marketplace, | frowned, then concentrated, shifted the focus of
the throne, filtered through the Ochean’s nenories.

And found nyself back in the summer palace, in one of the interior roons,
seated on a throne built of the thick reeds, draped with cloth in greens and
gol ds and purpl es and skeins of shells. Chorl warriors stood to either side of
the throne, wearing breeches of dark blue filmy cloth, their chests bare and
covered with tattoos in circular patterns. A figure knelt before nme, bowed
down, head pressed into the floor. He was dressed in yell ow breeches, the
tattoos on his chest curved crescents, |ike sickles, and black instead of dark
bl ue.

The kneeling man rai sed his head.

“CQchean, the prophecy says—=-

| hissed, cut himoff. “I don’t care what the prophecy says, Haqtl!”

The Chorl warriors around nme shifted unconfortably, and | sensed their anger
This man was a priest, conmmuned with the gods.

And the warriors were pledged to the gods, not to ne.

| clenched ny jaw, forced ny irritation and inpatience down.

In a grudging voice, laced wi th undertones of scorn, | said, “Continue.”
Haqt!, his expression darkeni ng, began again. “The prophecy says the nountain
will destroy us. It was sung ages ago, and now the time has cone.”

| shoved mysel f up out of the throne, began pacing before it. “You know this
for certain? The gods have spoken?”

“The gods have spoken. They forewarned us ages ago, and there have been signs.
The [ and runbl es. Poi son gases boil fromthe ocean, killing the fish. And then
cane the Fire of Heaven fromthe west.”

| spat a curse, heard the warriors shift again. |I stifled a grow, suppressed



the urge to slap Haqtl, to beat him | knew the gods had not spoken, that
there were no gods, that the priests were opposing me to gain nore power, as
usual . They were sei zi ng upon the now constant runbling fromthe nmountain and
using it against nme. And the sea al ways boiled before the mountain erupted. It
had done so before.

But the Fire of Heaven .

| shuddered as | recalled it sweeping in fromthe ocean, falling on the

i slands of the Chorl. It had covered the evening harvest in a pall of fear

t he weak-souled villagers in their ships screanming as it approached, trying to
make it back to shore.

For all the good it did them There had been no escape. The Fire had touched
everyone.

And the power! The raw energy! | didn’t know where the Fire had conme from but
| wanted it, needed it if | was to continue to rule the Chorl

I could not deny the priest the Fire of Heaven, no matter how nuch it galled
ne.

The anger seethed beneath my skin, forced nmy hands into balled fists. This
shoul d not be happening. Not during ny reign, not now |’d crushed the
priests, had regained the power of nmy fanmly, power that had been stolen from
ny father.

Thi s shoul d not be happeni ng!

| spun toward the warriors, saw themfrowning at nme darkly, their expressions
troubl ed, rebellious.

My gaze fell on the captain of the warriors, on Atlatik, on his half-mssing
ear and the tattoos that riddled his face.

The warriors would side with Haqtl, with the priests, with the gods. | could
see it in Atlatik’s eyes, in his stance. He would do anything to thwart me, no
matter what he felt about the gods, about the priests and their nanipul ations.
| emitted a strangled sound of frustration, the urge to lash out, to w pe the
doubting looks fromhis and the warriors’ faces, al nmost overwhel ning

But | needed them | couldn't control the islands wthout them

I moved to stand before the priest, glared down at hi minperiously, alnost
reached out to strangle hi mwhen he gl anced up, his eyes victorious.

“What,” | spat, then tenpered ny voice, gritting ny teeth. “What is it that

t he gods expect us to do?”

Shifting position, Haqtl’'s expression becane serious. “W nust abandon the

i slands. W nust take to the ocean and attack the lands to the east, as we did
once before.”

| recoiled fromHaqtl in shock, fell back into the throne, the shells of ny
neckl ace and those on the throne clattering together

Even the warriors seenmed stunned.

“What do you nean?” | said, voice weak.

Haqt! stood slowy, gathered hinmself together, and said calmy, “I nean that
the mountain will destroy the entire island when it erupts. If we stay, we
will all die.

“We nust find another place to live. And the only other place to live is the
coastlands to the east.”

| shuddered, drew back fromthe Ochean’s nmenory, mny stomach sick w th anger
with hatred.

Then | shifted the focus again.

The ground jolted, seened to fall away beneath nmy feet. | screaned in the

dar kness, warriors reaching out to catch nme before | fell, and then we
continued running, fleeing, following a line of torches through the trees to
the port, men and wonen and children shrieking into the night as they picked

t hensel ves up off the ground where they had fallen

Behi nd, hi dden by the jungle, sonething hideous, sonething horrendous, roared.
A bell owi ng sound, |ike a thousand cl aps of thunder, that slamed into the air
around ne, that drowned out the screans of all of the people running to the
port. My heart pounded in ny chest, thudded in ny ears, and | gasped, felt ny
escort tearing down the path around ne, heard them shouti ng comuands, shoving



straggl ers asi de.

The ground | urched again as we crested the rise and stunbl ed down the slope to
t he beachhead, following the torches to the docks on the bay where the ships
wai ted. Men, wonen, and children crowded onto decks, others scrambling up the
pl anks.

My ship was docked at the end of the pier.

The nmountain roared again, the wood of the dock shuddering, then we reached
the plank and sprinted up onto the deck. As soon as | was aboard, the ship
cast off, edging out into the water.

| turned, chest heaving, arns trenmbling with terror that was slowy begi nning
to calm

Behi nd, on the dock, people were screaning as they tried to find roomon the
ships. Sone had al ready cast off, as we had, were pulling away fromthe island
as quickly as possible, their decks packed with pani cked nmen and wonen. As |
wat ched, some tunbl ed overboard

Then the air seemed to shudder, another boom ng thunderclap resounded, and
jerked ny attention upward.

The mountai n had expl oded. Thick jets of nagna | eaped into the sky fromthe
crater, throwi ng up spunes of ash and steamand gas in a thick roiling colum
as black as the night. Lava flows were already stream ng down the nountain’s
sides, rushing to the ocean.

Anot her thundercl ap. A shuddering of the air. And what seened |like the entire
western side of the nmountain trenbled, then slid slowy, horrifyingly, into
the water.

| stared at the destruction in shock, the trenmors of panic fading as the ship
drew farther away fromthe island. But they were replaced with trenors of
fear, with a hollow feeling of hopel essness, of disbelief.

The priests had been right. The nmountain was tearing the island apart. There
were other islands in the chain, other places to flee to, but none |arge
enough to support the Chorl for long. If the nmountain continued to erupt, the
Chorl woul d die.

The only option was the coastland to the east. W' d attacked them once before,
been repelled after five vicious years of fighting. But we’d grown since then
| ear ned much.

A cold sensation filled the holl owness. My brow creased in thought, wth
purpose. | could use this. | could use this against the priests, against
Haqtl. | could turn his own gods against him

A smle touched ny lips.

Per haps the gods were correct.

Perhaps it was tine to cross the ocean

| shivered at the cold calculation of the Cchean’s mind, skinmmed farther ahead
in her nmenories, saw the Chorl fleet gather and head east under the Ochean’s
and the priests’ direction, watched them attack a group of islands—the
Boreaite |sles—and overrun the ports. They began raiding the trading | anes,
sei zing entire ships and taking themback to the isles, converting theminto
fighting ships to expand their fleet. | watched, sickened, as they slaughtered
entire crews.

And then they d attacked The Mai den.

“What do we do with hinP” Atlatik asked, voice rough with contenpt.

| glared down at the crunpled form of the guardsman on the deck of the ship
we' d just conquered. Al of the other crew had been killed, and Atlatik’s
warriors were tethering the ship to our own so it could be towed back to the
isles, the fires being put out by the Chosen.

Before | could answer, my mnd spinning—he had part of the Fire of Heaven
inside him | could taste it!—sone-one approached from behind, Atlatik
steppi ng to one side.

Only one other person could force Atlatik to nove.

“Haqt!l,” | said, trying to swallow the bitterness that flooded ny nouth at his
nane.

“Anot her victory,” he said. “W nust thank the gods.”



| al most snorted, but pursed ny lips instead. “The gods have favored us

t oday.”

“I'n what way?” Suspicious, wary. As he shoul d be.

I sml ed.

“This man has the Fire of Heaven inside him | can feel it.”

Atl ati k gasped, glanced down at the man who |ay unconsci ous on the deck, his
hand novi ng unconsciously to the tattoos on his neck, stroking them as he
uttered an inaudible prayer. He'd alnost killed the man, before I’'d even
gotten to the ship.

Haqt! knelt down next to the bl oody body, spread one hand over the man’s head
and closed his eyes. | felt the El ements shudder as he probed, searching.
Then even Haqtl gasped, standing quickly, as if he’ d been jerked upright. He
turned to me, eyes blazing with fervor. “W have to heal him find out where
he cane from find out everything we can about him”

Interesting. | could see how I’'d gain control of Atlatik and the warriors,
could see how | could get even the priests to follow nme. This man was the key.
This man, and the piece of the Fire of Heaven he carried inside him He could
lead ne to the Fire itself, Haqgtl would drag the Chorl there even against ny
wi shes. | could see the intent in his eyes, could feel his body trenbling with
it.

But of course | wanted the Fire as nuch as Haqtl, wanted it even nore.

| broke Haqtl’'s gaze, glanced down at the warrior’s body. Such strange pale
brown skin. And no tattoos. It made nme shudder

“Ch, | intend to find out where he canme from” | said. And when we finally
begin attacking the coastline in earnest, we'll attack there first.”

Haqt! breathed a sigh of relief.

Nei t her Haqtl nor Atlatik saw the underlying twist in ny snmle

I withdrew fromthe Ochean’s nenories, stared hard into her face as my hand
dropped to ny side. I'd relived her nenories in a matter of heartbeats, her
expression still locked in shock as she recogni zed ne.

Then it twisted into bitter hatred.

She | ashed out with her sword, but the bl ade passed through air as Cerrin
yanked me back into the crowd. The nob closed in around us instantly.

“What did you find out?” Cerrin asked.

“Why they’'re here, why they attacked us. Why they returned. ” | caught his
gaze. “They had to cone. The island they were living on has been destroyed.
They didn’t have any other place to go to.”

Cerrin grunted, then swore, glancing around at the turnoil of the throne.
“What ?” | asked. | could sense a change in the nob, a subtle shift.

The voi ces were beginning to panic.

“She’s beginning to win,” Cerrin answered. Overhead, the sunlit sky above the
mar ket pl ace began to darken, clouds roiling in. Cerrin glanced toward them
then back down at ne. “l1 don’t think we can defeat her.”

H s voi ce had changed. The nel ancholy air had returned. The hatred that had
enlivened it had bled away, replaced w th resignation

Around us, the jostling had eased. There didn’t seemto be as many people
anynor e.

“We can’t let her have the throne,” | said, and desperation tinged ny voi ce.
“She’s too powerful,” Cerrin said, and now his voice seened dead.

The cl ouds had conpl etely bl anketed the sky now The crowd had thinned to half
its original nunber, the people that remained milling about in uncertainty,
nmost with expressions of defeat on their faces.

Li vi ann suddenly appeared at ny side, trailing Atreus and Garus and the rest

of the Seven. “Do sonething! You can’t let her win! She’'ll destroy
everyt hing!”
“I tried!” | spat. “I thought the throne would destroy her, as it did Al endor

as it alnmost did ne!”

Li viann scow ed. She turned to Cerrin. “Wat el se can we do?”

He shook his head. “Nothing.”

“We can't let her take the throne,” Liviann hissed. “W can’t. Not the Chorl



W defeated them once already. W can’t have them back. Remenber what they
di d. Renenber the death. Remenber your wife, your children, for the gods’
sakes!”

“I know” Cerrin spat, his face strangely enraged and vul nerable at the sane
time. “1 know They killed them slaughtered the people of Venitte, decimated
the entire southern coastline! Do you think I don’t renenber?”

“Then do sonet hing!” Liviann screaned.

“What ?” he spat. “What can we do?”

Liviann fell into bitter silence, glanced toward ne.

“Can we destroy the throne?” | asked quietly. | was thinking of their attack
on Venitte, of the fires, of Cerrin's daughters. O Erick and Laurren’s
sacrifice. It would all have been for nothing if the Chorl clainmed the throne.
Li vi ann har r unphed.

But Cerrin stilled.

“What ?” Liviann asked.

He stared at her in silence for a long nonent, then said quietly, “W can.”

Li vi ann frowned.

Around us, the crowd had been reduced to no nore than a hundred peopl e.

Garus shoved hinself forward. “You know we can, Liviann. And it might be the
only way.”

“Whul d you rather have the Chorl take control of the throne?” Aleryn spat. “I
don't like it any better than you do, but considering the consequences. ”
The rest of the Seven nodded in agreenent.

“We’ || die,” Liviann said, but her voice was quiet.

“W’re already dead,” Cerrin said. “W’ ve been dead for far too | ong.”

Li viann shot hima glare, then focused on ne.

There were only fifty people left in the square now.

“Here,” she said, taking Cerrin’s hand, “we’ll show you how.”

When she touched ny hand, | gasped.

The cl ouds over the marketpl ace had darkened, rushed past so close to the
ground | thought | could reach up and touch them The buildings at the edge of
t he market pl ace were gone, had bl ackened and vani shed. There was no one |eft
on the plaza anynore, no nore voices, no nore bodies, except for ne.

And the Cchean.

She stood ten paces away, her blue dress sweaty, torn in a few places. Her
chest heaved as she breathed in deeply, alnbst panting, but her expression was
hard, determi ned. She still held the curved sword in one hand.

Reachi ng down, | drew the dagger fromny belt, the blade dull in the

hal f-1i ght of the plaza.

“I can’t let you have the throne,” | said.

The Cchean hesitated, then grinned.

She settled into an open stance, her sword steady.

| slid into a crouch, dagger held before ne.

W held each other’s gazes a | ong nonent.

And then the Cchean |urched forward, brought the sword down in a diagonal
strike.

| dodged, not even attenpting to parry, knowi ng that my dagger woul dn’t | ast
long. This was a distraction, nothing nore. Aruse. But 1'd try to hurt her as
much as | coul d nonet hel ess, using everything Westen and Erick had taught ne.

As | nmoved, | hissed, cut upward under her guard, but she was too quick
spi nni ng back and out of reach as she brought the sword around, sl ashing
across ny nidsection. | |eaped back, felt the blade slice through ny shirt,

felt a stinging line of fire across ny stomach, felt blood. But it was only a
scrat ch.

| settled instantly into another crouch, the Cchean doing the same. | tried to
ignore the cut, but | felt ny shirt sticking to the wound.

In ny peripheral vision, | noticed that the marketplace had shrunk. The cl ouds
were |lower still, the darkness on the sides pulling inward as the Ochean

solidified her control of the throne.
The Ochean snirked as she saw the bl ood staining ny shirt. Anger rose, but



before I could use it or suppress it, she attacked.

Her bl ade fl ashed as she cut and | dodged, stroke, counterstroke. | ducked
under her guard, nicked her on the arm and she cursed, thrust out hard.

Si destepping, | tried for another mark, but she twi sted, turned her own bl ade
i nward, the edge slicing down along ny thigh. | screaned, backpedaling fast to

get out of reach.

| glanced down at ny leg, the scent of blood sharp. This cut was deeper and
burned with a white-hot intensity. | sucked in a breath through cl enched
teeth, blew it out through ny nose. Sweat dripped fromny forehead, fromny
hair, fromny chin.

| settled into a guarded position. The Cchean did the sane.

She closed in again. But this time, | couldn’t dodge as quickly, the slice

al ong nmy thigh burning, seething in pain. | cried out, cut in hard, and

twi sted as she lunged, m ssed, brought my dagger back up and out, but her

el bow crunched into ny wist. My hand went nunb, and | dropped the dagger

even as she grabbed ne hard about the waist and drew nme in tight against her,
nmy head agai nst her shoul der

Before | could react, she brought the sword up, placed its edge agai nst ny

t hr oat .

| gasped, tried to arch away, but she tightened her grip, pressed the bl ade
even cl oser, enough that | felt it cut into flesh

| grew still.

She chuckl ed, the sound reverberating through nmy skin, her breath against ny
cheek.

Then the nuscles in her armtensed as she readied to slit ny throat.

| closed my eyes and dove, down and down, deep inside nyself, deep below the
pl aza, deeper and deeper into the throne, into its essence, into its heart.
felt the others in the throne brushing past ne, like spider’s silk, their

t hreads subdued and tangled in the Cchean’s power. | felt their wath at being
overtaken, and it drove ne onward.

Until suddenly the spider’s silk of the others thinned, until only seven

t hreads remai ned, converging and tw ning together the deeper | sank, throbbing
with life, with power. | followed the threads, dove faster as |I felt the
Cchean’ s bl ade far above begin to cut deeper, felt skin parting, felt bl ood
begi nning to fl ow—

And then suddenly the threads ended, all seven comi ng together at the throne’'s
heart: a blinding, pulsing, pure-white |light.

| hesitated a nmonment, transfixed. The ends of the seven threads at the center
of the light touched, were held together by the Seven who had created the
throne, by the strength of the magic that had bound them by the strength of
the throne itself. The raw energy, the pureness of it, made ne shudder in awe.
Then | reached out, and with a tw st, broke the seven threads apart.

| gasped, breath entering nmy lungs with a shudder, and reached up for ny
throat. My arm screaned with pain, nmy hand touching bl ood, and ny heart

st opped, fear slashing through nmy heart—that 1’'d been too late, that the
Cchean had cut ny throat.

But then | heard soneone el se gasp, heard voices cry out in shock.

| opened my eyes and stared across the stone floor of the throne room The

bl ood canme fromny split lip, not a cut throat. The pain came fromthe bruises
of the Cchean’s rage.

The Ochean

I lurched upright, alnost passed out as every nuscle in ny body shrieked, but
steadi ed nyself with my hands.

The Cchean still sat on the Skewed Throne. Her face was intent, focused
inward, but it was the throne that caught ny attention

It had settled into a shape: a granite seat, wide, with arnms that flared
slightly to the side; short, fat |legs; a back rounded and scalloped |Iike a
seashel | .

But sonething wasn’t quite right. One of the arnms of the throne hadn’t changed
to fit the newform Its top was curled, the side shaped |like an S.



Li ke the armof mny throne.

Sonet hi ng pul sed, as if a wave had swept over the room a wave felt only in
your skin. The air thickened, grew suddenly heavy, and began to tingle. The
guardsmen to either side shifted back; the Chorl at the door backed out into
the corridor. Al except the Chorl captain Atlatik and the Chorl priest Haqtl.
The Ochean stiffened, cried out sharply, then arched back, the nuscles in her
neck standing out in a silent scream

Beneath her, the throne began to twist, slowy at first, then the pace

accel erated, faster and faster, shifting fromthrone to throne, passing
through all of the previous fornms, fromruler to ruler starting with my own
and wor ki ng backward. A grating sound filled the room began to shudder

t hrough the stone of the floor, through the pillars, escalating to a piercing
shri ek.

And then suddenly the throne stopped. On a form|’d seen once before, when
Eryn had first thrust me onto its seat: a rough granite block with a straight
rect angul ar back.

Its original form before it had beconme the Skewed Throne, before the Seven
had lost their lives in its forging.

The grating sound peaked, steadied, began to trenbl e—

And then it snapped.

There was no sound, no light, no smell. There was nothing to feel, nothing to
t ouch.

Except on the river.

On the river, sonething expl oded.

| felt the force blow over ne, a gale that thrust nme back, that shoved nme hard
into the pillar behind nme, that deafened nme with its intensity. It washed over
me for a heartbeat, two, three

And then it faded.

The density on the air sank down to not hing.

| sat on the floor and breathed in deeply, blood coating ny neck, ny entire
body throbbing, ny lip pulsing with the beat of ny heart

And then realized sonething was m ssing.

I could no longer feel the city, could no longer feel its pulse, the throb of
its life, of its people.

| felt strangely enpty. Holl ow

On the throne, the Cchean’s body suddenly slunped forward, then tilted and
fell to the dais, her dress rustling. Behind her, the throne split, a jagged
crack appearing in the granite down its back

No one in the throne room noved.

| shifted, winced as | pulled ny | egs underneath ne and forced nmyself to a

crouch, then up, using the pillar for support, until | faced the Chorl
captain, until | faced AtlatiKk.

Trying not to trenble, gathering what little strength I had left, | grow ed,
“I't’s over.”

| don’t know if he understood ne, but he glared at ne. Behind him his
warriors suddenly stepped forward, surrounding himand Haqtl in a wall of nmen.
Instantly, the pal ace guardsmen under Keven’s control |eaped forward, swords
sni cking fromsheaths. | had my own escort in no nore than a breath.

Pushi ng nyself away fromthe pillar at nmy back, | stepped forward, raised ny
hands as if | were going to use the river, as the Cchean woul d have done.
Haqt| barked a sharp order, and I felt the river ripple as he erected a

def ense around them bot h.

| hesitated. | couldn’t sustain another pitched battle using the river.

Haqt| spat sonething else, his voice |l eaden with scorn. He notioned toward the
Cchean’ s dead body, to the cracked throne on the dais, and spat on the ground.
He woul d have felt the power of the throne being rel eased, could sense that
there was no power there now

And he could sense that the throne had nothing to do with the Wite Fire, what
the Chorl called the Fire of Heaven

Behind nme, | heard Keven stir where he'd coll apsed, regaining consci ousness.



Atlatik frowned as Haqtl spoke, seened shocked when he spat in the direction
of the Cchean. But he was |istening, his eyes never |eaving ny face.

Keven stood and cane to ny side, one hand on the ponmmel of his sword.

“Go!” | shouted at the Chorl. And then | gathered as much of the river as
could, saw Haqtl’'s eyes go wi de, saw himreach out and catch Atlatik’s arm
Atlatik broke. Wth a barked order, the Chorl on edge, they began a careful
backward retreat to the door of the throne room

The pal ace guardsnen shifted forward, follow ng them

As soon as they left the room vanishing in a sudden dash down the outside
corridor, I let the river go, sweat pouring down ny face

“M stress?” Keven said, and | heard the request in his voice.

“Kill them” | said, voice wavering with exhaustion, thinking of Erick, of
Laurren, of everyone who'd died in the city today. “Kill themall.”

And then | coll apsed.

Epi | ogue

| AWKE IN MY CHAMBERS, the breeze fromthe ocean billowing in the curtains
over the bal cony. Keven was speaking quietly to Avrell and Eryn near the open
doorway, half hidden by the curtains.

| tried to sit up, but npaned instead.

The conversation broke off, and all three rushed over to the bed, smling.
Eryn seened on the verge of tears, and even Avrell’s snmile was strained, the
skin around his eyes tight. Hs armwas in a sling and tied across his chest.
“Don’t get up,” Keven commanded. “The healer said you weren't to nove.”

| didn't tell himl couldn’t nove. Every part of my body protested when I

br eat hed.

| caught Avrell’'s eyes, held them “The Chorl?”

He straightened. “They retreated to their ships and left.”

“Once the Ochean died,” Keven added, “all of the fight seened to | eave them
W harried themto the wharf, slaughtered them as they boarded their ships.”

| sighed in relief. Anenkor had been the Ochean’s target, Haqtl’'s target, not
Atlatik’s. And they'd wanted the Fire of Heaven. Once Haqtl realized the Fire
wasn't here, there was no reason to stay and fight. Not when they’'d | ost the
Cchean.

“And the city?”

Avrell smiled thinly. “It will survive.”

| snorted, but nodded, settling back into the pill ows.

“Varis?” Eryn stepped forward, her face lined with concern. There were shadows
under her eyes, and it |looked as if she’d aged ten years. One arm|lay over her
stomach and | renmenbered the pain she’'d felt as she’d resisted the Cchean’s
advance at the gates. “Varis, the throne—=

“I know,” | said, cutting her off.

She didn’t know what to say, her expression |ost.

Then Keven cleared his throat and Eryn stepped back awkwardly. “There is one
other thing,” he said, then hesitated, as if uncertain he should tell ne.
“What ?”

He gl anced toward Avrell and Eryn, then said, “Wsten brought Erick back.”

| sat up instantly, sucked in a sharp breath, and through gritted teeth said,
“Take me to him”

Al three seemed about to protest.

| let ny expression darken.

“Take me to hi mnow ”

Westen had hidden Erick in a back roomof a tavern near the wharf, afraid to
nmove himany farther fromthe ships in the condition he was in.

The captain of the Seekers opened the door warily, the room beyond dark, so
that | couldn’t even see himthrough the crack. But a nmoment | ater, he opened
t he door conpletely and stepped aside, going to light a lantern.

I moved to the edge of the bed that had been shoved into the far corner and
stared down at Erick. Avrell hovered at ny side, ready to catch me if | fell
Keven stood on the other side.



Erick’s eyes were closed, his face twisted up in pain. Sweat glistened on his
forehead, and his skin was pale, the bones of his cheeks clear. H s torso was
covered in cuts and burns, the skin around nost of the wounds red and swol | en.
Where the Cchean had not touched him you could see the ol der scars, covering
his chest, his arns; the scars of a Seeker

“The heal er said he should recover,” Westen said fromdeeper in the room H s
voi ce was nuted

| nodded. | couldn’t speak. Sonething had forced itself up fromny chest and
| odged itself in ny throat, something hot and solid. | swallowed, but it
didn’t seemto help.

| reached out a tentative hand and touched Erick lightly on the forehead.

For a nonent, his pain seemed to ease, as if he sensed the touch, but as soon
as | withdrew, his face contorted again.

I fought for control, and when | felt conposed, turned to Westen

The Seeker had seated hinself in a chair against the wall, his armresting on
the tabl e beside the lantern. Like Eryn, he also | ooked ol der, and | thought
suddenly of his wife, of his son, wondered if they' d survived the battle.

But instead, | asked, “The priest? The man who guarded himon the ship?”
He shook his head. “He wasn’t there.” He sounded di sappoi nt ed.
For sone reason, | wasn’'t surprised.

| nodded, gl anced back to Erick

Avrell shifted awkwardly. “Do you think they'll be back?”

| thought about the Ochean, about Haqtl and the priests and the vol canic
i sl ands that had been their home, about the Chorl captain, Atlatik, then
si ghed.

"They’' || be back,” | said. "They have nowhere else to go.”
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| HALTED before the throne room door, |aid one hand on the polished wood

bet ween t he heavy bands of iron. The room had been cl osed off since the Chorl
attack. 1'd come a fewtinmes in the days after, to check on the throne, to
touch it, to search for the faintest flicker of life in hopes of filling the
cavernous hol e where the throne had been inside ne.

But when there’'d been no flicker, no tingling beneath ny touch. After a few
days, |’'d abandoned it and hadn't cone back. There had been no reason to cone.
| shoved, the heavy doors sw nging open, and entered. The |ong room was dark
the light fromthe corridor touching the edges of the first set of col umms
that lined the sides of the wal kway, but nothing further. Guardsmen slid past
me and began to light the torches to either side, the candel abra and bow s of
oil scattered throughout the room As flickering orange |Iight suffused the
room | noved down the wal kway to the dais at the far end where the throne
sat, a banner nmarked with the three slashes of the Skewed Throne on the wall
above it. Ascending the three steps of the dais, | halted before the throne
itself and shudder ed.

The roomfelt . . . enpty. The first time 1'd entered, |1’'d been stal ked. An
energy, a presence, had filled the chanber, prickled against ny skin, the

voi ces of the throne manifest, whispering to ne, rustling like autumm | eaves
agai nst stone, unintelligible but there. And on the dais, the throne had
shifted, warping fromshape to shape, always changing as the multitude of
personalities took control, the notion hurting the eyes. 1'd hated it, hated
the texture of the room the feel

But then 1'd seized the throne nyself, taken control of those voices, becone
part of that presence that had prickled ny skin. Instead of itching, the



presence had becone a power, a living, pulsing connection that had extended
t hroughout the city of Amenkor, a presence that throbbed in ny blood, that I
drew in with each breath.

Now, | reached out and touched the rough granite . . . and felt nothing. No
whi spering voi ces shivering through my skin. No thrumming of life, of the
city, beating with nmy heart. The throne renmained a single solid form rough
rock, a stone seat with a rectangul ar back, unadorned.

Except for a crack

| reached out, traced the crack with one finger. As long as ny forearm from
elbow to the tip of ny finger, it cut through the back of the seat like a
scar, starting at the top, on the left, and angling dowward to its center
The enptiness of the roomhurt, a pain deep and hollow. A pain as deep as what
I"d felt when 1'd found the white-dusty man’s body on the Dredge, along with
his wife, killed by Bloodmark to spite ne. The pain trenbled, threatened to
break free as | pressed ny palmto the throne, felt the grit of the stone
against my skin, the pocks inits surface. | willed the stone to shift, to
shudder, to change—

| felt Eryn enter the roombehind nme, felt her approach the dais and halt at
the bottom of the steps.

“Anyt hi ng?” she asked, and | heard an echo of nmy pain in her voice. She'd been
connected to the throne far longer than | had.

| let nmy hand drop, drew in a breath against the thickness in ny chest. |
shook ny head. “Nothing.”

She sighed. “There’s nothing you can do, nothing any of us can do.”

“But I'mdreamng,” | said. Wien Eryn didn't respond, | turned, repeated, “I’m
dream ng, Eryn. I'mreliving menories fromthe Seven—€errin, Liviann, Garus,
Seth, all of them Menories that unless I'’mstill connected to the throne

shoul dn’t have.”

Eryn's brow creased and she cane one step up onto the dais before halting

again. “But you don't feel anything when you touch the throne?”

“No. "

“What about the city? Do you feel anything from Arenkor, any connecti on—=

“Nothing,” | said, cutting her off. “I didn't feel anything when | went out

onto the jut to the watchtower either, and before, that was at the edge of ny

limts.”

Eryn remai ned silent, but | could see her thinking, could see it in her eyes

as she held ny gaze.

“I't doesn’t nake any sense,” | said, breaking the heavy sil ence.

Eryn drew in a breath, glanced toward the i mmobile throne, then exhal ed

heavily. “Unless. . . .7

“Unl ess what?” | said, too sharply.

“Varis,” Eryn said, coming up another step on the dais, “the Seven created two

thrones. You know this, you witnessed their creation. You were there. \Wat if

you aren’t getting these nenories fromthis throne, what if the two thrones

were connected in some way and you're getting the menories—=

“Fromthe other throne,” | finished, the idea catching like fire in ny m nd.

If we could find it, if we could use it to replace the Skewed Throne, if we

could use it to defeat the Chorl again. . . . "But where is it? Wat happened

to it once the Seven created it?”

| caught Eryn’s gaze, saw her shake her head with regret. “I don’t know ”

| thought about everything |I'd experienced while connected to the throne,

every menory of the Seven |1'd lived through then, or dreamed of since. “It was

i ntended for Venitte,” | said urgently. “It was intended to help protect them

fromthe Chorl —<$rom any attacking force—ust as the Skewed Throne was intended

to help protect Amenkor.”

“Then why didn’'t Venitte use it?” Eryn asked.

| growed in frustration, feeling as if the answer were at the tips of ny

fingers, that the nmenories were hovering just out of reach. “lI don't know

Everything | renmenber of the Seven came from before the thrones were created
or fromwhat the Seven experienced through the M stresses of the Skewed



Throne after it came to Amenkor.”

“Because the Seven sacrificed thenselves to create the thrones in the first

pl ace,” Eryn said, nodding in understanding. “There wouldn’t be any nenories

in the Skewed Throne for the Seven after that. There would only be the

nmenories of the Mstresses who took control of the throne itself.”

| felt some of ny initial excitenent dying down, doused by the realization

that what | knew of the Skewed Throne wouldn’t help. “So how do we find out

what happened to the other throne?”

Eryn sighed. “1 don’t know But there nust be sone record of what happened to

it sonewhere. Have Avrell and Nathem start |ooking through the archives.

Per haps they can find sone nention of it in there. And you can ask Captain

Tristan or Brandan Vard. They're from Venitte. If the second throne was truly

i ntended for Venitte, perhaps they will know what happened to it.”

| turned back to the throne, ran nmy hand across its surface once again. “If

the Chorl are returning to Anenkor,” | said, and let the thought trail off.

The Skewed Throne was the only reason we'd survived the first attack. If we

could replace it, before the Chorl attacked again.

North. To Amenkor.

| shrugged the om nous words aside, stepped back fromthe cracked throne.

hesitated at the top of the dais, then turned nmy back on the holl ow enptiness

of the room and noved down the dais, Eryn falling into step behind ne.

“Where are you goi ng?” she asked

“To see Brandan Vard,” | said. “I want to know what he knows about the

thrones.”

“And that should take care of the last of the petitions fromVenitte's

Merchants’ Quild,” Captain Tristan said. He took the sheaf of papers Avrel

held out to him checked the |ast few pages to verify that all of the marks

and sigils were in place, and then tucked theminto a |large satchel. “1"m gl ad

to see that the guild here in Arenkor is recuperating. Four new apprentices

raised to nerchants in the last few days.”

| didn't like Tristan’s tone, caught Avrell’s hooded gl ance as he nmade his way

back to his seat in the snmall audience chanber, then | ooked to Brandan. But

the Venittian Servant’s gaze was | ocked onto me and | turned back to Tristan

“Al endor and his consortiumwere rather devastating to the merchants’ guild

here.”

Tristan smled, his lips thin. “Yes, so | hear from Regin. He's sonewhat

def ensi ve about the matter, although | gather that you played a role in .

elimnating the consortium ”

I frowned as his eyes narrowed, felt a subtle shift on the river as his

attention focused on nme. “Yes. | killed Al endor when it was discovered he was

stealing Amenkor’s food and selling it the Chorl.”

“You' ve killed many people, so |’'ve heard.”

| bristled, felt nmyself shift in ny chair into a nore defensive position

“Yes.”

Tristan’s eyebrows rose. “lI’msurprised you admt that so freely.”

“I grewup in the slunms of Anenkor,” | said. “l killed to survive . . . and

then to escape.”

Brandan grunted, but Tristan didn't take his eyes off of ne. “That explains .
much.” He shifted in his seat, reaching to fill a glass froma decanter of

wi ne. “Regin and Borund woul dn’t say rmuch about your past when | asked.

I nstead, they chose to defend your reign as Mstress. But the Lords and Ladies

of Venitte, including Lord March, will be interested once they |learn that

there is a new Mstress in Anenkor.” He sipped fromhis glass and settled

back. “They say in the streets that you are a Seeker.”

Behind, |I felt Avrell stiffen in outrage, but | |eaned forward, net Tristan's

gaze squarely. “lI was trained by a Seeker on the Dredge. He taught nme what |

needed to know to survive. He taught ne enough that | used it to escape to the

upper city, to the wharf, where | became Borund s bodyguard. But | amnot a

Seeker.”

Tristan said nothing, net my gaze without flinching. H's brow creased as he



consi dered what | had said, as he judged it, and in that nmoment | realized
that he already knew everything I'd told him that he already knew all about
nmy past. He'd |l earned as nmuch as he could in the past day, from Regin, from
Borund, and fromthe people on the streets. And those peopl e knew everyt hing.
I’d kept nothing fromthem

Whi ch neant he knew about the attack on the city as well, and the past w nter
“What about Venitte?” | asked.

“What do you nean?”

“You know about the Chorl, have known for at |east a nonth, since your ship
left port to cone here three weeks ago. What has Venitte done to prepare for
the Chorl ?”

Tristan hesitated, until Brandan cast hima sharp | ook. Setting his wine to
one side, he rested his el bows on the edge of the table between us, fingers
cl asped beneath his chin. “Since the first ships disappeared and we began to
suspect that their |osses were from sonething other than bad weat her or
pirates, we’'ve set up patrols at the nouths of the two channels leading in to
Venitte. W’ ve al so established outposts along the coast and farther inland to
the north, since none of the trading ships to the south of Venitte have

vani shed. But at the tinme that the Reliant left the port, the Chorl had made
no attenpt to attack Venitte directly.”

“They were focused on Anenkor,” Avrell said.

“Apparently.”

“And what about the throne?” | asked, slipping deeper beneath the river so
could judge Tristan's reaction

He frowned, honestly confused. “What throne?”

My gaze shifted toward Brandan, who'd tensed. He was no | onger watching ne.

H s gaze had fallen to his hands, his face blank. “At the time that the
thrones were created, there were two—ene for Amenkor . . . and one for
Venitte. They were created to protect the coast from attack, created
specifically to defend agai nst the Chorl. Wat happened to Venitte' s throne?”
Tristan snorted. “The throne of Venitte—the Stone Throne | believe it was
call ed—was lost nearly fifteen hundred years ago. W' ve never used it. W' ve
never needed it.”

| turned my attention fully on Brandan Vard. “Is that true? Do the Servants in
Venitte not use the throne?”

The Venittian Servant took a noment to gather hinmself, then said, eyes on ne,
“The Stone Throne vani shed within ten years of its creation. The Servants in
Venitte have never used it in their training. No one knows where it is,

al t hough many have searched for it over the years.”

| didn’t answer, my frown deepeni ng. Because Brandan was telling the truth

but not the conmplete truth. He knew somet hi ng nore about the throne, | just
couldn’t figure out what.
“What about the Chorl Servants?” | asked. “How do you expect to defend against
t hen®”
|"d asked Brandan, but it was Tristan who answered. “l don’t know yet. Lord

March and the rest of the Council don’t know about the Servants as far as |
know. W& haven't encountered them But if what you say is true—and after
seeing the city, after hearing what the people of Amenkor suffered during the
attack, | have no reason to disbelieve you—then we’'ll have to plan a defense
agai nst them?”

“W have our own Servants,” Brandan interjected. “W’ ve been trained to fight
as part of the mlitary’'s Protectorate. ”

| al nmost snorted, but caught nyself. “Amenkor had Servants as well. W barely
survived. The Chorl Servants have changed since the attack fifteen hundred
years ago. They’ ve learned to conbine their powers, to such an extent that in
order to stop them| had to destroy the Skewed Throne itself. Are the Servants
in Venitte ready for that?”

Brandan’ s eyes flashed at the tone of ny voice. “How dare you—~ he spat,

| eaning forward, but Tristan placed a warning hand on his armto cut himoff.
He turned on the captain, but Tristan glanced down toward the gold nedallion



that rested on Brandan’s chest, and after a tense nonent Brandan settled back
into his seat.

“The Servants in Venitte will have to be ready,” Tristan said, a hard edge to
his voice. “Now, Mstress, if you |l excuse us, we have business to attend to
with the new guild menmbers.”

“OfF course,” Avrell said, rising as both Tristan and Brandan stood. They
nodded as they left, and Avrell closed the door to the audi ence chanber behind
them turning inmediately to ne.

“Brandan knows nore about the throne than he’s letting on,” | said

i medi at el y.

Avrell nodded. “I agree. And Tristan is nore than a sinple captain fromthe
merchants’ guild. He nust have a connection to one of the Lords or Ladies of
the Council. W’ Il have to be careful around both of them”

| stood, moving toward the door. “lI need to know nore about the creation of

t he t hrones, about what happened to the Stone Throne and the Skewed Throne
after they were created. Wth the Skewed Throne dead, the Stone Throne nay be
the only way to stop the Chorl when they next attack. ”



