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CHAPTER ONE

The craftsman was almost to the border when the assassins caught up. The snow-capped mountains that marked the end of Seichre rose along the horizon, cool and inviting in the summer heat. He dashed between birch trees, his leather shoes kicking up a spray of black mud, when suddenly a small throwing knife slammed into the ghostly bark of the nearest tree.

The craftsman froze instinctively. He whirled around and scanned the trees, trying to find out where the knife had come from. Stripes of white bark and yellow-green grass formed a dazzling pattern. He seemed to be the only soul around for miles.

He turned back around with a sigh of relief, only to find a dark figure standing directly behind him. There weren’t multiple assassins, just one woman, veiled and dressed in black. Under her veil, the shape of her hairpiece made it look like she had horns.

The craftsman’s only chance of survival was to kill her before she could kill him. He drew his sword; a precious memory steel falchion whose colors shifted faintly from sea green to faint red, the color of blood in water. It was the first memory steel blade he had ever created. The steel was bound to his soul, and he could control it with nothing more than a thought.

He slashed at her, but she was no longer there. Goddesses, she’s fast. Cautious, perhaps, of the dangerous memory steel, she retreated into a clearing.

It didn’t matter. The craftsman let go of his sword and willed it to remain in the air. It rose to head height, unsupported, and hurtled at the assassin’s throat. She didn’t move. Her expression was unreadable behind her black veil. Instead of slicing into her neck, the sword froze mid-air, and hovered before her.

The assassin made a slight hand gesture. The glowing metal of the blade slowly darkened until it was pitch-black, matte and rich like something unreal, like a hole in the air. Then it turned and rocketed back towards its owner.

She wasn’t just any assassin. She was Lord Wraith, the only person who could control memory steel that belonged to someone else. Even the unfortunate craftsman, an expert in memory steel, had no idea how she did it. He didn’t want to know. Some secrets only got you killed. Being a memory steel craftsman was already bad enough.

Lord Wraith flicked her fingers. The blade turned sideways, slowly pressing its dark edge into his neck until he backed up into the nearest tree.

“Please have mercy,” he said breathlessly. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know it was you. Please don’t take off your veil.”

No one in Seichre had seen Lord Wraith’s face and lived, except for her predecessor, the previous Lord Wraith. The craftsman squeezed his eyes shut. Hot tears grew at the corners of his eyes.

Lord Wraith considered him coolly. “Do you understand what you’ve done?” she said. Her voice was eerily soft and quiet.

The craftsman swallowed hard. His Adam’s apple bobbed against the cold edge of the blade.

“You planned to cross the northern border into Unland and sell the secret of refining memory steel,” she said, in a tranquil monotone. “Many Seichrenese blacksmiths know the secret. Have you ever wondered why how many of them survive trying to defect?”

He shook his head, trying not to move his neck.

“My predecessor and I have been tasked with hunting traitors for the last twenty-five years. No one escapes Lord Wraith, and no one betrays the Crown.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m so sorry. Please, I have a family.”

“Everyone has a family,” Lord Wraith said, with a hint of irony creeping into her voice. “It’s a poor excuse for you in particular. You have a brother who lives in the Xiunian quarter of the Royal City, but he doesn’t rely on you for anything.”

“I have an aunt,” the craftsman said desperately. “An elderly aunt.”

“In Alrhen Xiun,” Lord Wraith said. “I believe you haven’t spoken to her in several years.”

“You really did your research,” he said, emboldened by the fact that she was still talking to him. If she was talking, she was willing to negotiate. “I’m impressed. Here.” He reached into his pocket and brought out a coin pouch, embroidered with turquoise snakes. “A token of my goodwill.”

“You have two choices,” she said calmly, ignoring the bribe. “You may return to the Royal City, or you may die.”

“But that’s...”

“Choose, please.”

Suddenly, his face twisted. “I could have been rich if not for you,” he snarled, reaching into his cloak.

It was too late. The memory steel sword slashed across his throat, and he fell, dead before he hit the ground. Lord Wraith bent to pick his sword up by the hilt. Suddenly, the blade winked out of existence. Lord Wraith tucked the empty hilt into a pouch at her waist.

The craftsman had decided to gamble with his life for a chance at riches beyond imagination. If his opponent had been someone else, he might even have succeeded.

Lord Wraith began her journey back to the Royal City of Seichre. Behind her, the body of the craftsman started to sink into the muck. Ravens wheeled overhead. Soon, they too would sense the smell of decay.

✽✽✽

Annara’s favorite thing about living in the Crescent was watching the storm fronts sweep in over the sea. Standing on Ervon, the northernmost island, she was among the first to see them come. Thunderheads bloomed on the horizon. Each one was miles high, hazy, with bright lace edges and darkness at their hearts. The air turned metallic. Sheets of gray rain inched into the harbor, stirring the waves into treacherous whitecaps.

Annara breathed in the storm air and watched small fishing boats hastily turn back towards the harbor. Waves of cold air blew in off the ocean, tugging at the edges of her rust-colored habit. She turned away. She had an appointment to keep.

Wind rushed down the cobblestone streets as she passed. Windows rattled. Some of them were cracked, while other of them lacked glass entirely, filled only by a darkness like gaps between teeth. The copper ornaments on the roofs were weathered and green with age. The city-state of Ervon was not impoverished— the Lord of Ervon lived quite well in a palace towards the south— but its government was one of the most corrupt in the Crescent, and its people rarely benefited from their lord’s decisions.

The house she was looking for was old, with thick wooden beams. Wind whipped smoke out of the chimney. A young man in a loose poet shirt stood by the door, tapping his feet and puffing on a cigarette.

His name was Mercan, and he forged paintings for a living.

Annara bowed slightly and flashed him a smile as she approached. “Sun’s blessings be with you.”

He wrinkled his nose. “I don’t have any money.”

“I’m not here to collect alms, Mercan.” She lowered her voice. “You’re planning to forge one of the lost paintings of 9th century saint Severanne of Ervon and sell it to the Lord of Chreon Se. You need my help.”

His expression changed. “I think you’d better come in.”

The inside of the house was humid and dark. Heat hung in the air, seeping out of the rough wooden beams. Everything smelled sharply of paint. Dimly, Annara could see oil paintings leaning against the walls and balanced in stacks on the creaking floorboards. Frames gleamed golden in the thin strip of light that fell from the door. Mercan watched her carefully as he shut the door behind them.

“You’re not one for witty conversation, are you?” Annara said. “Calm down, I’m not about to sell you out to the Ervonian Guard. Your boss hired me to help you. My name’s Holly, by the way.”

He shook her hand. “Mercan.”

“I know. Can you spare a cigarette? I’m dying for a smoke.”

He fumbled in his pockets. “I didn’t know nuns could smoke.”

“You didn’t know nuns could help you plan your criminal enterprises, either, but here we are.”

Annara took the cigarette and lit a match by scraping it against a wooden beam. The tip flared. Colors briefly leapt off the paintings around them like a chemical fire. The room blazed in shades of gold and emerald and rich magenta, all in thick, heavy brushstrokes. She lit her cigarette and shook the match out. The colors faded, and the tip of her cigarette glowed orange.

“Why the Lord of Chreon Se?” she said.

“He’s a patron of the arts. Frivolous. Carefree. He spends all his time on clothes while his advisors run the city.”

“Having a nice fashion sense doesn’t actually make you stupid,” Annara said. “Chreon Se is sharp. I’ve seen your paintings, and I think you can pull it off, but don’t get overconfident. You’ll need the exact right type of paint and a way to make the finished product look realistically old.”

“I can take care of the aging. But the paint...”

“Saint Severanne’s paint formula is recorded in one place, and one place only,” Annara said. “The Royal Library of Chreon Se.”

“I can’t break into the Royal Library,” Mercan said anxiously.

“You’re in luck, because I can. If the formula calls for memory ore, though, there’s nothing I can do. You know that, right?”

“Why’s that?”

“Neither of us can afford it, and it’s impossible to fake, not to mention poisonous and difficult to handle before it’s refined. But, realistically, it probably won’t be a problem. Saint Severanne was never wealthy. Do you have my advance payment?”

“Yes, of course.” Mercan rummaged through a drawer in the half-light until he found a leather case full of papers.

She took them and flipped through them, tapping the ash from her cigarette into a bottle-green ashtray. It was hard to tell in the low light, but they were a full set of identification papers for someone matching Annara’s description.

“Thanks so much,” Annara said, slipping them into her bag. “I’ll get that formula to you by the end of the day.”

“Wait, that’s it?”

Annara blinked. “Of course. What else could there be?”

“Don’t you need a crew and a floor plan of the library?”

“Do you have a floor plan of the library?”

“No, but—”

“Then why would you ask? I don’t need one. I don’t need a crew, either. I work by myself and for myself.”

“But you’re working for me,” Mercan said slowly. “You’re helping me scam the Lord of Chreon Se.”

“Oh, yes, of course.” She smiled brightly. “There are always exceptions. I should go if I want to get to Chreon Se before the storm hits.”

“Until tonight, then.”

“Until tonight.”


CHAPTER TWO

It wasn’t raining yet, but the air smelled ferric. The horizon darkened like a bruise. Annara scanned the street briefly until she saw a beggar. He was an old man with a long beard trying to take shelter from the storm in a thin alley.

She bowed as she walked over. He nodded courteously at her. Nuns and beggars got along well in the Crescent. A mendicant nun who had taken a vow of poverty was only a step above a beggar herself, and most nuns and monks practiced some kind of charity as part of their vowsd.

She offered him her cigarette. Annara didn’t actually care much for smoking; she only did it when she wanted to make an impression.

He took it gratefully. “Thank you, sister. Sun’s blessings be with you.”

“You too. Take care during the storm.”

She watched him huddle against the brick, carefully cupping the orange flame between his palms to hide it from the wind. Then she moved on.

All seven city-states in the Crescent were linked by bridges, except for Rheon Se, which was only accessible by ferry. It took about a day to walk from the first city-state to the sixth, depending on how crowded the streets were. The first bridge Annara had to cross linked Ervon and Archon. Unlike the others, it was guarded by soldiers with polearms.

Annara flinched when she saw the colors of the Lord of Archon in their uniforms, gray and white with black piping on their coats. She forced her smile back on. Stray raindrops began to darken the wood of the bridge. One shattered against the back of her hand.

“Awful weather, isn’t it?” she said cheerfully. “Looks like quite the storm out there. Sun’s blessings to you both.”

One of the soldiers laughed. “Fat lot of good the sun goddess can do us in all this damned rain.”

“Papers, please,” the other soldier said grimly.

“Just goes right down the back of your collar, doesn’t it? The rain, I mean,” Annara said, flashing her forged identification papers. “I should get back to the abbey before I get completely soaked. I only have the one habit, you know.”

“I only have one uniform,” the first soldier said miserably.

“You may proceed.”

“Thanks. Take care, gentlemen.”

The rain started to pick up as she crossed Archon. It hissed onto the cobblestones and murmured in the gutters. A thin veil of mist drifted along the ground. Annara ducked into a tunnel and opened her back. Under the leather case of forged papers, there was a long brown coat, a black skirt, a beret, and a pair of gold-rimmed glasses.

Certain that no one was looking, Annara threw the coat and the skirt over her habit. She buckled a belt loosely over her waist. Her habit still peeked out from under the velvet at the cuffs and hem of the coat, but its color had faded so much that, outside the context of its shape, it was no longer recognizable as a nun’s habit.

She tucked her long hair up into the beret so that it looked shoulder-length and began peering through the glasses. They had no lenses, since glass was expensive, but hopefully no one would get close enough to tell. She checked her reflection in a puddle, then carefully uncorked a bottle and added a few smears of ink to her chin and hands. Perfect.

A nun walked into the tunnel. A shy young scholar walked out.

The Royal Library of Chreon Se was slightly larger than the palace. It rose high above the rest of the city, crowned in gleaming glass and reddish copper. Flags streamed from the library’s towers, emblazoned with the pink and red camellia of Chreon Se.

Annara ducked in by the west entrance and squeezed water out of the hem of her coat. Inside, the vague reflected lights of a chandelier glowed in well-polished wooden walls. A librarian sitting at a reception desk looked up idly.

“Papers, please, miss.”

“Certainly.”

The librarian took her identification papers and passed her a guest log to sign. Annara dipped the pen into the inkwell and scratched an indistinct name across the page.

“What is the purpose of your visit to the library?”

“Oh, you’ll laugh,” Annara said, with a sheepish grin. “I’ve been here twice this week already. I’ve been trying to finish my dissertation, but my advisor keeps saying I absolutely must include a section on sun saints in order to make it an academically sound piece of writing, even though they’re not really my area. Something about cultural context. You know.”

“What’s your dissertation on?”

“Sixth-century Crescentian poetry. It’s fascinating, really, in the way it combines Xiunian and Seichrenese influences— but I don’t want to keep you from your work. Could you direct me to the library’s materials on the life of Saint Severanne?”

“You can find sun saint biographies on the third floor of the east wing,” the librarian said.

Annara bit her lip. “Oh, actually, I was looking for a primary source. Now, I don’t know a whole lot about saints, but doesn’t the library have Severanne’s personal notes?”

“Those are in the special collection,” the librarian said sharply, leaning over the desk. She was pretty, with tightly curled black hair and a dusting of dark freckles across her light brown skin. “The scroll is incredibly delicate, which you really ought to know.”

“I am a scholar and a conservator,” Annara said, feigning indignation and resisting the urge to lean back so that the librarian wouldn’t notice her fake glasses. “I would never knowingly do something to damage such a priceless artifact.”

“Be that as it may, we have protocols here at the Royal Library of Chreon Se. Come back with a signed letter from your advisor.”

“Oh, sweet goddesses. Please, can you see your way to making an exception? My advisor is a real bastard when it’s raining— sorry for swearing— says it hurts their joints.” Annara put on her best pleading expression. “I don’t want to sit there while they lecture me about not being able to do anything by myself. I can’t do that. I’ll die.”

The librarian smiled a little in spite of herself. “Aren’t lectures the whole point of having an advisor?”

“Yes! Lectures about history and literature. That time I spilled coffee on the Chancellor is still far too recent to be history.”

“I’m sorry,” the librarian said. “I still can’t let you into the special collection. I’d lose my job. I can show you to the third floor, if you’d like.”

“I understand. Don’t worry, I can find my own way.” Annara took her identification papers back and started to walk away.

“Wait,” the librarian said suddenly. “Did you say you’ve been here twice this week? I feel like I’d remember a face like yours.”

Her tone was half flirtatious, half accusatory. Annara grinned sharply at the marble floor before turning around with a suitably flustered expression.

“I, ah, I usually use the northern entrance,” she said, looking at her reflection in the polished golden marble. “It’s closer to my advisor’s office.” She bit her lip and looked up, offering the librarian a shy smile. “But maybe I’ll start coming in this way instead.”

The librarian returned her smile, as slow as honey. “I look forward to it. Good luck with your research. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

“Thank you,” Annara said, turning towards the stairs. “So do I.”

✽✽✽

Instead of going to the third floor, Annara took a sharp left and descended the stairs to the basement. The library was silent today, and her footsteps echoed in the empty marble halls. The library was built like a cathedral, with high vaulted ceilings and books enshrined in ancient shelves. Deep underground, she found a huge metal door, with a label indicating that it led to the special collection.

The surface of the door held a complicated lock that looked like a diagram of the solar system, with delicate interlocking circles and small enamel spheres in rich shades of blue and green. There was a hole in the center, presumably for a key. Annara pressed her face against the cold metal and tried to peer inside.

Pieces of the lock’s mechanism glowed faintly blue in the dimness: a gear here, a cam there. As she watched, the color changed from the soft incandescent blue at the heart of a flame to an eerie, otherworldly green.

“Memory steel,” Annara whispered into the lock. Her breath briefly fogged the gleaming metal. “Really?”

Memory steel, the metal refined from memory ore, was the most expensive material in the world. Any information about it was guarded carefully, but it was said to have many strange and magical properties. It could be bonded to a person’s soul, which allowed them to move it with willpower alone. If Annara had to guess, this lock was probably bonded to the head librarian of Chreon Se, so that he was the only person that could open the door.

Footsteps sounded somewhere in the hall behind her. Annara jerked away from the locked door and darted into a side passageway, cursing her luck.

The footsteps passed. Annara let out a long, quiet sigh and thunked her head against the wooden panel. It rang hollowly. She froze.

Once she was certain that no one else was coming, she rapped the panel with her knuckles. It definitely sounded hollow. She ran her hands along it, feeling the grain of the wood, and encountered a carved camellia in the upper left corner. Its wooden petals were intricate and delicate. Each petal held a stylized letter.

“Think,” Annara said quietly to the wood. “You are the Lord of Chreon Se: well-traveled, well-dressed, and probably a little bored. You are famous for your love of fine art, fine wine, and romantic poetry. You would rather not bother the head librarian so late at night, and you happen to have a knack for subterfuge, and so you...”

Build your own private passageway into the special collection, of course.

If the lock on the secret passageway contained memory steel, Annara was out of luck. Memory steel was expensive in the Crescent, however; not very many people knew the secret of refining it. The secret door was probably just a combination lock. Annara would have guessed the Lord of Chreon Se’s birthday, but there were no numbers on the lock, only letters. It was most likely a word that was important to him. It might even be—

Annara sifted through her own memories, looking for the Lord of Chreon Se’s given name. She had met him once, before she was banished from the palace of the Lord of Archon and sent to live in the abbey. She had been a child, and he had been a teenager. He had been plainly dressed and slightly awkward, with none of the grace and elegance people came to expect from him later in his life. Back then, when he still used the name his mother gave him when he spoke to strangers, how did he introduce himself? It was a nature name, like Sparrow or Cedar.

She lifted her eyes to the letters engraved on the petals of the camellia. An elegant J caught her eye, carefully twined with the ruffles of the flower. That was right, Annara suddenly remembered, his true name was Juniper.

She reached up and carefully pressed the petals into the wall, one by one. Wood sighed. With a slight whine, the panel drifted away from the wall.

Annara lifted the hem of her coat and slipped into the dry darkness beyond. It was pitch-black inside, so she stood still and waited for her eyes to adjust. The dim shapes of shelves emerged from the darkness, labeled with crumbling pieces of parchment.

Eventually, she found her way to the wooden chest that stored the scrolls she wanted. It opened easily, trailing gray cobwebs. Inside, Saint Severanne’s notes lay in tightly curled rolls, yellow with age, like a collection of bones.

Annara pulled on a pair of gloves. She wasn’t really a conservator, but she really was a nun, even if she didn’t believe in the sun goddess anymore. She had spent the last eight years living in an abbey, waking at dawn to pray to the pink-tinged sunrise, eating breakfast under the watchful eye of a clay statue of Saint Severanne. The saint’s words still commanded a certain reverence.

One by one, Annara carefully unrolled the scrolls. She found the one she was looking for on the third try. The names of pigments were written out in tiny, round handwriting. The letters were browned and faded with time, and an odd smell drifted up from the page, unfamiliar and difficult to place. The list was written in Old Crescentian. For the first time in a long time, Annara was grateful for the classical education she had received in the palace of the Lord of Archon.

Cinnabar, the list began. Verdigris. Memory ore.

Annara slowly re-rolled the scroll. It was time for plan B.


CHAPTER THREE

The worst violence of the storm had passed. The sky was milky, and the city had filled with fog. It clung to the windows of Mercan’s house, blank as a sheet of paper. Mercan couldn’t sit still. He tapped his fingers on his legs, watching the door, and when he couldn’t take it anymore, he started to prepare a canvas, just to have something to do.

“That’s right, officer, it was in here,” Annara’s voice said, trembling.

There was a sound like a gunshot, and the lock on Mercan’s door clattered down onto the floorboards. Mercan shot to his feet. A group of guards dressed in green and gold Ervonian uniforms crowded into the room. Annara cowered behind them, once again wearing the faded red habit of a nun.

“What is the meaning of this?” Mercan stammered.

“You are wanted in Chreon Se, sir,” the leader of the guards said, “in connection with three separate art forgeries and the disappearance of a painting by Saint Severanne herself. You’ve done very well for yourself, Mercan. If not for the help of our sister here, we never would have found you.”

Annara bobbed into a deferential half-curtsey. “Merely doing my duty, sir. Saint Severanne says to practice virtue and justice in all aspects of our lives.”

“Indeed,” the guard said. “Strange business all around. We’re lucky that she happened to see your paintings when she came by to beg for alms, and we’re twice as lucky that she remembered hearing about your case.”

“I’m from the Order of Saint Severanne,” Annara said. “It caused quite a stir in my abbey once my sisters and I learned that one of our patron saint’s precious paintings had been stolen. I mean, it’s practically blasphemy! It was the most shocking thing I’ve ever heard.”

The guards chuckled slightly at the naïveté of a woman who probably only left her abbey to buy food for her sisters. Mercan stared at her with pure hatred blazing in his eyes. Annara gave him her best innocent smile.

"She's my accomplice," Mercan hissed. "If you think I'm criminal scum, she's a thousand times worse."

The leader of the guards raised a single eyebrow. "A nun?" he said, with polite incredulity.

"She's no nun. She's lying to you. Why can't you see it?"

"I’m no liar, officer," Annara said. "I live at the Order of Saint Severanne in East Archon. You can talk to my sisters there if you'd like. I've served the sun goddess ever since I was twelve years old. I've never met this man before in my life."

"She's lying! Her name is Holly. She's a thief!"

Annara frowned with a look of great concentration, as if she was trying to work something out. "Who's Holly?"

"I think we've heard enough," the leader of the guards said. "Stop trying to drag this poor woman down with you and come quietly, Mercan."

"I'll pray to the sun goddess for your immortal soul," Annara said to Mercan. "Even though you've walked the path of injustice, you still deserve pity. May the Sun's blessings go with you."

He spat in her face. "Treacherous bitch."

Annara stood frozen for a minute, feeling the spittle cool slightly as it trickled down her cheek. She could feel her carefully engineered smile slip, revealing a little bit of the ugliness and resentment that boiled just below her skin. Then one of the guards handed her a handkerchief, and her gentle expression settled back into place.

"The saints teach us we must forgive those who do us wrong," she said mildly, wiping her face with the handkerchief. "I forgive you, Mercan."

He let out a wordless howl of rage and dove at her, knocking paintings aside. The guards caught his arms and held him back.

"Now, now, none of that," their leader said. "It's over. Come quietly."

Mercan subsided, but Annara could still see anger simmering in his eyes.

"As for you, sister, were you aware that there was a reward out for information leading to the capture of this criminal?" the guard said.

Annara's eyes widened. "Really? I had no idea."

He dug around in his pockets and came up with a heavy pouch, which he placed in her cupped hands. "There you are. Sixteen silver ingots."

"Thank you, officer. Thank you so much. That's more than I make in a year of begging for alms. Wait until the sisters hear about this. May the sun bless you."

He smiled the self-satisfied smile of someone who had just done a good deed. Mercan struggled uselessly as the other guards tied his hands behind his back.

"I can hardly think of what we'll do with it first," Annara continued. "We could fix the leaks in the main hall— oh, or buy new robes for our younger disciples. Thank you so much."

"Just doing my duty, sister," the guard said.

Annara hesitated. She couldn't blush on command, so she delicately hid her face behind one of her wide red sleeves, pretending to hide a blush that didn't exist.

"Uh, officer, I'm sorry to be a nuisance, but..."

"What is it?" the leader of the guards said.

"Does this building have an indoor restroom? I hate to ask, of course, since the Saint preaches modesty at all times..."

The lead guard immediately turned red. "Oh, right. Of course."

"Thank you. Please excuse me," Annara said, and she disappeared up the stairs before the guards could actually figure out whether or not the building had an indoor restroom.

Upstairs, there were three small rooms. Annara opened doors until she found Mercan's bedroom, which had a mattress resting directly on the floor under a ragged nest of blankets. The walls were lined with paintings, all of which had the same flat, medieval style.

Annara hesitated for a moment, looking from painting to painting. According to rumor, the people Mercan worked for had stolen one of Severanne's actual paintings, so that Mercan would have a clear idea of what he was meant to be imitating. The problem was that all the paintings in the room looked the same. Which one was the real one? Were any of them real?

Suddenly, Annara had an idea. She lifted one of the larger paintings and held it up against the window, blocking out the thin silver light. The room was plunged into darkness.

One of the smaller paintings glowed slightly. It was a picture of the clouds over the sea, and it emitted a soft golden light. As Annara watched, the color of the glow shifted to the green of new leaves, then a faint cyan. Saint Severanne used memory ore, and the powdered ore in the paint glowed just like memory steel did.

Annara lifted Saint Severanne's painting off the wall, wrapped it in her scholar's coat, and tucked it into her bag. Then she opened the window and climbed out. It was easy to climb down one of the house's protruding beams. Her feet touched lightly down onto the cobblestones, and she disappeared into the fog.

✽✽✽

By the time Annara made it back to the Order of Saint Severanne, the fog had started to disperse. Rain fell gently into puddles, patterning their smooth surfaces with thousands of interlocking circles. Annara wrung water out of her long hair before she placed one hand on the ancient and pockmarked wooden door and slipped into the abbey.

The main hall was empty, save for the gentle countenance of a clay statue of Saint Severanne. Her smile was effortlessly peaceful as she gazed down at Annara, her carved robes cascading gently down her long legs and folding into ripples at her feet. In comparison, Annara looked like a drowned rat as she stood on the warped stone floor, dripping.

Saint Severanne was not the one who had earned sixteen silver ingots for the abbey. Annara slipped all sixteen into the slot in the collection box, one by one. Though her heart ached a little at the thought of giving up so much easy money, she still had the painting, and the last few shreds of her conscience rebelled at the thought of the younger disciples going hungry.

She would have to fence the painting. Not with the people Mercan and his crew used to fence their stolen artwork, obviously, because that would be awkward. She would have to find someone else, maybe in one of the southernmost islands, far from Ervon. One hundred years ago, the Crescent had a decent amount of organized crime. These days, criminals in the Crescent were a scattered and disorganized bunch. Everyone was loyal only to themselves.

At this time of day, all the other nuns were working on individual tasks, like quiet meditation or tending to the garden. Most of the nuns lived and worked outside the abbey; Annara lived in the shrine across the street. The Order of Saint Severanne owned the shrine, which was open to the public, and Annara had struck a deal that she would keep it clean in exchange for a little privacy.

Like the abbey, the shrine was shabby. It contained two rooms. The front room was open to the public. It contained a stone altar and a wooden statue of the saint. Annara slept in the back room. On the surface, it was plain and bare, with little more than a bed. Under the floorboards, however, there was a small stash of stolen goods that Annara kept around for insurance.

She deposited Saint Severanne's painting under the floorboards, grabbed a deteriorating broom, and went out to sweep the front room. Hundreds of wind chimes hung from the wooden ceiling, swaying gently as she passed and gleaming with glass and copper. They chimed softly as she swept, in high, crystalline tones. The folklore about Saint Severanne said she liked music, so most of her shrines were decorated like this.

Outside, the rain picked up with a low hiss. The roof of the shrine started to leak, so Annara found a chipped wooden bowl to catch the drips. Thunder growled softly in the distance like a tired animal.

Suddenly, someone knocked on the door.

"The shrine is closed," Annara called. "Come back tomorrow morning."

Outside the door, someone hesitated. There was a slight tap, as if the palm of someone's hand had been pressed against the door.

"Annara?" a quiet voice said, just louder than the rain.

Annara opened the door. A familiar young man stood outside, wearing the colors of the Lord of Archon. His rank was higher than that of the soldiers she met earlier, so his uniform wasn't white. It was black with gray and white accents, with a brooch in the shape of a swan's wings pinning his cloak shut. His hair, she knew, was naturally rust-red, but he was so soaked that it looked dark brown. Threads of water streamed from the corners of his clothes. She hadn't seen him since she was thrown out of the palace.

"Haol?" Annara said.

He swallowed. "It's me."

"Well, don't just stand there," she said, stepping aside. "Come inside."

Haol entered the shrine, dripping water all over the floor she had just swept. He looked at the water dripping into the wooden bowl and the weathered statue of the saint with an indescribable expression.

"Back this way," Annara said, leading him into the back room. "I'd offer you tea or wine, but I'm afraid I don't have any. Vow of poverty, and all that."

His expression shuttered. "You truly live like this, then?"

"Plenty of people in Archon live like this, Haol. I thought you of all people would know that."

His lip curled, and he looked away. "You really never change."

"You do, though, apparently," Annara said cheerfully, tapping the brooch on his chest. "Looks like someone's been promoted." She made an exaggerated bow. "All hail Captain Haol, finest guard in Archon. Congratulations."

"I— thank you."

"I remember when you were first learning how to use a sword. You accidentally stabbed that awful portrait of Retired Lord Midion, remember? You thought Lord Archon was going to throw you in prison for the rest of his life, but he was just happy to finally have an excuse to throw the horrible thing out."

"I never did that."

"You did," Annara said, laughing. "It was your ninth birthday. It was hilarious." Her expression turned sober. "But you're not here to reminisce, are you? Is someone dead? Sit down and tell me what's going on."

She sat on the rumpled blankets on her bed, but he remained standing. His expression was grim.

"Lord Archon wants you to come back to the palace," he said. "I... I'm sorry."

"Who am I marrying?" Annara said.

Haol frowned. "What?"

"He promised me to someone in an arranged marriage, right? I can't think of any other reason why he'd want me back in the palace. He must be really desperate if he's using me to pay off his debts."

"It's not exactly marriage," Haol said slowly. "It's a Seichrenese thing. Sworn sisterhood. He promised you as an oath-sister to one of Seichre's assassin nobles."

"Sworn sisterhood?"

Haol hesitated. Annara could see fear flicker in his eyes.

"Spit it out, Haol," she said.

He sighed. "Sworn siblings are a member of a Seichrenese noble's household. Their rank is lower than that of a spouse, but higher than that of a servant. Making someone an oath-sibling is supposed to be an expression of true friendship, but most Seichrenese aristocrats just use it to keep their mistresses around. Oath-sisters are concubines in all but name," he said, refusing to meet her eyes. His hands seemed to be shaking slightly.

Annara sighed. "For heaven's sake, Haol, calm down. This is why I asked you to sit," she said, standing up and gently pushing his shoulder until his legs bent. "Do you have any reason to believe that this particular Seichrenese noble wants me to be their concubine?"

"No, but—"

"Good. I'll talk to them, find out what they actually expect with me, and we'll negotiate my duties as their oath-sister when the time comes." Annara stroked her chin. "Frankly, if my father wanted to give someone a concubine, he would choose someone prettier and lower in rank. I'm probably meant to represent a political alliance with Archon."

"You don't know that," Haol said. "Your rank isn't that high. If you try to negotiate with them, you'll have the disadvantage. You’ll have to move to Seichre. You don’t even speak the language."

"If no one was capable of negotiating at a disadvantage, every city-state in the Crescent would lose its independence," Annara said. "We'd all just be colonies of Alrhen-Xiun."

“Well…”

“Have a little faith in me for once, Haol. I’m not a little girl anymore. I’ve survived this much, haven’t I?” Annara said. “I can’t believe I’m the one reassuring you when you’re not even the one being sold to an assassin-noble.”

“You’ve survived a few years as a mendicant nun,” Haol said, gesturing around at the threadbare room. “This is bad, but it could be so much worse.”

Annara pinched the bridge of her nose. “Have you ever been a mendicant nun?”

“What?”

“Have you ever been a nun, Haol?”

His warm brown eyes flicked over her face, as if trying to figure out whether she was being serious. She stared back at him.

“No,” he decided eventually.

“Then shut up and let me handle it. Even when we were kids, I was better at this kind of thing. It’s basically just a disreputable political marriage, and I always suspected I would end up in one of those.” She smoothed her hair back from her forehead and started to pace. “Do we know which assassin-noble he promised me to? What’s their kill count?”

“That’s the thing,” Haol said quietly. “Annara, it’s Lord Wraith.”

Annara stopped in her tracks. She hadn't paid much attention to foreign affairs for the last few years, at least not further than she needed to in order to plan her next crime. Even so, the name sent a shiver up her spine.

Lord Wraith wasn't a person, at least not in the way Lord Archon was a person. Lord Wraith was a legend. He was a shadowy figure that left a trail of blood scattered across the pages of the history books, an immortal assassin that could bypass unbreakable locks and kill untouchable monarchs. According to rumor, he wasn't even human. Legends spoke of a scaled, dragon-like creature with gleaming teeth and metallic spines. No one had ever seen his face and survived, except for his masters, the King and Queen of Seichre.

"Really?" Annara said.

Haol nodded. His face was pale. "I don't know the precise number of people he's killed, but I do know that he killed the last Lord of Midion."

"Good riddance, honestly," Annara said thoughtfully. "Old Midion nearly killed half his population with steep taxes."

"I don't disagree, but for the love of all that is holy, be serious about this. Your life could be in danger."

"What reason would the Honorable Lord Wraith have to go after the life of a mere Crescentian nun? He's probably busy assassinating prominent Xiunian political figures," Annara said carelessly. "Any idea how old he is?"

"Some legends say he's several hundred years old. As old as the saints."

"Well, I hope he doesn't look it."

"Annara!"

"What? You're not the one that has to live with him. When does my father expect me to be back at the palace?"

"Tonight," Haol said solemnly. "You'd better start packing."

Annara didn't have much to pack.

When a nun took a vow of poverty, she vowed to forsake most material possessions. Nuns vowed to keep only a few items: two sets of crimson robes, a collection bowl for money, a wooden bowl for eating, and a wool blanket to sleep under. The rules changed based on personal circumstance. Nuns who preferred to have clean-shaven faces were permitted straight razors, and nuns who grew up in the tradition of carrying religious charms were allowed to keep the sun charms their parents made them.

Annara had broken the majority of her vows, but she still had to live like she was keeping them. Her possessions were relatively few. She had a few sets of clothes she used to hide her identity, cosmetics for the same reason, a knife worn thin from years of sharpening, a few miscellaneous tools for shrine maintenance, one very valuable stolen painting wrapped in a coat, and an old leather satchel to keep them in. She was grateful for the satchel. It would have stung a little to reenter her father's court with her belongings wrapped in a blanket on her back like a beggar.

She sneaked the knife and the painting into her bag when Haol wasn't looking. When he did look over, a complicated expression passed over his face: half guilt, half satisfaction.

"Is that all?"

"That's all," Annara said.

She locked the door of the shrine behind her and hid the key under one of the bricks near the threshold. She could see the palace rise like a ghost from the jagged skyline of Archon. Its marble walls paled next to the brick buildings around it, bone-colored and veined with gray. Banners dripped from its battlements, proudly displaying the white swan of Archon, bright on a background of black fabric. Annara hadn’t seen beyond those marble walls since she was a child.

This time would be different. This time, she was in control.


CHAPTER FOUR

The Royal City of Seichre was arranged like a shell, with a ring of ordinary shops and residences arranged around the walls of the palace. The palace itself was a small city, home to favored aristocrats, civil officials, the entire royal family, and thousands of servants and cooks and craftsmen.

As soon as Lord Wraith returned, the gears of the palace bureaucracy began to turn. Servants directed her through various passageways, until she found herself in a small gilded room with a circular skylight. A circle of weak sunlight spilled down from the ceiling and turned the room painfully bright.

The Minister of Industry sat in a slightly uncomfortable golden chair, waiting to receive her. She bowed perfunctorily. He was her colleague, not her master. His role was to report which of the palace craftsmen had turned traitor.

"You’re late," he said, in lieu of a greeting. “The Retired Lord Wraith would’ve gotten this done days ago.”

"I apologize. It takes time to travel to the border," Lord Wraith said.

“It never took him this much time. When he was in charge, you could send him a black envelope and the target would be gone the next day, just like that. What does he have that you don’t?”

Confidence, elegance, the uncanny ability to work for days on end without eating or sleeping, and flawless control over his own powers. Not to mention a charming estate just outside city limits.

“I don’t know,” Lord Wraith said out loud.

“Well, whatever. Is it done?”

“Yes.”

"Shame," the Minister said. "He had talent."

"He would have sold us out to Unland in the north, sir."

"Oh, I know. Do you have his memory steel?"

She produced the hilt of the sword and held it up to the light. The blade reformed, like smoke unexpectedly condensing into metal. In her hands, the memory steel was pitch-black, but it shifted to a glowing fuchsia when the Minister touched it. He watched this process with great interest and peered at the blade with a loupe as soon as he received it.

"How do you do that?"

Lord Wraith remained silent.

"Classified information, of course," the Minister sighed. "Forgive an old weapon-smith his professional interest. I’ve always wondered how they made you."

"Curiosity is dangerous in the Royal City," Lord Wraith said. "Especially curiosity about me and my predecessor. It’s fine to wonder, of course, but perhaps a little unwise to ask."

"I know." He ran a hand over his chin thoughtfully. "I suppose I should simply be thankful that such a powerful weapon belongs to the government of Seichre. Even if I don’t understand exactly how it works.”

“I agree,” she said politely. She didn’t bother trying to say she wasn’t a weapon. Everything he said was true, and she had given up trying to argue with it when she was still a child.

“Well, thanks for all your hard work, Lord Wraith. I’ll take this sword and submit my report to the King.”

Lord Wraith bowed her farewell. “Thank you.”

✽✽✽

Instead of returning directly to her own estate in the Royal City, Lord Wraith traveled to her predecessor's mansion outside city limits. She hadn't been there before. The entire process of his retirement and moving out happened so quickly that she suspected he had been planning it for years, and that operating so fast that the court didn't have time to stop him was a significant part of that plan.

Once she got there, she was stunned to see how normal it was. The official Lord Wraith residence in the palace was lavish and modern. Retired Lord Wraith's new home was a perfectly ordinary country house. It was only one story tall, built in a U-shape around a courtyard with a massive, ancient maple tree. The walls were humble wood and plaster. When she walked up to the door, the green paint was slightly scratched. A chain of tarnished brass bells chimed somewhere, joining the music of the crickets in the grass.

She knocked. There was a pause, then a crash, and then the door opened.

"Whatever it is, I don't care— oh! Senne!" Retired Lord Wraith said. "I'm sorry, I thought you were someone from the Royal City."

Lord Wraith's given name was Senne. Retired Lord Wraith's given name was Heron. So few people called them that these days that Senne sometimes started to refer to herself by her title even in the privacy of her own mind. Hearing Heron call her by her given name felt like throwing open all the windows in an old house after a long winter, blowing out all the stale air and cobwebs.

"I am someone from the Royal City," Senne pointed out.

"Oh, I suppose. You're not here to get me out of retirement, though."

"Well..."

Heron gasped and clutched his chest. "No! Betrayed by my own student. Senne, how could you?"

"Sorry."

"I'll try to find it in my heart to forgive you," Heron said cheerfully. "Something to drink?"

She followed him into the kitchen, which was simple and old-fashioned. There was a stack of firewood for the stove in one corner. A blooming plum tree shaded the windows with pink blossoms.

The slightly rustic scene formed a startling contrast with Heron's clothes, which were very fine. As he bustled around the kitchen, he wore a black silk coat with seed bead embroidery which fell to his knees and flared out as he walked. He carried a gold-tipped black cane, and his gloves were velvet that swallowed the light like a moonless night.

He had been required to wear a veil when he was Lord Wraith, but these days, he wore none. His hair was sleek and black, with two premature streaks of gray at his temples. His face was handsome in an ordinary, conventional way, and he wore a perpetually mild and polite expression.

"No servants?" Senne asked.

"No."

"You could keep some, now that you've finished refining your shard."

"I suppose I could," Heron said. "I never got used to having people wait on me. It's horribly awkward, paying people to hang around and be subservient. It creates an entire collection of uncomfortable social situations. You've just returned from the north, right? How was your trip?"

"Too slow, according to the Minister of Industry."

Heron handed her a glass. It was pomegranate juice, chilled and brilliantly magenta. It must have been expensive; pomegranates had to be imported from Pahinvar, usually by way of the Crescent.

"Were you delayed due to your transformation?" he said casually, as if they were speaking about the weather.

Senne felt a hot bolt of shame shoot through her stomach. “Yes.”

"Hm. Was the Minister wearing green?"

"He was, actually, though I don't see why you care."

"I've always admired that man's bravery," Heron said, staring into the middle distance, "in wearing green despite having a face that looks exactly like that of a constipated frog. It's like he's daring me to make the comparison."

"Heron."

"What?”

“You don’t need to mock the Minister to make me feel better. I should be better than this.”

“Who said I’m mocking him to make you feel better? Mocking wealthy courtiers is my favorite pastime.” He gave her a mild, innocent half-smile. “Making you feel better is just a pleasant side effect. Do you?”

“Do I what?” Senne said, distracted.

“Feel better.”

“Oh. Yes. A little.”

He studied her face carefully. “Does it hurt?”

“Not much,” Senne lied.

"Let me take a look. Here, sit on the table." Heron cleared away a bowl of oranges and a stray bag of flour.

Senne sat reluctantly and took off her veil. She slipped out of her coat and unbuttoned her shirt. Under her skin, just above her heart, a metallic mass pulsed erratically, staining her flesh black. Tendrils reached out from the center of it like veins.

Heron looked at it with a cool, clinical gaze, without a hint of embarrassment or disgust. Senne shivered.

"It's getting worse, isn't it?" she said.

He nodded. "The corruption has intensified since we last spoke. Does it really not hurt, or are you lying in an attempt to appear professional?"

Senne swallowed. "It hurts a little. Intermittently. It doesn't hurt now."

"I see. May I?"

"Go ahead."

Heron took off one of his gloves and reached out one long finger to touch the mass. It glowed briefly, a dark red like cooling metal, and Senne's fingernails lengthened into metallic claws. She scored long scratches into Heron's table as her hands tensed. She didn't cry out, since she had been trained better than that, but a cold layer of sweat formed on her chest.

"That's... bad, right?" she said weakly.

"Mm. How often do you involuntarily transform?"

"No more than once a month."

"Good. Call me immediately if it ever becomes more frequent."

Senne bit her lip, staring at the floor. It was covered in cracked ceramic tiles, light brown and painted with a subtle swirling pattern. She watched a stray beetle crawl across the grout.

"Of course," Heron said bitterly, "there's no guarantee I'll actually be able to do anything. But this isn't the sort of thing you should have to deal with alone."

"You were alone when you refined your heart shard," Senne said.

"Do you think it was easy for me?"

"You survived," she said. "Without needing help from anyone."

"My shard was smaller and less volatile than yours is. I was also much older when they implanted it."

"You were only fourteen," Senne grumbled.

"That's twice as old as you were. Be careful, Senne. And try not to be so cruel to yourself. It's not going to help."

"I know. I just..."

"Just what?"

"I just wish you'd come out of retirement," Senne said, pulling her shirt back on.

"An old man like me?"

"You're 32, Heron."

"I'm ancient. Decrepit. Probably going senile."

She laughed a little in spite of everything. "No, you're not."

"I'm on death's door," Heron said, leaning heavily on his cane. "I think I see a light."

"Are you sure you won't come back? You're the best Lord Wraith Seichre ever had. I think the King still half-expects to see you back in his office someday."

"No," Heron said. "Thank you for the compliment, but I'm done doing what the King expects me to."

"Careful."

"I'm not at court anymore. I can say whatever I want. What are they going to do, have me assassinated?" Heron laughed, which drew a small smile out of Senne. “Ah, that reminds me. We have similar titles, so I’ve been getting your mail.”

“Oh, really? Anything good?”
He handed her a sheaf of envelopes, two of them black. “Two assassination requests, neither from the Crown, obviously, so you can choose whether you want them or not. And a very fancy envelope from a Crescentian nobleman.”

“Which one?”

“Archon.”

She took the envelopes, reading the assassination requests first. Both came, as was tradition, in square envelopes of black paper.

“Anyone important?” Heron asked.

“One’s from a Seichrenese merchant asking me to kill his rival’s oath-brother.”

“Too petty. Don’t bother.”

“I won’t. The other’s a request for me to assassinate the Lord of Chreon Se from the Minister of Commerce, which I can’t take. The Minister should know better. Chreon Se has both Pahinvari and Alrhen-Xiunian backing, though the goddesses only know how he got it. A war with Pahinvar and Alrhen-Xiun would cost far more than Chreon Se’s trade monopoly in the south.”

“Chreon Se’s half Pahinvari on his mother’s side,” Heron said. “Goddess only knows what he did to get the Xiunians on his side, though. What does Archon want?”

Senne scanned the gilt-edged letter and then looked up. “Is it true that the Lord of Archon hired you to assassinate the previous Lord of Midion?”

“Yes. A long time ago. It was one of my first jobs,” Heron said. “I was seventeen. He never paid me, I recall.”

Senne did the math. “That was when you still accepted blood debts, wasn’t it?”

“Not by choice. It was the King’s policy.”

A blood debt was an old Seichrenese tradition. It amounted to seven times the client’s weight in gold, or the life of the client’s firstborn child.

“He wants to pay it, to get Seichre back on his side. He’s offering his firstborn daughter to be my oath-sister.”

“Can’t he pay with money?” Heron said. “Archon used to be the richest Crescentian state, before our current Chreon Se took over.”

Senne examined the gold leaf on the letter. The paper was expensive vellum, and it breathed hints of delicate floral perfume. “I think he can pay, he’s just unwilling.”

“Then he’s trying to put a spy in your household. That, or he’s just a bit of a bastard.” Heron sipped his pomegranate juice. “You should accept.”

Senne nearly dropped the letter. “What?”

“You can handle a single spy. Or a single unfortunate girl, if that’s what she turns out to be. You need an ally in the Crescent.”

“Heron,” Senne said incredulously, and he raised a single eyebrow at her. “You can’t possibly be proposing that I allow this man to sell me his daughter. What right does he have to do that to her? What right do I have to do that to her?”

“I’m not saying you have to sleep with her,” Heron said. She choked. “I’m saying you should go through the motions of the sworn sisterhood ceremony, get your fortunes told, and have a legal document that represents the fact that Archon owes us a favor.”

“I can’t have another person in my household, Heron, you know that. What if I hurt her?”

“You manage the transformation well. Unless something unexpected happens, it won’t be a problem,” Heron said. “You need an alliance with a foreign power. You don’t have a convenient Pahinvari mother, and Alrhen-Xiun isn’t going to do you any favors anytime soon.”

“I don’t understand. Why is this so important?” Senne said. “What could possibly be worth risking a random Archonian noblewoman’s freedom and safety?”

“Your freedom and safety, Senne, and that of the world. As it is now, you have no connections or backing, which means you have no way to negotiate with the Seichrenese court. Even I had more power than you do. If the Crown gives you an order, you can’t bargain with them, you have to follow it. What if they order you to kill someone you love?”

“That won’t be an issue,” Senne said. She knew better than to become overly attached to anyone.

“What if they order you to start a war? You won’t be able to refuse. The Crown doesn’t always make good decisions. The worst-case scenario is—”

“Total annihilation,” Senne said, a bitter taste in her mouth.

“At least consider it,” Heron said gravely. “You don’t have to commit to anything, but you should at least write back. Meet Archon’s daughter. I would never force you into anything, but I want you to understand what’s at stake.”

“I understand.” Senne cast her veil back over his face, covering the image of Heron’s concerned frown with gauzy gray smoke. “You’ll come with me to Archon, won’t you?” Her voice wavered. “Please?”

“Of course.” He squeezed her shoulder briefly, a burst of warmth that shot down to the shard in her heart. “You’ll survive this. All of it. You’re going to be fine.”

“How do you know that?” she said quietly.

“I know because I know you.”


CHAPTER FIVE

The royal palace in Archon was always cold. The walls breathed chill like they were carved from a glacier, and the sparse monochrome tapestries that dotted the walls did little to warm them. Lord Archon didn’t believe in carpets. Captain Haol’s boots clicked on the marble, but Annara’s tattered sandals made no sound.

She shivered as she walked. She could feel the eyes of the servants and courtiers on the back of her neck. Some looked at her with disdain or open hatred, while others looked at her with pity. She straightened her spine, stared straight ahead, and smiled.

In the throne room, the spotlessly white marble gave way to gilded arabesques and creamy stone veined with black and gold. The throne itself was an antique, a wide, large chair piled high with black velvet and fur. Elaborate stone wings spread out from the back, each delicate white feather carved in exquisite detail.

Lord Archon watched Haol and Annara dispassionately as they both knelt. He wore a coat fit for a king, heavy and white and covered in silk embroidery like frost, with a black-flecked ermine collar. He was older than she remembered. The skin around his eyes drooped, and he held himself more delicately than he had when Annara was young, as if his bones had turned to glass.

“So you’ve returned,” he said. “I’m glad you’ve decided to be sensible about this. I was concerned you might try to kick up a fuss.”

“I wouldn’t dare, my lord,” Annara said bitterly.

“You’ll have your title back, of course,” Lord Archon continued, as if she hadn’t spoken. “You’ll be princess of Archon again. And then we shall send you off to Seichre and finally wash our hands of you.”

“I appreciate my lord’s generosity.” Kneeling was starting to hurt. A cold ache from the floor crept into her knees.

“With any luck, the assassin-nobles will take good care of you.” He kept the sentence ambiguous, apparently out of pure spite. Annara smiled at the gold veins in the floor, which seemed to infuriate him. “What are you smiling about, girl? Take her away.”

Haol helped Annara to her feet. “Yes, my lord.”

“Not you,” Lord Archon said. “Irvynne. Get her cleaned up. We can’t present her to Lord Wraith dressed like that.”

A noblewoman detached herself from the watching crowd and dragged her towards the doors. Annara jerked her sleeve free, and Irvynne didn’t try to fight her. She was an unfamiliar face, even younger than Annara. She had probably joined the court from one of the other islands— Ervon, maybe, or Midion.

She led Annara to the east wing of the palace, where the rooms for visiting aristocrats and foreign ambassadors were. They paused outside the white wooden doors. Irvynne was pretty, with pale golden hair and soft, well-manicured hands. The expression on her face was icy.

“You might have gotten your title back,” she said suddenly, “but you’ll never be a princess.”

“You must be new to the court if that’s your idea of an insult.”

Irvynne flushed. “My maids will take care of your appearance. For what it’s worth, though, I hope Lord Wraith cuts your throat in the night. Even if Archon won’t punish you, the goddesses will, traitor.”

“Noted,” Annara said. She watched Irvynne stomp away, her head held high.

✽✽✽

Nearly four hours later, Annara sat on a four-poster bed in the guest bedroom, watching light glint off the blades of a pair of pearl-handled scissors. Her hands stung. Irvynne’s maids had scrubbed them ruthlessly, trying to get the dirt out from under her fingernails and the callouses off her palms, and her skin was still slightly red. It hadn’t worked, either. The dirt was gone, but her hands were still rough enough to catch on the fluid fabric of her white silk dressing gown.

Someone knocked on the door, and Annara tensed.

“It’s just me,” Haol called. “Can I come in?”

“Oh, thank the goddesses, I thought it was Irvynne and her damn maids again. Come in, Haol.”

Haol poked his head in the door. “You look nice.”

“Mm. I suppose.”

Haol sat next to her on the bed. “I passed Irvynne in the hallway, by the way. She looked furious.”

“Oh, she hates me. She’s very young, very loyal to my father, very… susceptible to the stories about my mother. She’s just another one of those people who thinks being the Traitor Concubine’s daughter makes me a traitor by association.”

Heron turned to look at her, a complicated sort of bitterness written across his face. He opened his mouth, but Annara spoke first.

“I need you to cut my hair.”

“What? Why?”

“It’s traditional. By returning to court, I’m breaking my vows as a nun.”

“But that’s— Annara, your family is supposed to do that.”

“Who else am I supposed to get to do it?” Annara said. “Oh, excuse me, Lord Archon, I know you hate me because I remind you of the concubine who tried to strangle you to death, but could you please give me a haircut?”

“Point taken,” Haol said shakily.

She pressed the scissors into his hands. “Go on, then.”

“Sit on the floor.”

Annara sat, and he gathered her long hair in his hands. It was light brown, and so desaturated that it looked gray in the right light.

“How short do you want it?”

“Shoulder-ish. Maybe a little shorter.”

He started to clip off strands of her hair. The weight slowly faded from her shoulders. Everything felt lighter. She leaned back against Haol’s legs. They could have been children again, best friends mock-fighting in the courtyards of Archon and sipping lemonade, before the complications of wealth and status and the lack thereof crept in and turned them stiff and bitter.

For a minute, Annara let herself close her eyes and relax, feeling the warmth in Haol’s fingertips. Eventually, she would have to open her eyes and accept that they weren’t children, and nothing would ever be the same, but for now, she just sat and listened to the bite of the scissors.


CHAPTER SIX

The delegation from Seichre wouldn’t arrive for several days. The journey from Seichre to the Crescent was short, less than a day by boat, but chartering a vessel appropriate to one’s status took time.

In the meantime, Annara tried to stay as far away from the Archonian court as possible. She quickly fenced her stolen painting, with the reasoning that it would be easier to be caught with an unexpected pile of cash than famous stolen goods. She said a proper goodbye to her sisters at the abbey. Then, suddenly, Archon received word that the Seichrenese delegation was staying at a hotel on nearby Ervon, and it was time to negotiate.

But first, it was time for Annara to pick out her outfit. Who would she be in Seichre? Who would she be to Lord Wraith? It all began with a first impression, and for Annara, choosing her disguise was the first step towards choosing her personality.

She would be someone who understood duty, she thought, someone loyal to her city. Pretty, but not too pretty. Politely demure, but firm when pressed.

She chose a long, high-collared tunic in Archonian white and a cream-colored coat with a small ring of golden fur around the hood. She hesitated on the shoes, debating between an elegantly feminine pair of white satin heels and a battered pair of work boots, before she eventually decided on the boots. Lord Wraith was an assassin. It wasn’t a clean profession. He would respect someone practical.

Last but not least, she wrapped a white silk sash around her waist. Its ends hung down near her knees, heavy with golden fringe. She tucked her old familiar knife into the sash, discreet and near her back but still easy to access in emergencies.

Haol frowned at her when he saw that. “Are you sure you want to go armed?”

“It’s a kitchen knife, Haol,” she said, showing him the thin, nicked blade. “Lord Wraith could snap it in half in a heartbeat. He’ll know I’m not trying to defend myself against him.”

“If you say so,” Haol grumbled.

The diplomatic delegation from Archon was led by Irvynne, the noblewoman who hated Annara. This had irritated Annara so much that she had stolen all Irvynne’s quill pens and hidden them in a desk drawer in one of the palace’s guest rooms. As far as she knew, Irvynne hadn’t noticed yet.

“All right,” Irvynne said, to Annara, Haol, and the small collection of servants and diplomats that accompanied them. “If any one of you messes this up for Archon, you’ll be fired before you know what happened to you.”

“Weak threat,” Annara stage-whispered to Haol. “A metaphor or two might help. Do you think Irvynne knows what a metaphor is?”

“Who said you could come?” Irvynne snapped at her.

“Lord Archon’s orders,” Haol said. “Her fate is being decided, after all.”

“Hm,” Irvynne said. “As long as you behave yourself, Princess Archon.”

“When have I ever not behaved myself?” Annara said.

They met with the Seichrenese nobles in a small room in the hotel, hung with swaths of blue velvet curtains and wallpapered in shiny oceanic teal. A curtain of diaphanous deep blue silk divided the room in two. A man in black sat in front of the curtain, and Annara could dimly sense a figure reclining in a chair behind it.

The man in black smiled as they walked into the room, but she could only tell he was smiling from the way the corners of his eyes moved. The lower half of his face was covered by a black silk veil. He looked like he might be in his thirties, but the streaks of gray in his smooth black hair made him look older.

“Lord Wraith, I presume?” Irvynne said grandly.

He sat back and crossed his legs. “You presume incorrectly. I speak on Lord Wraith’s behalf, but that title does not belong to me anymore.”

The figure behind the curtain shifted slightly. So Lord Wraith is a title, not a single person, Annara thought. Interesting.

Irvynne blushed. “I meant no offense, sir.”

“None taken. Please, sit. You may call me Retired Lord Wraith. The person behind the curtain is the current Lord Wraith.” He spoke Xiunian, which was a very diplomatic choice of language. He didn’t deign to speak Crescentian or force the Archonians to speak Seichrenese.

“I am called Irvynne, that is Captain Haol, and this is Princess Annara of Archon.”

Retired Lord Wraith watched her with unabashed interest. His eyes were so dark that the pupils were indistinguishable from the irises, and they glittered with lively fascination. It wasn’t a hostile or judgemental gaze, but the mild politeness of his expression could have masked anything.

“It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintances,” he said. “Let’s get down to business, shall we? What, exactly, is Archon offering?”

“You see our offering there,” Irvynne said grandly, gesturing behind her at Annara, whose mouth twitched slightly.

Retired Lord Wraith raised a single, devastating eyebrow. “You’re going to have to be a bit more specific.”

“She can be anything my lord wants her to be,” Irvynne said. “She was raised a princess, but she was pious enough to spend her teenage years as a nun, so she knows how to cook and clean. She’s not bad to look at, either, so she wouldn’t disgrace you in front of the Seichrenese court.”

The figure behind the curtain said something sharp in Seichrenese. Retired Lord Wraith narrowed his eyes.

“I agree,” he said in Xiunian. “Say what you really mean, Miss Irvynne. Are you offering a servant? An alliance? A concubine?”

“Which would you prefer?” Irvynne said sweetly.

The figure behind the curtain shifted and sat forward. They started to speak, low and apparently incensed, but Retired Lord Wraith held up one black-gloved hand. He took a deep breath. Annara could see his teeth glint behind his veil.

“Lord Wraith and I seem to have the same opinion on this matter,” he said. “If the Lord of Archon thinks he can buy his blood debt by selling us his daughter, he is even more of a coward than I thought he was. Does he take the assassins of Seichre for slavers and procurers? This offer is reprehensible to anyone with a shred of humanity left. Assassins rarely make moral judgements, but I am willing to make an exception for you, Miss Irvynne.”

Irvynne’s mouth opened and closed like a fish. Retired Lord Wraith seemed to have stunned the rest of her retinue into silence. Annara decided to step in.

She coughed lightly, stood up, and knelt directly before Retired Lord Wraith, who raised an eyebrow at her. Haol frantically gestured at her to sit back down, but she ignored him.

“I am the princess of Archon, honorable lords. Please allow me to offer my presence in Seichre as the mark of a political alliance between your house and mine.” She looked up, not at Retired Lord Wraith, but past him, at the person in the shadows behind the curtain. “This is a decision made by my own free will. I have no desire to be your concubine, but I recognize my duty to my father and to my city, and I am determined to fulfill it. This alliance could be incredibly beneficial to us both.”

Retired Lord Wraith raised both eyebrows and leaned back a little in his chair. “Senne? What do you think?”

“I don’t need a servant or a concubine,” the figure behind the curtain said in Xiunian.

Lord Wraith’s quiet voice slipped through the silk curtain like a well-sharpened knife. She had used the Xiunian feminine pronoun to refer to herself. Annara wondered if Senne was her name, or just another title.

“But I do need an alliance with the Crescent,” Lord Wraith continued, in that same cool, silky monotone. “If you are willing to represent your city, I will accept your offer and clear your father’s debt. Think carefully, princess. Are you really willing to tie yourself to a foreign assassin for the sake of duty?”

“I am,” Annara said.

“Then we have an accord,” Retired Lord Wraith cut in. “You can get up, I’m sure kneeling like that can’t be comfortable. The ceremony will be held in Seichre, of course. Should we visit the palace to collect you?”

“We’ll come to you,” Irvynne said, recovering. “We’ll bring her to the docks tomorrow, if you’d like.”

“Princess?” Lord Wraith said.

“My aides and I are in agreement,” Annara said. “Until then, my lords.” She turned to Irvynne and gave her a slight, smug smile. “I’m glad we were able to agree.”

✽✽✽

“I think she’s a spy,” Heron said, almost as soon as the Archonian delegation left the room.

Senne detached the curtain, balling it up in her fist so it formed a cloud of deep ocean blue. “You think everyone’s a spy.”

“And I’m always right,” Heron said. “Did you see how confident she was? She knew what she was doing. She wants to go to Seichre so that she can spy for her father.”

“He doesn’t seem to like her much,” Senne said thoughtfully. “Maybe she’s just using me as an excuse to leave his household.”

“That’s a possibility too, but I think she’s spying for someone, even if it isn’t him.”

“You’re always so paranoid, Heron.”

“And, like I said, I’m always right. I’ve lived ten years past the life expectancy of an assassin for a reason.” Heron walked around the hotel room, lifting his coat off the back of a chair and throwing it over his shoulders. He checked his hair in a mirror, smoothing it back and tsking at the gray. “I’m going out. Don’t wait up.”

“Where are you going?” Senne said curiously.

“I have business in the Crescent. I’ll be back by tomorrow morning.” He hooked his boot under his gold-tipped cane and kicked it up into his hand. “Keep an eye out for the Archonians.”

“You think they’ll try something?”

“Not really, but the Lord of Archon is a cheating cowardly bastard and I don’t trust him an inch.” He pulled his velvet gloves on and gave her an ironic salute. “Take care.”

“You too,” Senne said.

He opened the window, slipped out onto the roof, and disappeared. Senne shut the window again before the cool night fog could pour into the room.

✽✽✽

The Lord of Chreon Se reclined on a velvet sofa, idly paging through a book of poetry. Two translucent jade teacups sat on the table next to him, along with a teapot and a single candle. He looked up, watching the fire flicker in the hearth. The candle flame guttered in a sudden draft. He smiled.

“As the waves return to the shore and the sun returns to the horizon, those who are fated meet again,” he quoted. “Come sit by the fire, old friend. The night is cold.”

Heron stepped out of the shadows into a bubble of warmth, considerately pulling the window shut behind him. “Are we friends now, Juniper?”

“I see no further reason for us to be enemies. Please, sit.” He moved over on the sofa. “Have a cup of tea.”

Heron sat on the sofa and allowed Juniper to pour him a cup of tea. The tea itself was amber and transparent. Juniper gracefully poured a few drops of pink syrup from a glass vessel into his cup.

The Lord of Chreon Se was notoriously beautiful, and even like this, without makeup— especially like this, Heron corrected himself, watching the candlelight flow over Juniper’s smooth brown skin— he lived up to his reputation. He wore his hair much longer than was strictly fashionable in Seichre and the Crescent, in a loose dark braid over one shoulder. He wore a loose silk robe, and a few pearlescent drops of water still clung to his collarbone, as if he had just gotten out of the bath.

“Is this sweet tea?” Heron asked.

“The very best, imported from Alrhen-Xiun. The syrup is rose-flavored, in the Pahinvari tradition.”

“Were you expecting someone?” Heron asked, picking up the second teacup.

“You.”

Heron’s gloved fingers tensed around the jade. “How did you know I was coming?”

“I didn’t. I’ve been leaving two teacups out all week, just in the hope that you’d drop by so I could see the look on your face when you thought I’d outmaneuvered you.” Juniper’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “There it is. That’s the face.”

Heron forced himself to stop scowling. “Mature of you.”

“Thank you.”

“What are you reading?”

“The Diary of Eqe Yu. Too sentimental for your taste, I’d imagine.” Juniper placed a tasseled bookmark carefully between the pages. “I take it this isn’t a social call.”

“I want information.”

“You know I’m always happy to oblige. What do you want to know?”

“Tell me what you know about the princess of Archon,” Heron said.

“Annara?” Juniper swirled his tea in his cup thoughtfully. He watched it, trying to decide what to say about her. “I think the Crescent’s theaters lost a brilliant actress when she turned to a life of crime.”

“Did you say crime?” Heron said.

“Mm. No one can prove anything, since she covers her tracks so well. She rarely commits the crimes herself, you see, she masterminds them.”

“Does her father know?”

“I doubt it. I would prefer if you didn’t tell him, Heron.”

“Why not?” Heron said.

“Frankly, because I don’t like the man. Also because I think it would make things extremely difficult for Annara.” Juniper hesitated, his expression softening. “I knew her when she was a child, you see. I don’t want her to be executed like her mother.”

“Her mother?” Heron said.

“Oh, that’s right, you wouldn’t know. Her mother was the Traitor Concubine— an unfortunate concubine of Lord Archon’s who, tired of her lord’s mistreatment and cruelty, tried to strangle him to death with the ribbons from her hair.”

“She failed, I take it,” Heron said.

“Well, as you’ve probably noticed, Lord Archon’s still alive. So yes, she failed.” Juniper took a sip of tea with a sigh. “He had her beheaded, and her given name wiped from the records. Annara was never much liked in court after that, and when she turned twelve, her father forced her to take a vow of poverty and live as a nun.”

“Crescentians are so barbaric,” Heron said. “Ah, no offense intended.”

“None taken. I grew up in Pahinvar.”

“What sort of crime is she involved with? Is she part of a gang?”

Juniper set his teacup neatly down on the table. “It’s a little complicated, actually. Walk with me?”

Heron reluctantly followed him into the next room, which was a study of sorts. The room was filled to the brim with miscellaneous clutter. There was a pile of tasseled pillows in one corner, with a citole perched precariously on top. Juniper bent down to pick up a single gold earring, looked around for its pair, then visibly gave up.

“Apologies for the mess,” he said.

“I can’t believe people still think you’re organized.”

“I’ve been living a lie,” Juniper agreed. “Sit there.” He paused to clear a pile of books and a long beaded necklace off a chair. “I’ll be right with you.”

Heron sat and sipped his tea while Juniper rummaged around in desk drawers. Eventually Juniper handed him a dossier.

“You can keep it, I have copies,” he said. “The thing is, old friend, that the Crescent doesn’t have organized crime, not anymore. Twenty years ago, a coalition of merchant-lords cracked down on the Xiunian and Seichrenese ethnic gangs we used to have, and ever since then, violent crime in the Crescent has been limited to the acts of a few desperate people working alone.” He smiled bitterly. “It’s actually a point of pride for some of the islands. Ervon, especially.”

“You don’t sound particularly happy about it,” Heron noticed.

“Well, the crackdowns very predictably caused a rise in xenophobic sentiment across all the islands, which— leaving the moral argument aside— is not what you want when you live in a trading archipelago. Most of our income comes from Seichre and Alrhen-Xiun. Also, now there’s a power vacuum in the Crescent’s criminal underworld, which makes me nervous. Crime is inevitable. I’d like to be able to predict who’s controlling it.”

“And here I thought you were just a pretty face,” Heron said archly.

“Glad to hear you think I’m pretty.”

“That compliment was supposed to be backhanded, Jun.”

“Too late. I already took it to be completely genuine.” Juniper leaned over and tapped the dossier in Heron’s hands. “Anyway, that’s the scene that Annara walked onto approximately six years ago. From what I can tell, she plays the role of a boss’s tactician, planning crimes for a fee without actually allying herself too closely to anyone. That dossier contains everything I know, which unfortunately isn’t much. Crime outside of Chreon Se isn’t really my business.”

Heron flipped open the dossier and quickly scanned through its papers. His brow furrowed. “The Atheonian bank robbery last year? I thought they caught the people who did that.”

“Half the money is still missing. It’s just a hunch, but this seems to fit her modus operandi. Of course, all of this raises one big question which I still can’t answer.”

“What’s that, then?”

Juniper spread his hands. “Where does the money go? By all accounts, Annara has been genuinely and honestly living like an ascetic for the last eight years. If she doesn’t spend the money on herself, what does she do with it?”

“Any theories?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea, honestly,” Juniper said. “Why are you so concerned about the princess of Archon, anyway? I’ve never seen you so invested in Crescentian current affairs.”

“She’s going to be the new Lord Wraith’s oath-sister,” Heron said.

“Ah. Interesting.”

“From what you’ve said, though, it seems like she probably isn’t working for her father.”

“If she is working for someone, it definitely isn’t him,” Juniper said.

Heron snapped the dossier shut. “Thank you. You’ve been very helpful.”

“Anytime. I still owe you for what happened on Midion, after all.”

“And I owe you for everything after. If you want to recount all the debts between us, we’ll be here all evening.” Heron tucked the dossier into his coat and climbed onto the windowsill, where he paused, silhouetted by the distant stars and the lights reflected in the harbor. “Take care, Juniper.”

The Lord of Chreon Se only nodded thoughtfully and watched him climb out into the night. He was already turning back to his desk, brushing a few trinkets and cosmetics out of the way to look at a stack of ledgers and reports.


CHAPTER SEVEN

In the end, Annara traveled to Seichre alone, unaccompanied by servants or any sort of retinue. She didn’t see either assassins on the journey. She suspected they had taken a different ship. They must have been understandably wary of being outnumbered by the Archonians in an enclosed space.

The harbor they landed in was unmistakably Seichrenese, populated by boats with Seichrenese dragon figureheads and Seichrenese scrolls carved into their wood. A minor palace clerk helped Annara down onto the docks and led her to a small temple at the edge of the Royal City. It was dedicated to the moon goddess. Mother-of-pearl inlays glittered like starlight from the dark wood. Narrow stained glass windows cast stripes of watery light across the floorboard.

The clerk led her to a back room with a large floor mirror and a vanity table, then she said, “I’ll give you a few minutes to get changed.”

“Thanks,” Annara said automatically.

The clerk shut the door behind her, and Annara cursed quietly. She had planned to do the ceremony as she was, but obviously that wouldn’t do.

“I should probably put on makeup, at least,” she said aloud, as she sat at the vanity table.

The glass was clean and well-polished, obviously not nearly as old as the rest of the church. The moon goddess oversaw marriage, so they probably did weddings there. Annara sat in the place of a hundred brides, leaning close to the mirror to put color in her cheeks.

Most of Annara’s makeup was stage makeup, used more often for disguises than for style, but she still had a ceramic container of rouge and a pot of kohl made from charcoal and sweetened with rose water. She put a little subtle color on her lips, thinking about the role she was going to play. Princess Archon probably didn’t wear much makeup. Princess Archon was artlessly pretty, but not beautiful enough to be noticed by anyone too important.

The clerk knocked on the door.

“Come in,” Annara said, wiping her fingers on a rag.

The clerk opened the door and nodded approvingly at Annara’s face. Then she looked down. “Your shoes...”

Annara still couldn’t blush on command, so she ducked her head shyly instead. “I spent the last eight years as a nun, miss. I still don’t have the wardrobe that would be appropriate for someone of my station.”

The clerk’s expression softened. “Oh, right, of course. Well, Lord Wraith probably won’t notice.”

A bell chimed somewhere, resonating through the wooden walls.

“Time to go,” the clerk said grimly. “Listen, I know you’re probably nervous about swearing sisterhood to an assassin, but just hold your head up and look straight ahead. Whatever you do, don’t run. I don’t want this to turn into a diplomatic incident.”

Annara suppressed the urge to laugh. What was this, an oath-sister ceremony or an execution? Outwardly, she gave a demure bow, eyes cast down, and said, “I wouldn’t dare.”

“Good. Go on, then. Lord Wraith is waiting.”

Annara found her way through the narrow hallways of the church. The main room was behind a pair of arched double doors, covered in delicate, swirling metal in the shapes of stylized waves. Annara instinctively glanced behind her. The clerk was nowhere to be seen. The hallway held nothing but silence and dust motes that fell slowly, like tiny snowflakes.

Annara pushed open the doors. The hinges rasped into the silence. The room beyond was long and narrow, with austere wooden pews striped turquoise and sapphire and gold with the light from the narrow stained glass windows. The altar was shrouded in diaphanous black curtains, translucent like smoke. A few silver and gold sequins winked. Annara could just make out three figures behind the veils: a priestess, the assassin, and the statue of the goddess, all submerged in shifting shadows.

Retired Lord Wraith sat in one of the front pews, looking slightly uncomfortable. The pews were set too close together for his long legs. He nodded at her as she passed, face still half-hidden.

Annara lifted the silk curtains and slipped inside. The priestess bowed to her. She was ancient, with a face wrinkled like rice paper and tough, gnarled hands. She motioned for Annara to stand opposite Lord Wraith, and Annara did.

She raised her eyes to look at the assassin. Lord Wraith was taller than her, but only by an inch or two. A black silk veil covered her face, so that Annara could only make out the vague hints of features. Her hair was held into a bun by a mahogany hairpiece that looked like horns. She wore a long black coat over a Seichrenese-style charcoal tabard, with four knives tied onto her sash.

Lord Wraith turned slightly to look at the priestess, and Annara saw light glimmer on her teeth through the veil. She shivered involuntarily.

“Do you, Lord Wraith, blade of the monarchy, enter willingly into this pact of siblinghood?” the priestess said, in a voice as ancient as cloth taken from a tomb.

“I do,” Lord Wraith said.

“And do you, Princess Archon, daughter of the Crescent, enter willingly into this pact of siblinghood?”

“I do,” Annara said, staring calmly at the folds of Lord Wraith’s veil.

“Then we shall proceed.”

The priestess tottered over to the altar under the statue of the goddess and returned with a golden cup and a ceremonial dagger. The dagger was white steel with an abalone handle, iridescent in all the colors of the ocean. A lightly alcoholic smell drifted off the cup.

“Your gloves, my lord,” the priestess said to Lord Wraith.

Finger by finger, Lord Wraith peeled her velvet gloves from her hands. Underneath, her fingers were long and deceptively delicate. Her palms held the characteristic callouses of a swordswoman, and Annara noted with interest that she dual-wielded.

The priestess took Lord Wraith’s left hand and used the dagger to make a small incision in her index finger. A thin thread of blood fell into the cup and bloomed outwards. Then the priestess turned to Annara, who held out her left hand.

“The other hand, please, Princess Archon.”

Annara held out her right hand, and the priestess cut her index finger. It didn’t hurt as much as she thought it would. The dagger, though ceremonial, had been polished smooth and sharp, and it slid almost painlessly into her skin.

The priestess used the tip of the dagger to stir the cup and intoned in Xiunian, “Thus is your blood bound into one. Do you swear to honor each other as family until the end of your days, to care for each other in times of illness, and to protect each other in times of crisis?”

It seemed to be Annara’s turn to speak. “I do.”

“And you, my lord?”

“I do,” Lord Wraith said. Her tone was unreadable.

“Your veil, my lord.”

Lord Wraith jumped slightly, as if she had forgotten it was there. She raised her ungloved hands— slowly, jerkily— and lifted her veil.

Annara caught her breath. Lord Wraith was beautiful— unfairly so, since if everything went as planned, Annara would eventually kill her. Her skin was so smooth it could have been carved from jade, and her eyebrows curved in perfect dark arches over sparkling brown eyes. Her eyelashes were long, and her lips were parted slightly and tinted like peony petals.

“You may drink,” the priestess said, breaking the sudden silence.

Lord Wraith sipped from the golden cup, expression unchanging, and handed it to Annara. Annara took a delicate sip. It was mead, and it was sharply alcoholic. She felt it burn heat into her throat as she swallowed. It had been sweetened to mask the taste of blood, and the sweetness lingered on her lips even after she handed the cup back to the priestess.

“Congratulations,” the priestess said. “You are now oath-sisters in the eyes of the goddesses and the law.”

She took them both by the wrist and placed Lord Wraith’s left hand in Annara’s right, the hands that were bleeding. Lord Wraith pulled the veil back over her face.

“Thank you. Moon’s blessings be with you,” she said.

“And with you, of course, my lord.”

Lord Wraith bowed. Her fingers closed around Annara’s, and she helped her climb down from the plinth under the altar, supporting her without tugging too hard. Her hand was warm, and her touch was gentle.

“Does it hurt?” she said, very quietly.

If it had been an actual wedding ceremony— if it had been a real and sincere oath-sibling ceremony instead of a political one— her conduct would have been perfect. Lord Wraith would make an elegant, sweet, and considerate bride. The gesture was only common courtesy, Annara could tell, but it still felt like affection.

Annara could still taste a trace of intoxicating sweetness on her tongue. A feeling like an old bruise bloomed in her chest. Could she really kill someone who treated her like this? What would that make her?

“No,” she said out loud. “It doesn’t hurt.”

✽✽✽

Wraith Manor was a sprawling building just inside the palace complex, surrounded by a high wall with a tall iron door. The roofline was jagged and complex, and the lines of the windows were sleek and modern. The rooms inside were unlit, making the windows as flat and dark as mirrors. The stone walls were a burnt volcanic black.

Lord Wraith took a long iron key from the ring at her belt and tossed it to Annara.

“House keys. You’re welcome to come and go as you wish. Some areas in the Royal City are restricted, obviously, but they’re well-guarded and difficult to miss.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

“Senne.”

“Pardon?” Annara said.

“You’ve seen my face, so you might as well call me by my given name.”

“Oh,” Annara said, feeling a complicated warmth glow in her chest. This is a really bad idea. “Then you can call me Annara.”

Senne nodded. Beyond the gate, the towers of Wraith Manor rose, smooth and elegant. The entrance hall was cool and dry, full of plain black wooden panels, and far less ornate than Annara had expected— at least until Senne raised her hand, and a staircase spontaneously unfolded from the ground and a door vanished as if it had been nothing but a trick of the light.

Magic, was Annara’s first thought, but no, that was stupid. “Memory steel?” she said out loud.

Senne nodded. “Most places in the palace complex use it. Normally there’s a dedicated servant or official who can control each piece, but all the memory steel in this house is attuned to me.”

“Whoa,” Annara said without thinking. “Who’d you have to kill to live in a place like this?”

“Several people, actually,” Senne said dryly.

“Oh, right, sorry.”

Senne gestured at the end of a hallway, and another door slid open. “This place really isn’t built for two people, but we’ll have to make do. The doors can be opened manually, but you’ll need a crowbar. Do you think you can use one?”

“Oh, absolutely,” said Annara, who had plenty of experience with crowbars.

Senne gave her a quick glance from underneath her veil. “Good. If you can open the doors, the entire manor is open to you. You can go wherever you want, except the basement. You shouldn’t be able to get in, but you should avoid the basement at all costs.”

Annara immediately resolved to break into the basement at the first opportunity. “Of course.”

“This has all been at slightly short notice, so I’m afraid your bedroom might not be what you’re used to.” Senne pushed open a door, revealing a small room with a bed piled high with blankets and pillows. A window looked over the peaked roofs of the palace.

It was considerably nicer than what Annara was used to. “Thank you.”

Senne shifted her weight. The awkwardness of the situation seemed to have crept up on her.

“I’ll let you get settled in, then,” she said at last, and left.

Annara sat on the bed, feeling the callouses on her hands catch on the smooth cotton quilts. Outside, a soft rain began to fall, whispering in the gutters. Mist covered the Royal City like an old wool coat, carrying a familiar scent that she couldn’t quite place.

✽✽✽

The next morning, Annara woke to find herself enclosed in a sphere of warmth. The soft edge of a quilt brushed against her cheek. The rain still fell, and the gentle sound of water in shutters still slipped through the cracks of the house. Outside, the sky was gray. Colors muted and intensified in the silver light. The black roofs of Wraith Manor were softer than usual, while pink flowers blazed in the courtyard.

Annara had fallen asleep in her clothes, and now she felt creased and stiff. She took the top quilt off her bed and threw it around her shoulders, yawning.

When she opened the door, the bottom of it clinked against something on the other side. She pushed it open very cautiously and found a rectangular wooden tray with a few bowls and a thick mug of hot tea. There was oatmeal dusted with cinnamon and topped with thin golden slices of pears, a sweet poppyseed bun, and a bowl of blackberry jam so dark it was almost black.

It was still warm. Curls of soft steam rose from the tea and the porridge. Strange, Annara thought, sitting cross-legged on the floor and picking up a spoon, I thought pears didn’t grow well in Seichre. They were an Archonian fruit. Archon was famous for them, even though Rheon Se was probably better at cultivating them. Maybe Lord Wraith has a Crescentian cook.

The porridge was delicious, full of warming spices and brown sugar, with bright pieces of pear that tasted like the sun cresting mountain peaks on the horizon. The bun was still warm and glazed with sugar that stuck to Annara’s fingers in icy flakes. She took the dishes to the kitchen, thinking about giving her compliments to the chef, but the kitchen was empty.

There was, however, a black envelope torn like an abandoned eggshell on the kitchen table. A note next to it read, Out working. Please make yourself at home. —S.

Annara wandered the narrow halls of Wraith Manor, trying to do just that. The house was built in the Seichrenese style, with lots of dark, narrow wooden slats on the walls, sharp corners, and pointed arches. There were cobwebs hanging in the dark corners like lace. Either Senne had very few servants, or very lazy ones.

Annara rolled her sleeves up, found an ancient broom in the corner of the courtyard, and decided that cleaning was an excellent excuse to snoop. She tied a rag around her head and knocked all the spiders out of the corners. It wasn’t difficult. The house wasn’t messy, exactly, just neglected. Many rooms had an unloved staleness that smelled like old wood and closed windows. She threw open the shutters and mopped the floors. She polished glowing memory-steel mechanisms that had become frosted with dust. Little by little, the manor brightened.

She found rooms of dusty bookshelves, but all the books were in Seichrenese. She found a room full of expensive memory-steel weaponry, including a mace that was nearly as tall as she was, but few of the weapons looked like they saw regular use.

There were only two locked doors in the entire manor. One fairly obviously led to Senne’s bedroom, while the other was hidden at the back of a small closet in the back of the house. It was fastened in place with three heavy-duty locks, made of thick metal, and half-hidden by an old coat.

She peered into one of the keyholes, expecting to see the faint glow of memory steel, but the lock’s mechanisms were completely dark.

“Interesting,” she said aloud.

All of Wraith Manor’s moving parts were made of memory steel, because Lord Wraith could control it with nothing more than a thought. What was different about the door to the basement? Either way, it was good news for Annara. If the lock had been made from memory steel, she would have been locked out for good. As it was, all she had to do was find the key.


CHAPTER EIGHT

The next day, they went to see a soothsayer. In Seichre, it was tradition to have your fortune told whenever you entered into a new major relationship, such as  marriage, adoption, or sworn sisterhood. Annara wasn't looking forward to it. She knew her future with Senne couldn't hold anything good.

The soothsayer's office was in a tall square building on the edge of the palace. Inside, the hallways were clean and bright. A clerk led them to a door with a shiny brass plaque to one side. Senne, who seemed to know what she was doing, stepped forward and knocked.

"Come in," said a clear voice from inside.

Senne opened the door and motioned Annara inside.

The office was dim, with tightly shuttered windows. The only light came from a thin circle of golden candlelight. The curtains on the walls made Annara feel enclosed in a rich pocket of oxblood-colored velvet. A simple desk stood in the center of the room, covered with golden embroidery. A large bowl sat on the desk, and behind the desk sat the soothsayer.

He was a young man, younger than Senne and Annara, dressed in the midnight blue robes of a monk who worshiped the moon goddess. His hair was coppery where it caught the light.

He said something in brisk, businesslike Seichrenese.

"Lord Wraith, personal name Senne, and Princess Archon, personal name Annara," Senne said. "Could you speak in Xiunian, please? My oath-sister doesn't understand Seichrenese."

"Certainly," the soothsayer said. "Have you ever had your fortune told, Princess Archon?"

"I can't say that I have," Annara said. "How much of my blood do you need for this one?"

The soothsayer looked visibly disconcerted. "Uh... none. It doesn't hurt at all, and I don't need anything more than your presence and your names. I also need complete darkness, so I am going to blow out the candle... now."

He leaned over and blew the candle out. A thin thread of smoke twisted up towards the ceiling, illuminated from below by a pale glow. Light flickered from the surface of the bowl on the table, which was full of water and tiny, glowing specks that shifted and flashed like minnows in a pond.

"What are those?" Annara said.

"Memory ore," the soothsayer said.

"I thought memory ore had to do with— well, you know. Memories. The past."

"Knowing the future is just remembering in the wrong direction, Princess Archon." The soothsayer trailed his fingertips across the surface of the water.

The specks began to gather together into nebulae and constellations that shone like pinpricks pierced into the dimness. Eventually, they settled, and the soothsayer stared hard at them, frowning. His face was lit eerily from below, in the pale cream light that bled up from the glittering silver and gold in the bowl.

He forced a smile. Annara could see sweat glisten on his forehead, bright in the strange milky light.

"Congratulations," he said. "You two are destined to have a happy ending. You will be married someday, and it will be a marriage full of love and contentment."

Annara and Senne involuntarily exchanged a glance. To Annara's surprise, she could see her own skepticism perfectly mirrored in Senne's posture. Even through the veil, she could tell exactly what Senne was thinking. The soothsayer had to be lying. There was no way that was true.

"Are you sure?" Senne said. "I'm not sure you're being entirely honest with us."

The soothsayer's smile twitched. "Even I am aware of your reputation, Lord Wraith. Do you really think I would lie to you?"

"If the truth had a greater chance of angering me, then yes, I think you would," Senne said. "I am not going to be angry with you. Even if I was, murdering you out of irritation at a bad fortune would be highly unprofessional. Spit it out. That isn't the marriage star at all, is it?"

The soothsayer seemed to wilt against his desk. "Well. No. It wasn't a complete lie, you see, it was just..."

Annara leaned over the bowl. The glowing specks of memory ore did form familiar star patterns, she realized, like a miniature model of the night sky. She could see the hunter with his bow and the great tree faintly in the background, behind two lights that burned holes in the silky dark surface of the water. They were very close together, identically sized. One was silver, and the other was gold.

"Which fortune is that?" Senne said patiently.

"It's the twin star," the soothsayer said. "The star of ambivalence, the star of extremes."

"What does it mean?"

He swallowed hard. "Your future will be either blissfully happy or agonizingly painful. The fact that your fates are tied to this star indicates that you will have a strong emotional connection to each other, but the star doesn't specify whether the connection will be positive or negative. In other words, you could become soulmates or archenemies, and there's no way for you to tell which is your destiny."

"Is there more?" Senne said calmly.

"Yes. There's a possibility that everything I said earlier wasn't a lie. The twin star says that you'll either marry and grow old together... or murder each other and die young."

There was a brief, nasty pause. Someone on the floor above them shifted in their office. Floorboards crunched and creaked. A faint shred of laughter filtered through the ceiling.

"When you say 'die young,'" Annara said, "how young, specifically, do you mean?"

"In the last two hundred years, no one born under the twin star has lived past the age of thirty," the soothsayer said. "I really am sorry. I know this might be surprising. I’m sorry if it’s hard to hear.”

Annara wasn’t surprised, and from the wry curve of her mouth beneath her veil, neither was Senne. She supposed that as an assassin, dying tragically young was an occupational hazard.

“There’s a chance that one of you might survive,” the soothsayer said, “but only if you kill the other. I’m sorry.”

“No need to apologize,” Senne said briskly, as if she heard about her own premature death every day. She slid a few silver ingots across the desk. “Thank you for your time.”

✽✽✽

Senne couldn’t bring herself to speak on the way back to Wraith Manor. Annara chattered about the differences between Seichrenese and Crescentian architecture to fill the silence, but Senne never replied, at least not until the front door shut behind them and she took off her veil.

“And so I really don’t understand why Crescentian architects love skylights so much, I mean, it’s always raining in the Crescent. How much light can there possibly be in the sky?”

Senne wouldn’t meet her eyes. “I’m sorry, Annara.”

“Huh? What? About the skylights? I mean, so am I, I don’t think they’re a very good design choice, but I also don’t think it’s such a big deal.”

“Annara, we just learned that I’m destined to kill you.”

“No, we didn’t,” Annara said indignantly. “We just learned that one of us is destined to kill the other. How do you know I won’t be the one who kills you?”

Senne helped Annara out of her coat as she spoke. “Because I was specifically created to be the world’s most powerful weapon, and you’re a nun.”

“Former nun,” Annara said, “and that sounds like a challenge to me.”

“Annara...”

“In fact, if you spend more time with me, you might find that— think fast!”

Annara suddenly turned and threw a punch at Senne’s face. Senne caught her wrist with minimal effort and gave her a long-suffering look. Annara immediately tried again with her other hand. Senne caught her fist. She struggled to get free, but it was like pushing against iron.

“Very mature of you,” Senne said dryly, and released her.

“Alright, so maybe I can’t beat you in a fair fight. But that’s not the only way to kill someone. You might not have any physical weaknesses, Senne, but you’re not a weapon. You’re a person. People have psychological weaknesses.”

Senne curled her hands into fists behind her back. The seams on her gloves dug into her skin. For some reason, it always hurt when someone said she was a person. She wasn’t. She wasn’t supposed to be. A sick feeling clawed at the pit of her stomach.

“Am I a person?” she said carefully. “What makes you say that?”

Annara shrugged. “Everyone’s a person. And you definitely have psychological weaknesses.”

“Thanks,” Senne said sarcastically. “Might I ask what they are?”

“You’re shy. You don’t like places with lots of noise or people. You don’t just wear the veil because it’s your uniform, do you? Oh, and you have to think before you talk.”

“Whereas you never think before you talk.”

“Exactly! It lets me talk much faster.”

Senne shook her head. “I’ll admit I’m not perfect, but I still don’t think you’re capable of taking me out.”

“We’ll just have to see, then, won’t we?”

Annara had followed Senne into the kitchen, where Senne walked around looking for snacks in the cabinets. Then Annara opened a drawer and took out a wax-paper package.

"Here," she said, offering it to Senne. "Candied hazelnuts. You like those, right?"

A flicker of surprise passed over Senne's face. "I do." She paused. "These aren't poisoned, right? You're not trying to get a head start on fulfilling your destiny?"

"When I start trying to murder you in cold blood, I'll at least give you a warning first. You'll know." Annara bit her lip. Senne couldn't quite read her expression. "When that happens— look, I haven't always been completely honest with you, about who I am and what I want. I get the feeling you know that already."

"I do."

"Well, I'm being completely honest now. We're walking on opposite paths, and our fates will set us against each other, but for me, at least, it won't be anything personal. I won't hate you. You'll just be in my way."

"Just business, then."

Annara looked relieved. "Just business, yes."

Senne looked at her, with her tousled ash-blonde hair and her crooked smile. Senne's business was death. She wondered what Annara's business was.

Whatever it was, killing someone for business was something Senne understood. "I see. There's only one thing I don't understand."

"What's that?"

"How do you know you won't hate me?"

Annara smiled, but it seemed somehow hollow in comparison to her usual cheer. "I don't think I can."


CHAPTER NINE

The next day, Annara woke to find that someone had made breakfast for her again. The same thing happened the next day, and the day after that. She couldn't find any servants to ask about it, and Senne herself was often out. The breakfasts themselves were delicious, so Annara didn't see any reason to complain about it. Each one incorporated pears somehow. Annara figured that someone had heard they were a common fruit in Archon and was, in some small way, trying to make her feel at home.

When Senne wasn't out working, she mostly kept to herself in her room. One day, though, she took off her veil and fell asleep on a downstairs sofa with her chin in her hand.

Annara waved a hand in front of her face experimentally. There was no reaction.

Senne looked much softer when she was sleeping. The curve of her lips was gentle. Her eyelashes cast little shadows on her cheeks in the tangerine light of the sunset. A single stray strand of black hair fell over her face and fluttered as she exhaled.

Annara reached out a hand as if to touch her cheek, then changed its trajectory at the last minute and unclipped the ring of keys from her belt. They jingled quietly against each other. Senne stirred, murmuring something, but didn't wake.

Annara pressed the key to the basement into a bowl of soft candle wax. Then she replaced the keys exactly where she found them. She turned to leave, heading towards the closet with the basement door in it, then she stopped.

Very slowly, to avoid waking her up, she lowered Senne’s head onto the sofa’s pillows and pulled a blanket over her shoulders. The crease between Senne’s eyebrows smoothed, and she sighed slightly into the pillow.

It didn’t take Annara long to get the key copied. She was back before Senne woke up, and late that night, she crept down to the basement door.

It opened to reveal a stone staircase and bare stone walls. The air was dry and cool, with a lingering metallic smell. A torch sat in a sconce on the wall, new and apparently unused. The stale smell of pine drifted off its pitch-coated head.

Annara ignored it and lit a candle instead. The thin, flickering light outlined tortured organic patterns in the stone below her feet, worn into the bedrock by years of rainwater.

The stairs led to a small, square room. It was completely bare except for a set of heavy iron manacles bolted into the far wall. The chains were thick and scratched and black. Beneath them, the floor was smeared with rust-colored bloodstains.

Annara stood frozen at the foot of the stairs. A pearl of candle wax shattered on the stone at her feet. She had known Senne’s work was violent, of course, but this looked more like a hobby. Did she kidnap people and imprison them here, interred in chains beneath her elegant manor? Was Annara going to be next?

She shook her head. She knew better than to jump to unnecessary conclusions. Instead, she knelt down to take a closer look at the manacles.

They were fashioned from rough black metal that looked like something dredged from the sea. Annara leaned in close, and the smell of iron welled up. There was something dark and red dried onto the metal and a long hair pasted to one of the chains, jet-black and straight. Annara picked it up and held it to the candlelight. It was unmistakably Senne’s hair.

Next, she touched the red stain and touched her fingers to her mouth. It wasn’t paint, but it wasn’t human blood, either. Annara knew what blood tasted like. This substance looked like human blood, but it tasted too metallic, with a burning, acidic bite that lingered in her mouth.

“Interesting,” she said out loud, and she wiped her mouth on the back of her hand.

Something creaked softly in the house above. Annara blew out her candle and cast one last look at the chains lying in dark clots on the cold stone floor. Then, as quietly as she could, she crept back upstairs to her room.

✽✽✽

Once Annara seemed to have settled into a comfortable routine at Wraith Manor, Senne went to visit Heron. To her surprise, his house was completely empty. She found him kneeling on the ground behind it, contemplating pumpkins.

The gourds were still immature and ghostly, like oversized pearls buried in a sea of dark green leaves. He looked out of place in his immaculate black clothes. His gold-tipped cane lay across the dirt behind him as he pulled a few stray weeds.

“Picking up a new hobby in your old age?” she said.

He stood, brushing a few flakes of dried mud off of his pants. “That’s right. I figured gardening couldn’t be that much harder than assassination.”

“Is it harder than assassination?”

“Marginally. How’s your oath-sister?”

“She’s fine,” Senne said. “She’s been teaching me a little about Crescentian cuisine. It seems to mostly be soups.”

“You’re smiling,” Heron noted.

Senne’s hand immediately flew to her veil, but it was still firmly in place. “What? No, I’m not.”

“You are, actually.”

“I’m— How do you know that? You can’t see through my veil, can you?”

“No, I can hear it in your voice,” Heron said. “Is the soup really that good?”

“No, it’s actually pretty bad. All of the greens that grow naturally in the Crescent are fairly bitter, so most of their good recipes are imported from Alrhen-Xiun.”

“It must be the company, then.”

“She talks a lot, about all sorts of things,” Senne said, and Heron raised his eyebrows at her. She must have been smiling again. She forced her voice back into a monotone. “I was skeptical at first, but having her around isn’t so bad. Every day is different.”

“Hm,” Heron said. “Well, as long as you know what you’re doing. Keep what I said in mind, won’t you?”

“Keep what in mind?”

“Someday, the Crown is going to give you an order you can’t accept, and you need to be prepared for that day. What if they order you to kill someone you love? You need to know what you’ll do ahead of time.”

Senne stared at him. “Heron. I wouldn’t betray the Crown for Annara. I would never betray the Crown for any single person.”

“If you don’t open your mind to the possibility of something like that happening to you, it’ll take you completely by surprise when it does. Everyone has someone that they can’t afford to lose,” Heron said mildly.

“Even you?”

“Everyone.”

“Who’s yours?” Senne said.

“That’s a very personal question. This conversation is getting too emotional. Would you like me to fix you a drink so that I can do something that isn’t talking about my feelings?”

“Oh, now the conversation’s getting too emotional?” Senne said, but she followed him into the kitchen all the same.

He clattered around opening cabinets and making tea. The weather was just crisp enough that everyone was starting to drink tea again in Seichre. The plum tree had long since dropped its blossoms and developed a crown of dark green foliage, splashing shadows and little coins of light into the room.

“How’s work?” he said, in a fairly transparent attempt to change the subject.

“It’s been slow lately. That’s probably a good thing, right? Fewer traitors in the Seichrenese government.”

“Mm. People are getting used to you as Lord Wraith.” Heron elegantly poured two cups of mint tea. The smell of mint rose into the air like a sudden burst of sun. “The more fearsome your reputation, the less work you actually have to do.”

“I suppose you’re right.” He handed her a cup of tea, and she wrapped her hands around it. “Don’t you get bored out here, Heron?”

“Why do you ask?”

“You were made to be the greatest assassin of all time. You were good at it, too. Everyone said it must have been your fated purpose. And now here you are, growing vegetables.”

“Here I am,” Heron agreed. “Growing vegetables isn’t the only thing I do here, Senne.”

He paused for dramatic effect. A leaf fluttered to the ground outside. Senne waited for Heron to confess that he had been secretly funding a revolution in Alrhen-Xiun or investigating a string of serial murders.

“I also grow fruit,” he said, smirking.

“I don’t know why I put up with you.”

“How can you be so cruel to an old man?”

“You’re not even that old.”

“I’m wasting away before your very eyes.” Heron’s expression suddenly turned sober. “You’re doing alright, then?”
“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I heard you got your fortune told.” Heron paused delicately. “Everyone’s been talking about it. People won’t shut up about which one of you will be the first to die.”

“No one’s surprised, though. Not even you.”

“I think this sort of thing is only to be expected when you’re Lord Wraith,” Heron said. “So no, I’m not surprised. Doesn’t mean I’m happy about it.”

“It’s fine, Heron. I don’t mind it.”

“Really?”

“It’s not ideal. But Annara and I talked about it, and we agreed that no one can fight against fate. It won’t be anything personal, we’re just on paths that will conflict someday,” Senne said.

“Hm.” Heron set his teacup crisply down on the table. “Promise me you’ll be careful.”

“What do you mean? I’m always careful.”

“I know. But you’re still very young, and people never really tell you that sometimes the worst thing you can do to someone is to be kind to them. You think you can avoid getting close to anyone, but it doesn’t work like that, and—” He pinched the bridge of his nose, leaving twin smudges of dirt next to his eyes. “Just be careful, alright? Don’t forget that you can’t escape fate.”

“I’ve never forgotten that,” Senne said, confused. “You’ve never seen me do anything but my duty, both to Seichre and the stars.”

“Is that really something to be proud of?”

“If you keep saying things like that, you’re going to be arrested.”

“I’d like to see them try.” Heron took a long sip of tea. “Your transformation is coming, isn’t it? How’s that been lately?”

“It’s tomorrow. It’s been fine. I don’t think the corruption has gotten any worse.”

“Good,” he said. “Here’s hoping it stays that way.”


CHAPTER TEN

The sun set slowly over the Royal City, spilling amber light sideways down the streets. Annara watched her shadow, long and black, slink up the stairs. The air was getting colder, slowly but surely. A dying wasp crawled slowly across the cobblestones in front of her.

Annara shifted her basket on her arm. It was full of apples, bought at the market at the edge of town. Slowly but surely, Annara was learning Seichrenese, although she still had a terrible accent.

“I’m home,” she called, pushing the door open. Wait, no, she shouldn’t call it that. “I mean, I’m here. I bought apples, Senne, but I don’t know if you like them, so I thought...”

She paused in the doorway, her distorted silhouette encased in orange light like a fly trapped in amber. The house was the wrong kind of quiet. It wasn’t unusual for Senne to disappear for a few nights, but this time felt different. The air was heavier than it should have been.

It took her a minute to realize that all the doors leading away from the hallway were shut. Senne normally kept them open, because they were controlled with memory steel, which Annara didn’t use. The air smelled slightly stale, and the hallway was choked with thick shadows.

“Senne?” she said, her voice faltering embarrassingly.

“In here, Holly,” said an unfamiliar voice.

Annara set down her basket, wishing she had her knife. She could visualize its exact position on her bedside table where she had left it. She pushed at the nearest door. It was heavy, and only by throwing her full weight against it could she make it move enough to spill her into the room.

A dark-haired young man in a poet shirt glared furiously at her from an armchair. One of his hands rested on the ridged leather hilt of a dagger.

“Who are you?” Annara said.

His face contorted. “You left me to rot in an Ervonian prison and you don’t even remember my name?”

“Mercan. What are you doing here?”

He drew the knife and pointed it at her. The blade looked like it was burning with the light of the sunset. It was ordinary steel, but regular steel and memory steel could cut your throat just the same, and Annara herself was unarmed. The blade shook slightly, making the reflection of the sun shiver.

“It took me a while, but I finally did it,” Mercan said. “I finally figured out who you really are. Disgraced princess of Archon, daughter of the Traitor Concubine. No wonder you double-crossed me. With a mother like that, it’s like you’re destined to be a bastard in every possible way.”

Annara shifted her stance, getting ready to run. Showing fear would only encourage him. “Are you just here to mouth off, or are you actually planning to do something interesting?”

He let out a low growl and slashed at her with the dagger. Time slowed. She saw the vicious tip of the blade glint as it hurtled toward her, but she couldn’t force herself to react in time to get away. Instead, she threw up a hand out of instinct, and the tip of the blade ripped across her palm.

She didn’t feel it, not at first. All she felt was the wet warmth of blood flowing down her forearm, and then a hard numbness that felt like a physical pressure in her flesh. Blood splattered on the floorboards with a few sick slaps. Annara reached behind her and flung the basket of apples in Mercan’s face.

He let out a muffled cry. Annara staggered backwards and used all her strength to slam the door back into place. Another door. She threw her full weight against it. Memory steel made the doors so heavy. It was like running in a dream, where even the air was against her, and everything moved too slowly to escape.

She could hear Mercan behind her: his animalistic grunts as he tried to open the doors, the drumbeat of his heavy breath. Or maybe that was her own. Her fingers kept slipping on the doors, and her feet kept slipping on the floorboards. Everything was wet, sticky, warm but cooling, smeared in shades of red and rust. She was losing too much blood.

She couldn’t hear Mercan behind her anymore, so she stopped, leaning against a wall. One-handed, she ripped at the hem of her tunic to make a makeshift bandage, which she wrapped tightly around her left palm. The fraying white surface of the bandage flushed slightly, but it didn’t bleed through.

Annara needed a weapon. No, more than that, she needed a place to hide, at least until Senne got back. Senne could handle this. Where was Senne?

It didn’t matter. Annara would have to handle it herself, like always. What was the safest place in the house? There had to be one.

Then it hit her. The basement, with its bare walls and heavy chains. The door to the basement had the heaviest lock in the house, and Annara still had her copy of the key.

The door to the room started to edge open. “Don’t try to run,” Mercan growled. “I’ll cut your throat.”

Annara ran. She stopped bothering to pull the doors shut behind her. She ran until she reached the basement door with her heart pounding in her throat. She shoved the key into the lock. Metal clattered against metal. She couldn’t feel her fingers.

The door opened. Annara shut it behind her and plunged into the cool shadows on the stairs. The world seemed to shrink into a collection of blue-grays and soft sounds. She couldn’t hear Mercan anymore. She could only hear her own breath hiss out of her mouth and the tap of her feet on the stone. As her heartbeat started to slow, she could hear something else breathing, too.

She backed into the little stone room, staring at the closed door. Chains clinked behind her. A rush of warm breath raked through the hair at the crown of her head.

She turned. The manacles weren’t empty anymore. A massive creature stared back at her with eyes like polished jet. It filled the room with half-seen coils, which glinted like snakeskin carved out of gunmetal in the light from the crack in the door. It had four arms— no, six— no, that wasn’t right, there were eight, each one ending in three claws the width of Annara’s hands and twice as long.

The creature opened its mouth, and its breath hissed through its teeth. Its head was shaped like that of a fox, with thin threads of saliva dripping from its canines. Its skull bristled with horns, each knife-smooth and twice as sharp.

Step back, Annara’s brain screamed at her. Two of the creature’s thick arms were restrained by the manacles, so it couldn’t move that far. Her legs wouldn’t move.

Behind her, something clicked. Instinctively, Annara patted her pockets for the key to the door. Of all the idiotic ways to die, she thought. It wasn’t there. She must have dropped it outside.

A rectangle of light spread over the creature, illuminating the serpentine curves of its charcoal body. “You can’t run forever,” Mercan said, descending the stairs one by one, dagger held high.

He hadn’t seen it yet. Annara knew she should do something, but there was nothing left: no plans, no machinations, just the knowledge that she was about to die pounding in her head like a heartbeat.

Mercan suddenly froze. His eyes widened. Then something dark flashed silently across his neck. The monster behind Annara withdrew its claws, and Mercan’s head toppled from his body, still wearing the same startled expression.

Somehow, this snapped Annara out of it. She kicked Mercan’s corpse aside and dove for the stairs as the monster thrashed behind her. Its claws left deep scratches in the floor, spraying dust and fragments of stone over the bloody scene, but it couldn’t reach farther than the foot of the stairs. The chains yanked it back. They hit its skin with the clatter of metal against metal.

Annara sat on the stairs to catch her breath as the creature struggled. She stayed that way for a long time— maybe minutes, maybe hours, as the pain from her slashed palm slowly made itself known. The creature’s face changed shape from foxlike to snakelike to glistening and flat like something dredged from the sea.

Eventually, its frantic movements started to slow. It slumped against the wall and diminished until it was shaped like a person with thin limbs and long black hair.

Annara sat forward. “Senne?”
Senne brushed the hair out of her eyes. The manacles dropped off her human-sized wrists, leaving rings of bruises in their place. Annara had never seen her look so tired.

Senne’s gaze sharpened as she noticed the headless corpse and the bandage around Annara’s hand. “What happened?”

“I don’t— I ran in here to get away from him. I have a key. I’m sorry.”

“Did I hurt you?”

“No, that was him.”

Senne stood, joints cracking, and went to look at the corpse. She turned its head over to look at its face, which was discolored but still frozen in that look of perpetual surprise.

“This gentleman is Mercan of Ervon, I presume,” she said.

Annara stared. “How did you know that?”

“It’s a long story,” Senne said wearily. “I thought something like this might happen. Perhaps I should simply have explained everything from the very beginning.”

“Senne, what’s going on?” Annara swallowed. “What do we do now?”

“We clean this mess up as best we can, I think. Let’s go to the kitchen. You can wait there while I find someone to take care of the body, and then we’ll see what we can do about your hand.”

Senne’s voice was soft and deep and strangely soothing, like velvet on bare skin. Annara felt a hard knot of tension and fear start to dissolve.

“Alright,” she said.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Annara sat on the kitchen table, watching a lantern spread warm honey-colored light across the room. It was late. The sun was long since gone, and the stars were out, making the sky look candied with white sugar. Little fragments of sky glowed in the windows. The burning pain in her hand had subsided to a dull, throbbing ache.

She heard Senne’s voice speaking Seichrenese just outside the door, smooth and polite but too fast for her to follow. Someone else responded. The floor creaked like a single whisper from a violin. Then the kitchen door opened and Senne walked in, yawning.

“It’s taken care of,” she said.

“Who cleans up Lord Wraith’s messes?” Annara wondered out loud.

“Heron and I aren’t the only assassin nobles in the Royal City. The other assassin houses are ranked lower, but that doesn’t mean they’re entirely useless.”

“Won’t you get in trouble for killing a Crescentian national?”

“Depends on the Crescentian national. For Mercan, probably not. He was supposed to be a prisoner, wasn’t he? How did he escape?”

“Ervon is the most corrupt island in the Crescent,” Annara said. “Someone probably paid his way. I didn’t think he’d make it all the way out here. I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.” Senne paused. “Actually, it might be your fault, but it was much more inconvenient for you than for me. I’ll draw you a bath.”

“You don’t need to do that. I don’t need a bath.”

“Annara, you’re covered in blood.”

She looked down at her hands to find them crusted with drying flakes of red, like chips from rubies. Over the last few years, she had gotten so used to grime that the sick tightness on her skin hardly registered anymore.

“Right. A bath would be nice. Thank you,” she added belatedly.

Senne helped her up, even though Annara didn’t need it. “Come on, then.”

She took her to the bathroom, which was on the first floor and heated by a wood fire that Senne lit as Annara sat on a stool near the wooden tub, examining the fraying makeshift bandage on her hand.

“Can I help?” she said, watching Senne bustle around.

“No. You’re hurt.”

Water splashed against wood. By the time Annara looked up again, the tub was full of water, half-hidden by a wooden screen. It steamed gently and smelled somewhat herbal, the sparkling scent of mint rewriting the slight smell of blood in the air. A single lantern cast a pale golden glow over the shimmering surface of the water, the color of an apricot in summer.

“Go ahead,” Senne said, turning to face the wall. “I won’t look.”

Annara undressed quickly, throwing her clothes into a crumpled pile on the floor. It wasn’t how she had pictured getting undressed in front of Senne. Not that Annara ever pictured getting undressed in front of Senne. She was both too busy and not quite careless enough to think that way about someone she was destined to kill.

She let her last undergarments fall to the floor and stepped into the tub. The water was deep enough to slip up to her neck when she sat, just the temperature of a human embrace, with a bright, minty smell that smoothed away the tension in her forehead. She sighed heavily without really meaning to.

“Your hand,” Senne said. “You can just stick it out past the screen, and I’ll treat your wound. I won’t look.”

This was getting a little ridiculous. “No,” Annara said, sitting up straight. “It’s fine. Come sit on the stool.”

There was a long pause. For a second, Annara thought Senne had left. Then she settled on the stool and carefully arranged her long black coat behind her. Her hair was still loose, swept over one shoulder in a waterfall of jet tendrils. It looked very soft.

She carefully took off her silk veil so that she could see Annara’s hand better. Underneath, she looked very tired, with exhaustion written into the curves of her mouth. The color of Senne’s eyes hit Annara like it was her first time seeing them: brown like bronze, holding the light from the lantern like honey.

“Let’s take a look,” she said softly, and took Annara’s injured hand into her lap and started to unpeel the bandages.

Annara shifted uncomfortably against the pain. “How did you know about Mercan?”

Instead of answering, Senne reached into the wide pocket of her coat and produced a file. Annara propped it up against the side of the tub to read it one-handed, frowning. It contained the details of every crime she had committed in the last five years, and a fair few she hadn’t.

“Where did you get this?” she said.

“Heron,” Senne said.

“How the hell does Heron have so much information about crime in the Crescent?”

“He won’t say.” Senne gently ran her fingers over the wound in Annara’s palm. “It’s mostly stopped bleeding. I think it looks worse than it actually is. Can you move your fingers?”

Annara wiggled her fingers absent-mindedly. “I didn’t even do some of these. The bank robbery in Midion wasn’t related to me at all.”

“But the Atheonian one was?”

“Well, I had to make money somehow. Ow! What’s that?”

“Disinfectant,” Senne said, applying a dark paste to the wound in Annara’s hand. Her dark eyes were fixed firmly on the task at hand. “Does it hurt?”

“Not much.”

“Take this. It’s a mild painkiller. I assumed you wouldn’t want a strong one.”

Annara preferred a clear head at all times. She hadn’t expected Senne to guess as much. “Thank you.”

“You don’t need stitches, but I’m going to rewrap your hand to keep it clean. Don’t do anything too strenuous, or you’ll reopen the wound.” Senne wrapped a clean white bandage around Annara’s palm. It was firm without being painful or restricting, just like every other time Senne had ever touched her. “I’ll help you change the bandages. It’s hard to do on your own.”

“Thank you.” Annara hesitated. She had a policy of always accepting help when she needed it. Even the slightest advantage could be turned into some sort of power. And yet… “I don’t deserve this.”

“I don’t know about that.” Senne tucked the end of the bandage in neatly, near Annara’s pulse. Their fingertips brushed. “But even if you don’t, I’ll still take care of you.”

Annara’s breath shouldn’t have caught. She sat forward in the tub, placing the file on the ground and resting both hands on Senne’s knees.

“What happened tonight?” she said, because it was the easiest question to ask. “What are you?”

Why are you like this? Why are you being so gentle with me?

Senne returned her gaze. Their faces were close enough that Annara could feel her exhale. “What did you do with the money?”

Annara puffed out a laugh. “I guess we both have questions we’re not willing to answer.”

“Mm. The water must be getting cold.”

It was. Annara stood shakily, feeling droplets streak down her back. Senne reached out to help her out of the tub, and Annara leaned forward and hugged her.

The assassin tensed. Annara froze, wondering why in the name of the goddesses she had done that. Cold air prickled across her back. Then Senne’s arms came up to hold her, one hand supporting her lower back and the other cupping the back of her head. Annara’s mind filled with the fact that she was being held, Senne was holding her. It was like sunlight, like butterscotch, so sweet and warm she could no longer see beyond it.

“I’m sorry,” she said, muffled by the soft wool edge of Senne’s coat. “I just...”

“It’s fine,” Senne said.

“Can I stay with you tonight? Just this once, and then I swear it’ll never happen again.”

Senne hesitated for a moment, then she absent-mindedly smoothed Annara’s disheveled hair. “Yes.”

She helped Annara step out of the bath and wrap herself in a midnight-blue robe. Then she helped her upstairs and into Senne’s room.

Despite all Annara’s attempts to snoop, she had never actually made it into Senne’s room. It was decorated in soft shades of oceanic blue and pale lilac, with a large four-poster bed in the center of the room and short bookshelves lining the sides. A vase of white chrysanthemums stood on her bedside table, with their delicate petals arranged over the cracked blue porcelain.

“I’ll sleep on the floor,” Senne said, helping Annara into bed.

“No need.” Annara patted the pillow next to her. “It’s a large bed. You won’t have to come near me if you don’t want to.”

“That’s not what I—” Senne bit her tongue and sat on the other side of the bed. Her wool blankets painted a valley over the space between them. “Don’t you want to know what I am?”

“I did ask, you know. You just countered with a question about my secrets, so I thought it best to let it go.”

“I see.”

Clothing rustled as Senne took off her coat and changed into her nightclothes. She wore wide-legged pants and a shirt that gaped at the neck, showing the curve of her neck and a long strand of black hair curling over her collarbone. Annara hurriedly blew out the candle.

What am I doing? Annara thought, watching Senne settle onto the pillows next to her. Once the candlelight was gone, silver moonlight started to suffuse the room, turning the soft folds of the blanket and the curve of Senne’s cheek to something bright and precious. A breath of cold night air blew in through the open window, carrying a trace of untraceable sweetness from some flower outside.

Annara was fine on her own. She would be fine on her own, always. She never let sentiment cloud her judgement. But sometimes it seemed like the world was so much kinder to other people— different, better people who got to fall asleep next to someone every day of the rest of their lives and wake up to a world where they could be held or kissed or touched whenever they wanted, and it wasn’t fair.

Cloth rustled as Senne shifted. She turned over to face Annara. In the pale silver light, her skin could have been made of mother-of-pearl.

“You saw what I am,” she said quietly. “Inhuman.”

“Why?” Annara said.

“The surgical procedure that made me into Lord Wraith gave me the ability to control memory steel, as I’m sure you’ve seen. It also enhanced my physical abilities. Made me stronger. And about once a month, I involuntarily transform into a wolflike creature of steel and bone.” Senne’s voice was flat and clinical, as if it was something she had read in a book.

“What surgical procedure?”

“Even if I remembered it clearly, it would be a state secret,” Senne said. “All I know is that it had something to do with my heart.”

“Is there any way to stop the transformation?”

“I don’t know. Heron has full control of his abilities, but he says his memories of the last time he transformed involuntarily are… confused. He doesn’t know exactly what happened, only that it was the only time in his life he ever killed someone accidentally.”

“I’m surprised, given his lengthy career.”

“He’s disciplined in all the ways I’m not,” Senne said.

Annara shifted so that her uninjured hand rested on the cool surface of the pillow next to her face. “I think you’re fine the way you are.”

“Am I?” Senne whispered. “Sometimes I think I don’t deserve things like this. To be around people. I became a monster willingly for the crown.”

On impulse, Annara reached out and took Senne’s hand. She held it to the base of her throat, so that Senne could feel the warmth radiating off her chest and her pulse beating just beneath her skin. Senne shifted closer until they were both wrapped in warmth.

“If you’re a monster, so am I,” Annara said. “Everything I’ve done, everything you’ve seen me do, has been for my own personal gain. For political power, or for revenge.”

Senne’s breath fluttered against Annara’s cheek. “Are you going to tell me why you needed the money?”

“I don’t need to tell you,” Annara said, feeling her grip on Senne’s hand tighten. “You’ll find out soon enough.”

“Maybe we could be monsters together,” Senne said. Her voice was heavy with sleep. Annara wondered if she knew what she was saying. “Not forever, of course. Just for a little while.”

“For a little while,” Annara repeated. “I wouldn’t mind that.”

“I could make you breakfast.”

“You already do, remember? I’ll make you dinner.”

“You already do that, too.”

“Then maybe we can just stay as we are for a little while,” Annara said.

“Mm. For a little while.”

They fell asleep like that, both of them together, hands entwined. Despite everything that happened that day, Annara felt safe for the first time in a long time. She felt like she might, if she was very lucky, be able to spend the next night like that too, and the night after that.

That’s what a single taste of gentleness could do to you, she thought later. The slightest hint of something sweet and suddenly you felt entitled to sweetness for the rest of your life, so much sweetness that you’d never see the last of it.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Early the next morning, before the sun rose, Retired Lord Wraith surveyed his estate. Behind the house, a small, clear creek rustled and murmured over a bed of stones. A very old willow tree trailed its fingers in the water. Heron sat in the hollow of its roots, watching small gray fish flash in and out of the pale predawn light.

A woman in a Seichrenese messenger’s uniform pulled a curtain of willow leaves aside, red-faced and breathless. “My lord, there you are.”

“Looking for me at this hour of the day?” Heron stood, retrieving his cane from a loop of roots. “What happened?”

“It might be nothing.”

“I sincerely doubt it’s nothing, if you were willing to come all this way. You must have rode through the night to get here. What is it?”
“It’s the Minister of Industry, my lord. You know how he was backing that mining expedition in the Core, just to the northwest of the Crescent?”

Heron frowned. “That was a memory ore mine, was it not?”

“It was. The Minister received reports of a huge deposit of memory ore. The miners got it out, my lord, and shipped it to Seichre. It disappeared somewhere along the way.”

Heron’s frown deepened. It was serious, then, as he had suspected. “Are we certain the Minister wasn’t mistaken about the deposit? Isn’t there a chance we can write this off as typical Industry incompetence?”

“As I said, my lord, it might be nothing.”

“Hm. Come with me. Have you written all this up in a report?”

The messenger jogged to keep up with him as he strode back towards the house. “Rudimentary notes only, my lord.”

“Then I will have to keep you a little longer. How much memory ore was it, exactly?”

“A mass the size of a horse, apparently. I suspect that might be exaggerated, but...”

“If it’s accurate, we’re all in trouble. How active was it?”

“According to the sailors, it was highly volatile. People who got too close reported hallucinations of people they’d known who had died.”

Heron bit his lip, throwing open the door to his kitchen. “I’d offer you something to drink, but there seems to be very little time. Which port was the ore supposed to land in?”

“The Royal City, my lord. Er, can I ask you something?”

“Feel free,” Heron said curtly.

“I was surprised when I got the order to deliver this information to you. I thought you were supposed to be retired.”

“I am retired, didn’t you see my vegetable garden?”

The messenger just stared at him, open-mouthed. Heron barked out a short, sarcastic laugh.

“Retirement is relative. I’ve stopped taking orders from the Crown and its nobles, but I still have plenty to do. The Wraith Initiative is far from over, and until it is…”

Heron trailed off and slid a large panel away from the wall. Behind it, hundreds of small pieces of paper were pinned to the wall, covered in names and addresses and dates, all connected with black silk thread. The Wraith Initiative, one read. The messenger squinted at the names on the others. They were all metals, like Tin and Silver and Copper.

“When did news of the memory ore deposit reach Seichre?”

“Around six weeks ago, my lord.”

Heron detached a piece of paper from the wall. It had the date of a day about six weeks ago scrawled across it, and a thin filament of black connected it to a name on the wall.

“Tin disappeared about six weeks ago,” Heron said thoughtfully. “I think this might be his doing. Silver is dead, and Copper fled to Alrhen-Xiun. Yes, I think it must be Tin.”

“My lord?”

He turned to the messenger, and the fact that he wasn’t wearing a veil struck her with a jolt. Underneath it, he was handsome in a mild, average sort of way, but his black eyes were more alive than anything else around him. They sparkled and flashed like a volcanic eruption as he spoke, dynamic enough to be almost frightening.

“You don’t need to know,” he decided. “In fact, you’d be better off not knowing. But what in the name of the Goddess does Tin want with that much volatile memory ore?” He froze. “Oh, no. Senne.”

“Who?”

Heron ignored her. “Is the horse you rode in on still here?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Can I borrow it? You’ll get it back eventually, and in the meantime you can just stay here and make yourself at home. Or you can get ready to leave the country. Do whatever you feel is most appropriate.”

The messenger felt anxiety twist in her stomach. “Sir, what’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” Heron said, tossing his shawl across the back of a chair in favor of a much more businesslike black coat. “But I’m going to find out, and I know it can’t be anything good.”

✽✽✽

The sun rose over the ocean and started to gild the whitecaps out in the harbor. Light soaked the streets of the Royal City of Seichre. Someone rapped sharply on the door to Wraith Manor.

That’s strange, Senne thought, sitting up in bed. Normally everyone left Wraith Manor alone, frightened by its sharp peaked roofs, black walls, and monstrous resident. She got up, making the wooden frame of the bed creak, and Annara stirred.

“What’s wrong?” she said sleepily.

“It’s nothing. Go back to sleep.”

Annara turned over peevishly and pulled the blanket over her head.

Senne stretched and threw her coat on over her pajamas, then slipped her feet into her house slippers. The light had an early-autumn slant. Windows dripped little fragments of sun in unexpected corners. Someone banged on the door again, harder and more briskly.

“I’m coming,” Senne called, and she opened the door.

The man on the front steps was dressed all in gray, from his Crescentian-style cravat to his well-polished leather shoes. Everything he wore was a different shade of tombstone or gunmetal. The ring on his finger glittered, silver-gray and somehow industrial, as if it was meant to measure other rings instead of being worn.

She looked up and met his eyes. They were tawny like the eyes of a lion and oddly intense. He looked very familiar, but she couldn’t quite remember his name.

“Can I help you?” she said.

“Yes.” His voice was strangely flat and strained, as if he was struggling to suppress a biting sense of irritation. “Did you know, Lord Wraith, that the organization that created you has grown weak?”

“I haven’t heard anything from the Wraith Initiative in years,” Senne said warily. “I assumed it was disbanded. Either way, I don’t answer to them. I answer only to the Crown.”

“You assumed incorrectly, Wraith. And that may change. It should change. It will change, under my leadership.”

“Who are you?”

“Do you not recognize me?” He removed his hat, revealing a head of smooth gray hair, combed back over his head. “I suppose that is only natural. I had little to do with the inconvenient work of raising you. I’ve always hated children, you see.”

A name resurfaced in Senne’s memory. Tin. Every Wraith Initiative member was codenamed after a type of metal.

“What do you want, Tin?”

“Nothing,” he said, “but for you to do your duty.” He fiddled with a buckle on a leather case next to him. The leather was stippled and pocked, as if it had goosebumps. “Although you can’t exactly do that in your current form, can you?”
“What do you mean?” she said cautiously.

“Your monstrous form is more powerful, and therefore more useful.” He opened the case.

The first thing Senne saw was the case’s black silk lining, lit from below with the shifting hues of memory ore. Then the effects of the ore hit her. Her vision flickered at the edges, tinting sepia, then green, as if a scene from a memory was trying to force its way into reality. She saw dim shapes shift and flicker behind Tin, and the air distorted into the shapes of faces of people she had once known. The air tasted like iron. Her skin felt bruised, and then it started to change.

Senne screamed. What else could she do?

✽✽✽

Annara woke with a start to the sound of a piercing, metallic keen. She ran to the entrance of the house, not bothering with shoes or slippers. The door swung on its hinges.

Framed by the door, glistening and iridescent in the strong morning light, there was a massive, dragon-like creature. Its mouth was easily the size of Annara’s arm, with a long snout that bristled with black, crystalline teeth. Its claws were like dark quartz, slightly transparent and sharp enough to gouge scratches in the stone beneath them.

This time, the creature was free. Annara froze in the doorway. Some atavistic instinct locked her limbs in place, like a rabbit under the fierce gaze of a fox. The creature’s eyes widened, blank and black. There was no trace of Senne in its animalistic gaze.

It lunged in slow motion, scales rippling in the light. Motionless, Annara watched its jaws open sideways, ready to close around her throat and snap her spine. This was it, then. She was going to die by Senne’s hand, just like the fortune-teller said. Her destiny was here early.

A gloved hand landed hard on her shoulder and pushed her away.

Annara stumbled and snapped out of it enough to scramble away. Once she was out of range of the creature’s claws, she looked back. Heron, bare-faced and dressed in his usual black, had shoved her away at the last second and caught the creature’s massive face. A knife was buried up to its hilt in the creature’s neck, but the creature was so big that it hardly seemed to have made a difference.

Heron caught her looking. “What are you waiting for?” he shouted. “Run!”

Annara turned and ran without hesitation. Behind her, she heard the sounds of a fight: flesh hitting stone, metal against metal, a crash.

She kept running until she reached the summit of a nearby hill, where she would have a good view. She sat down in the grass and started patting her pockets.

Below, the creature that used to be Senne reached out one of its massive paws and backhanded Heron. He flipped midair and landed on his feet, although he wobbled slightly on the uneven cobblestones. Annara watched him regain his balance. A pair of curved daggers flashed into his hands. The wind started to pick up, making his coat flare out behind him.

It was a good effort. He’s still going to lose, Annara realized. Heron was tiny next to the creature, and although he might have been faster, the creature was much, much stronger. He didn’t even have a sword or a pistol. He only had his two daggers, and against something that big, he needed something with range.

Annara took out a notebook and a charcoal pencil and started to take notes on the fight. How fast the creature was. The materials that its claws could cut.

What are you doing? part of her brain shrieked at her as she did it. That’s someone who was kind to you. That’s someone you care about. Both of them were kind, actually. Both these people saved your life, and you’re going to let them destroy each other.

“Of course,” Annara said out loud. “I am not about to ruin eight years of planning because of six months of comfort. I have no...”

One of Senne’s claws caught Heron’s shoulder, ripping a shred of fabric and a splatter of blood free. The page of Annara’s notebook crumpled under her fingers.

“No need for sentiment,” Annara finished shakily.

“Annara?”

She turned. Haol stood behind her, looking travel-worn in a dusty red cape and his usual black uniform.

“Haol,” she said.

“I have a message for you.”

With difficulty, Annara shut her notebook and faced away from the fight below. “It’s time, then?”
“Yes. The Xiunian says all your preparations are complete. She asked me to tell you to return to Archon.”

“Already?”

“Apparently. Annara, what is that thing?”
Annara felt a slight pang in her chest as she saw Haol looking at Senne, his face twisted with horror. She covered it with a sneer.

“A Seichrenese state secret,” she said.

“What’s going on here? Should we help them?”
“No,” Annara said. “Leave them be. It’s going to be over soon, anyway. We need to be back in Archon.”

She tugged him away, down the other side of the hill and towards the harbor. He stumbled slightly, frowning as he tried to look over his shoulder.

“What is this, Annara? What are you planning?”

“You’ll see,” Annara said. “You’ll all see.”

✽✽✽

Senne floated in a sea of gray. Slowly, it coalesced into a monochrome version of the world, bleached gray-white and blurry. Colors seeped into it slowly, intensifying until everything was oversaturated and nauseatingly bright.

Her body was the wrong shape. Everything was too small and she was too big, too unwieldy, with angles in the wrong places. She felt her hind legs— no, her knees— bend backwards, and a wave of nausea rolled up her throat. Scales crusted her skin like a thick rash. She had never been conscious during her transformation before.

Her hand reached out and ripped through the air in front of her. She saw Heron’s thin, lanky form dart out of the way like a minnow in water. None of this was under her control. She was a powerless observer, locked behind the eyes of something bent on destruction.

“Senne,” Heron said unsteadily, from somewhere to her left. “Can you hear me?”

She snapped at him, and he dodged to the side. A strange laugh bubbled up from deep in her chest.

“Of course I can hear you, Heron,” she said, except it wasn’t her saying it. Whatever darkness piloted her body spoke through her mouth in her voice, with harsh metallic overtones.

“I want to talk to Senne,” Heron said, very clearly.

She let out a roar that turned into a laugh and jumped at him again. He ducked out of the way at the last minute, but her claws caught the edge of his coat where it flapped open and ripped three slits in the wool.

“I don’t want to fight you,” he said, clutching his moon-shaped knives.

“Oh, that’s rich,” the creature growled. “Why shouldn’t you fight me? Why shouldn’t you hurt me? Look at me. Look at what I am right now. Why shouldn’t you kill me and do everyone else a favor?”

Heron parried her claws with the edges of his knives, his feet slipping on the stone. His face was pale but still as composed as he ever was, with those bright black eyes narrowed into determined slits.

“It’s not like I don’t understand how you feel,” he said evenly, “but you have to—”

“I don’t have to do anything!”

Her claws started to stretch. Something boiled under her skin, and new spines erupted from her scales. She lashed out, and she finally felt something connect. Her claws ripped into Heron’s stomach, and she heard his slight, pained gasp.

“You don’t get to tell me what to do,” she hissed.

He staggered backwards, pressing one hand to his abdomen. His fingers came away slightly bloodied, but it wasn’t a fatal wound. He shifted his stance, gripping both daggers and staring up at her.

Run, Senne thought desperately. Give up. Go away. Leave me here and run.

He didn’t, and while he hesitated, the creature caught his left wrist in its jaws and bit his hand clean off. It flung the severed hand away, still clutching its dagger, and shoved its clawed digits straight through his rib cage and clean out the other side.

Heron’s mouth opened, but no sound came out. She could see through the small dark hollow space between his teeth to the back of his mouth. His tongue was too red with blood. He choked, eyes wide. Blood sloughed in thick, heavy streams from his severed wrist.

“You’re so perfect, Heron,” the creature said in Senne’s voice. “You’re everything I’m not. You can handle anything. Whenever something happens, you just shrug it off. You laugh. You never say what you really mean.”

She twisted her claw deeper into his chest. A small, desperate whimper escaped from the back of his throat, and twin trickles of blood streaked down his chin.

“Nothing ever really hurts you, does it, Heron?” she continued, bringing her misshapen head down to get a closer look at his face. “Tell me. Does this hurt? Does it hurt now?”

He was dead by then, of course. His eyes had gone glassy and unfocused, and his remaining dagger clattered out of his hand.

“Does it hurt?” the monster said, positioning her teeth next to his ear. “Does it? Does it hurt?”

She felt the corpse twitch. Not quite dead after all, then. Heron lifted his head up, very slowly, and licked his lips, which had gone sticky with blood.

“Yes,” he said. “It hurts. It always hurt.”

The creature recoiled and withdrew her claws. Heron staggered, but remained standing, despite the massive crater where his heart should have been.

“It always hurt,” he said again, a little louder. “Everything hurt, all the time, but I didn’t tell you because I wanted to think that you still had a future, Senne. A future that wasn’t quite as bleak as my present as Lord Wraith. Because you were a child.”

He swallowed, apparently with some difficulty. From somewhere deep inside the creature, Senne realized that he was crying. Tears streaked glittering paths on the dust and blood on his cheeks. Even the creature seemed to recoil. Tears didn’t make sense on Heron. He never cried.

“And yet it seems that all I succeeded in doing was making you feel like you were alone,” he said, choking back a sob. “I’m sorry, Senne. I should have done so much better for you.”

“You— how are you still standing?” the creature said. “I killed you. You should be dead.”

Heron raised his stump of a wrist, and the blood that lay in thick clotting pools on the cobblestones turned black like ink and started to tremble. It changed shape, elongating and lengthening into hundreds of little threads. The filaments connected to his severed wrist, and his missing hand rose up, tugged forward by the dark blood, and reattached itself to his body.

There was a thin, ragged line marking the place where it had been severed, but soon even that fragmented and disappeared. The hole in his chest was healing too, with little dark threads of blood and bone weaving back together.

“You have yet to refine your heart shard,” he said. “I refined mine a long time ago. I think— yes, that is probably the only way to end this.”

He ripped his gloves off both hands. His fingernails turned the gray-black of tarnished metal and lengthened into claws to match her own. Small horns protruded from his disheveled hair. The back of his coat suddenly bulged, and for a split second, Senne thought he would transform to match, two mindless monsters ripping each other to pieces in the streets of the Royal City.

Instead, wings emerged from the back of his coat, cutting slits in the fabric as they spread. Each feather was dark metal, delicate and formed with exquisite detail as if made from filigree or lace. They rasped against each other as he shook out the wings, carving two long scratches in the ground below him with his feathers.

She let out a wordless howl and dove at him, but he was already in the air, weaving over and under her attacks. He wasn’t as graceful in the air as he was on land. She nicked his legs with the tip of her claws, twice, but none of his wounds ever bled for long.

He waited for an opening. When one came, he fell to the ground and tucked into a roll. He came up, bracing himself against the stones, and plunged his hand into the creature’s chest. His fingernails cut like knives. Ribs cracked.

A shiver passed over her scales. She suddenly shrunk into the form of a human woman, half-conscious, with her long black hair strewn over her face.

Senne’s lips were dry. She licked them and said, “I’m… sorry. I’m sorry.”

“Yes,” Heron said. He squeezed his eyes shut, and tears rolled down his cheeks and gathered on his chin, where they hung, trembling. “So am I.”

And he wrenched her heart out of her chest.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The ship pushed away from the harbor. Annara watched the water swirl into foam by the hull, and then she turned and watched the peaked roofs of the Royal City fade into the haze. There were no signs of the conflict between Heron or Senne. There was no sign that anything at all had gone wrong.

Haol joined her and rested his forearms on the side of the ship. His cloak flapped in the wind behind him. Its hem was stained with salt.

“What was that all about back there?” he asked.

Annara scrubbed a hand across her face, although there was no blood on it. Senne had cleaned it all off last night. “Seichrenese internal politics,” she said. “Nothing that affects us.”

“What happened to your hand?”

She tugged at the bandages. “Nothing.”

“It doesn’t look like nothing.”

“It’s nothing, Haol.”

Haol watched the horizon, frowning. “Nobody told me the plan. They just said it was time, and I had to bring you. And that the Xiunian Empire’s merchants appreciate your business. Annara, if you’ve been buying from them, where did you get the money?”

“Doesn’t matter.”
He turned to face her, concern in his eyes. “You trust me, don’t you?”

Annara didn’t respond. Instead, she absent-mindedly brought her unbandaged hand to her lips and bit her knuckles until they bled.

“I’m your friend,” Haol insisted. “We grew up together. You can trust me. I’m here for you.”

You’re going to regret it someday, Annara thought. She inhaled shakily. “Then listen closely, and I’ll tell you what you need to do.”

“What do I need to do? What’s going to happen?” he said, furrowing his brow.

She turned to look down the weathered wooden decks of the ship, across the ocean, to the horizon where the islands of the Crescent waited. She bared her gums in a smile that felt predatory and harsh, stripped of any gentleness her time in Seichre might have lent her.

“Revolution,” she said.

✽✽✽

Senne choked. Her vision faded in and out, but she could still see the thing in Heron’s bare, shaking hand. It was a chunk of flesh, corrupted by some sort of dark, corroded metal that protruded from the bloodied chambers. Veins wound through it, clogged with that same black, rust-like material.

It was still beating. The mass of flesh pulsed steadily. Two threadlike veins connected it to the wound in Senne’s chest.

Heron closed his fist, and the world went dark.

✽✽✽

Senne opened her eyes and found herself meeting the unfocused gaze of a small child. The child was gaunt and thin, limbs ravaged by malnourishment, and her eyes were glazed, as if she wasn’t fully conscious. She had long, ragged black hair, twisted into a low ponytail with a grubby scrap of cloth.

With a start, Senne realized that the child was her. Herself, seven years old and near starvation in the south of Seichre.

Footsteps sounded at the mouth of the alley where child Senne slumped. The shadow of a man slunk up the alleyway and covered her. Adult Senne turned to see a man dressed all in gray with tawny eyes. His face was familiar.

Familiar, of course, because she had just seen it. It was Tin, the man who had just induced her transformation with a single volatile piece of memory ore. He stared through her as if she didn’t exist.

Of course, she thought. Memory ore collects memories. This is a memory.

Tin cleared his throat sharply. Child Senne’s sunken eyes fluttered open, and she feebly clutched at a wooden bowl on the ground next to her.

“Please, sir,” she mumbled, barely coherent. “Spare a few coins?”

Tin looked down at her dispassionately. There wasn’t a trace of warmth in the lines of his face. He did, however, take off his hat, revealing a head of hair that was not yet gray. It was brown and smoothed like terra cotta, forming a helmet over his high forehead.

“Do you want to live?”

The child stared up at him, slack-jawed.

“You are dying, child. Starvation will kill you in a matter of days. The Wraith Initiative will save your life, but you will be ours, body and soul, for the rest of your life. You will obey our orders. You will be a tool of the Seichrenese monarchy.”

The child struggled to sit up. “Monarchy?”

“The king and queen, child,” Tin said impatiently. “You will have a duty, a concept which I’m sure is alien to you now.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You don’t need to. There is only one question you need to answer. Do you want to live?”

She did. More than anything.

“Yes,” she said.

“Stand up and come with me.”

He didn’t offer to help her up. He must not have wanted to touch her. She tottered to her feet and followed him out of the alley, and the scene faded back to black.

✽✽✽

The young Senne sat on a bench inside the Wraith Initiative headquarters, listening to Tin argue with someone. Their voices seeped through the cracks in a closed office door. She hadn’t recognized the second voice as a child, but Senne’s adult self raised her head. Heron.

He sounded younger and more frightened than she could ever remember hearing him. More than that, he sounded furious. He must have been about seventeen years old.

“What were you thinking, sir? This is ridiculous,” Heron hissed.

“Are you questioning your orders?”

“No, sir,” Heron said, subdued. “Of course not. But, Tin, she’s too young.”

“She’s not much younger than you were.”

“I was fourteen! She’s, what, six?”

Child Senne frowned irritably. She was obviously seven.

“Everyone besides me who’s ever undergone the procedure has died,” Heron continued. “Are you going to mutilate a child now? I wouldn’t be here if I had a moral objection to murder, but this is going too far.”

“The other test subjects died precisely because they were not children,” Tin said sharply. “You only survived because you were young. She will survive too.”

“You don’t know that! One case of something happening isn’t evidence, it’s not science, science has to be repeatable.”

“Look at that. Someone has delusions of literacy.”

Adult Senne could picture Heron bristling. “I can read.”

“Who taught you, child?”

“I taught myself,” Heron spat. “No thanks to you.”

“I don’t appreciate your tone. In fact, I will not be spoken to this way.”

“Go fuck yourself, Tin.”

There was a heavy smack and a quickly stifled cry of pain. The room went silent for a long time.

“I apologize, sir,” Heron said tightly. “I should never have spoken to you that way.”

“As long as you understand your mistake. Now, Silver is coming to collect the girl. Do you wish to watch the procedure?”

Heron’s voice had turned dull. “No, sir.”

“Then don’t cause any trouble.”

✽✽✽

Senne sat at a table, staring down a massive banquet of food. There were fresh buns, still steaming from the oven, duck glazed with orange sauce, an entire salmon in a bed of greens, and a slab of steak, pink at the core and charred at the edges.

Her bare chest was still wrapped in bandages, but Senne ignored the piercing, burning pain. Vaguely, she remembered a severe woman explaining the procedure. A piece of memory ore would be implanted in her heart, and if she was very, very lucky, it would meld to her organs and grant her the power to control any memory steel, anywhere.

Right now, faced with the scent of meat and bread and oranges, Senne didn’t care about that at all. She piled her plate high with everything she could get her hands on and started shoveling it into her mouth.

A door opened, somewhere to her left. She felt the dining bench creak as someone settled next to her. Senne tore herself away from her food long enough to look at him.

Adult Senne had to do a double take. Heron had never looked like that. Had he?

He was a thin teenager with long limbs and badly cut black hair that fell to his shoulders. His clothes were a far cry from his adult self’s casual elegance. He was dressed in a ragged black poncho and tattered gray gloves. His wrists were heavily bandaged, and there was a dark bruise just under his left eye, like a stain on his cheekbone. He looked exhausted— and worse, frightened. His eyes were puffy, as if he had just been crying.

“Don’t eat so fast,” he said brusquely. “You’re going to make yourself throw up.”

Senne elected to ignore this in favor of shoving more food in her mouth.

Heron sighed and pulled her plate away from her. Senne slammed both tiny fists on the table, outraged. The silverware shook.

“Hey!” she said, mouth full.

Heron reached over and picked a sweet poppyseed bun off the pile of bread on the table. He split it in half, buttered it, and handed one half to her.

“Eat this,” he said. “Slowly.”

Senne grabbed the bun and started munching on it. He watched her for a split second, to make sure she was eating it properly, and then he took a knife and began cutting her piece of steak into small pieces so that she could eat it better. When he was done, he slid the plate back over and gently placed a fork in her hands.

Senne stared at him. The casual domestic gesture unburied prehistoric memories of the time when her family was still alive.

“Go on, eat up,” he said. “You look like you’re on death’s door.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“What’s your name?”

“Semg.”

He reached for the other half of the bun he had given her. “Don’t talk with your mouth full.”

This was so quintessentially older-brotherish that Senne unexpectedly burst into tears. She didn’t say anything, she just chewed rapidly with tears rolling heavily down her cheeks and an awed expression on her face.

“Oh, goddesses,” Heron said. “Did I do something? What did I do? You can talk with your mouth full if it’s that important to you, kid, it’s not that big a deal.”

Senne still couldn’t say anything, so she just chewed her food, watching him and crying silently.

“Uh… right. If anyone asks, it wasn’t me and I was never here,” Heron said, getting up and stealing another bun from the table. “Senne, wasn’t it? I guess I’ll see you around.”

He reached out and ruffled her hair as he passed. She could feel the warmth even through his glove, even a long time after he left.

✽✽✽

The scene changed again.

A slightly older Senne sat on the floor of a windowless room. There was nothing in the room except her, a candle, and a memory steel blade. She glared at it, willing it to levitate, but nothing happened.

“Why won’t you work?” she yelled.

She hurled the knife at the wall. It bounced off and clattered onto the floor.

There was a click from the door behind her. She hadn’t noticed it the first time around, but as an adult, she recognized the distinctive scrape of a lock being picked. The door creaked open to reveal Heron, looking furtive.

“I can’t get it to move!” Senne said, staring at the fallen knife like she wanted it to burst into flames.

“That’s alright. Why don’t you take a break and—”

“It’s not alright! I have to do this. If I can’t do this, I can’t be Lord Wraith. If I can’t be Lord Wraith, then what’s the point of me? Why am I still alive?”

Heron sat on the floor next to her, crossing his arms. He looked exhausted, with deeply engrained circles under his eyes and the bulk of bandages hidden beneath his tunic. Of course, Senne hadn’t noticed any of it at the time.

“When’s the last time you ate something?” he said.

Senne wiped tears of frustration away with the palm of her hand. “I don’t know. Silver says I can’t eat anything until I make the knife move.”

“Right, because not eating helps concentration so much,” Heron said, with a touch of his future self’s sarcasm. He reached into his pocket and brought out a poppyseed bun wrapped in wax paper, with the dark seeds clear pinpricks where they pressed against the wrapping. “Eat this.”

She hesitated. “But Silver says—”

“Do I look like Silver?”

She took the bun and regarded him very seriously over its crumpled wrapper. “No.”

“I sure hope not. She looks like an angry weasel.”

Senne giggled into the bread, which she bit into slowly and guiltily. Flakes of the sugared glaze clung to her cheeks.

“Are you feeling better?” Heron said when she was done. He reached out and helped her wipe her hands clean with a handkerchief.

“A little.”

“Did you mean what you said earlier, about not knowing why you were alive if you couldn’t be Lord Wraith?”

She hesitated, and then nodded.

“I like that you’re alive, even if you’re not Lord Wraith,” he said. The usual light in his eyes vanished like an extinguished candle flame. “I know the feeling, though. Some days I wonder why I don’t just—”

He cut himself off and ran a hand through his long black hair, apparently realizing that whatever he was about to say wasn’t appropriate for children. Watching him, the adult Senne’s heart broke all over again.

“I like that you’re alive too,” small Senne said. “If… if something happened to you, what would happen to me? I’d have no one to bring me poppyseed buns.”

“Yeah.” Heron laughed softly. “Yeah, you make a good point.” The light returned, just a little fiercer than usual. “Don’t worry. I’m not going anywhere.”

“Good,” small Senne said.

“Good,” adult Senne echoed, even though no one could hear her.

“Alright,” Heron said, after a small pause. “Are we ready to try that knife again?”

“I think so,” Senne said.

“Good. First you have to bond to it.”

“It’s already bonded to Silver.”

“Doesn’t matter. Bond to it anyway.” Heron placed the knife in front of her. “Look at the knife. Really look at it. Is the blade perfectly uniform? How would you describe the colors? Are there any patterns in the metal?”

Slowly, the color of the knife clouded and turned to black.

“Excellent work. Now picture the knife going up.”

The knife suddenly shot up to head height, trembling slightly and flickering in and out of existence. Heron offered her a smile as she gaped at it.

“I did it!”

“You did,” Heron said, patting her shoulder. “Good job.”

“Heron!” someone shouted outside, their voice echoing down the hallway. “Damn it, where is he? He has work to do.”

Heron’s smile slipped slightly. “I think that’s my cue.”

He started to get up, then knelt back down and quickly scrubbed the sugar and seeds off her face with his handkerchief. She let him squish her face around in the interest of hiding the evidence. Then he pulled away and offered her a smile. There was still exhaustion etched into the lines of his shoulders, but he seemed to stand a little straighter than he had before.

✽✽✽

Colors blurred. The scene changed again.

This time, Senne was chained to the wall in the same windowless room, wearing a white nightgown. She shifted against the manacles on her wrists as the cold bit into her bare skin. The transformation hadn’t started yet. A layer of cold sweat clung to her chest and her hands.

The adult Senne watched her younger self convulse as spines sprouted from her skin. Her teeth elongated, and her neck sprouted metallic silver fur. She thrashed back and forth, chains rattling and whipping across the room.

Heron had been telling the truth, she realized, when he said it always hurt. It had always hurt Senne, and she had always assumed it was because she wasn’t good enough. Because she was weak, and ill-equipped to handle her duty. But that wasn’t true. It hurt because the Wraith Initiative was cruel.

At least Senne had someone to bring her poppyseed buns and kind words here and there. Heron had been alone in the Wraith Initiative for years.

The scene changed again.

✽✽✽

The prisoner was easily twice her size. He was a boulder of a man, dressed in a ragged gray uniform. They had armed him with a butcher knife, with a large rectangular blade. He dragged it along the floor as he approached, leaving a long white scratch in the rough gray stone.

“Kill,” Silver said.

Senne wrapped her fingers around the knives in her pockets. Their handles were already slick with sweat. Every time the glint of the butcher knife’s shining edge caught her eye, she could picture it biting into the soft flesh of her stomach and cracking through her vertebrae. She barely came up to his waist. To him, she must have been the size of an animal.

The prisoner swung his knife, aiming not for her stomach, but for her neck. A mistake. Easier to duck. Senne dropped to the ground, dove around him, and plunged both her knives into the backs of his knees. He screamed. The sound was so loud and raw that the stone walls shook, and Senne scuttled away to a corner of the room, holding her bloodied hands over her ears.

His voice trailed away as he fell, and he lay on the hard stone floor, gasping. Senne straightened, shaking slightly as she wiped her knives on her sleeves, and bowed to Silver.

“He’s not dead yet, wraith-in-training,” Silver said sharply.

“I’ve incata— incapacitated him,” Senne said.

“Your orders were to kill. Go on. Cut out his heart so that we can present it to the King as evidence of your progress.”

“Do I have to?”

Silver’s expression was her answer. Senne swallowed. She inched closer to the prone form of the prisoner. Hatred and rage blazed in his eyes, so intensely that she almost stepped back. Instead, she stepped forward, and knelt down so that the blood on the floor clung stickily to the knees of her pants. The prisoner scrabbled desperately for his fallen weapon. Senne closed her eyes and raised her knife.

Before she could move, there was a quiet thunk and an even quieter sigh.

“You!” Silver said furiously.

“Good morning.”

Senne’s eyes flew open. A small black throwing knife had neatly pierced the center of the prisoner’s forehead, killing him instantly. A tiny trickle of blood streaked down from the wound and clotted in one of his eyebrows.

A familiar figure stood casually in the doorway. Heron stood tall, with the posture of a gentleman. He raised an eyebrow at Silver. The dagger extracted itself and shot back into his gloved hands. He cleaned it with a black handkerchief, and it vanished into the pitch-dark folds of his coat.

“You can’t do that,” Silver seethed.

“Oh, I can’t? So sorry, I didn’t realize. It seems like you’ll have to live with the consequences, I’m afraid.” Heron flicked his fingers, and a scalpel appeared in his hand. The blade was memory steel; it glittered in peacock colors against the black velvet of his glove. “I can cut out his heart, if it’s truly so important to you.”

“How dare you interrupt Senne’s training?”

Heron stepped closer to Silver. He was nearly a head taller than her, and her gray-streaked brown hair looked faded next to him.

“This is training? In that case, I must apologize. For a moment, it looked as if you were bullying a child into saving Seichre from having to pay its executioners.” He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I’m sure it’s an easy mistake to make.”

Silver bristled. “You insubordinate little—”

“I’m not your subordinate anymore. Haven’t you heard?” Heron moved his coat aside. There was a small silver chain attached to his chest pocket, dangling a pendant in the shape of a comet.

“They instated you as the next Lord Wraith?” Silver said.

“They did. I don’t answer to anyone but the Crown now. In short, Silver, I’m done with you.” He stepped neatly over the corpse of the prisoner and offered Senne a hand. “Come on, Senne. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

She took his hand. The blood on her hands soaked into his glove, but he didn’t seem to mind.

“You can’t just take her. We’re not done here.”

“Is that a threat?” Heron said mildly.

“No,” Silver grumbled.

“I didn’t think so. Senne, you’ll need to find shoes and wash your hands. We’re going outside.”

“I can go outside?” Senne said.

“You can now,” Heron said.

“She’ll have to come back for training,” Silver snapped. “That child is a valuable asset. I don’t know what you’re planning, Heron, but Tin won’t let you get away with it.”

“Heron?” Heron said, with a tone of slight surprise.

Silver gritted her teeth. “Honorable Lord Wraith, I mean.”

“Ah. I wasn’t sure whether or not you were referring to me,” Heron said pleasantly.

“You can’t keep this up forever.”

“We’ll see,” Heron said.

He led Senne out of the small, bloodstained room. He found a pair of shoes that would fit her small feet. He helped her wash her hands in a basin of clean water. Then, finally, he led her outside into the sharp golden sunlight of the summer afternoon.

An older Senne watched them go. A realization billowed in her chest.

The Wraith Initiative hadn’t raised her, Heron had. If Senne had a duty, it wasn’t to the Wraith Initiative. It wasn’t to her country. It wasn’t to the Seichrenese monarchy, either. It was to Heron. Her true duty was to repay his kindnesses.

It hurts. It always hurt.

She had done a fine job of that lately, when her monstrous form had ripped his left hand from his body. There, as the memory of her childhood started to fray at the edges, Senne made a decision. It wouldn’t happen again. No matter what she had to do, she would never lose control of her own powers again, even if she had to rip her memory ore heart shard out of her chest with her bare hands.

The memory evaporated, leaving Senne standing in the street in front of Heron, who held a beating and malformed human heart in his hands.

She took it back, and it started to glow. Softly at first, then more intensely, the heart started to blaze with the many colors of memory ore. Peacock greens and violent sky blues and molten oranges and golds and pinks and reds raced up the sides of it, until the core of the heart started to glow like a miniature sun.

Senne grit her teeth and jerked the heart forward, severing the last few threads of flesh that connected it to her body. There was a searing flash, and then the light quieted.

The object Senne held in her hands was a perfectly-shaped human heart, constructed of something half-crystalline and half-metallic. Its colors shifted, silky and iridescent. Deep inside its glassy chambers, a golden glow pulsed like a heartbeat.

Senne looked up and met Heron’s eyes. He smiled.

“I told you you’d survive this,” he said.

And he was right.

✽✽✽

They went back into the manor and sat in the kitchen. Heron built a fire in the stove and stoked it until red flames rippled over the embers, breathing warmth into the room. Then he rummaged around in the cupboards until he found a bottle of amber liquid Senne hadn’t known she owned. He poured two glasses and collapsed into a chair at the table.

“I’m sorry for hurting you,” Senne said. “Are you okay?”

He flexed the fingers on the hand she had severed. His joints cracked. “I’m fine. You can’t kill me without destroying my heart. Which is true of you too, now.”
Senne looked down at the object in her hands. It glowed softly, jagged at the top where the petrified veins broke off and smooth at the bottom. It was very heavy for its size.

“Is that true? I can’t die unless someone destroys this?”

“As far as I know, yes. There may be some exceptions, but I’ve never been exceptionally eager to test it out.”

“Was this how you refined your heart shard?”

“More or less,” Heron said conversationally. “I was alone at the time, and I ripped it out of my chest myself.”

“That must have been horrible.”

“It wasn’t that—” He caught himself. “It was. But it’s over now. Your body belongs to you again.”

Senne put her heart down on the table and took a sip of the amber liquid. It was brandy, and it burned the back of her throat numb as she swallowed it.

“I’m sorry,” Heron said suddenly.

“What for?”
“Everything. If I had told you how I refined my heart shard, maybe this would have been easier for you.”

Senne shook her head. “It’s not your fault. Thank you.”

“For what?”

“You were right. It wasn’t the sort of thing you should have to deal with alone.”

Heron scrubbed a hand across his face, smearing grit and drying tears into his skin. “Yes. Well. This has all been very unpleasant, and... wait.”

“What is it?”
He gestured around at the kitchen, and then the narrow stairwell framed by the kitchen door. “Where’s Annara?”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The Lord of Archon dined at sunset, alone in a long room with a vaulted ceiling and high, pointed windows. Shadows stretched and lengthened across the tablecloth as he picked at a meal of roasted quail and tough, leathery greens. When he was finished, he pushed his chair out from the table and left. The servants would clean his plate.

The House of Archon was quiet, almost eerily so. Normally, despite Lord Archon’s best efforts, the tap of servants’ cheap shoes on polished marble floors would be audible no matter where he went, but today the house was silent. He could almost hear the white-uniformed guards breathe as they stood motionless at their posts.

The sun was a dying sear of light over the dark, sloping form of Chreon Se across the water. The shadows of furniture pulled themselves into strange, grotesque shapes on the floor. The house was so still.

When he made it to the throne room, the guards automatically pulled the door open for him in one fluid motion.

Annara smiled at her father. She lounged across the throne with her legs crossed and her chin in her hand, as if she belonged there. Her posture was casual without being slouched, and there was a trace of satisfaction in her face. For the first time in her life, the way she held herself breathed power.

Lord Archon slowly turned purple. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be in Seichre.”

“I thought I’d come back early and surprise you,” Annara said, with a sharp-edged sweetness that made the guards shiver.

“Get off the throne. You don’t belong there.”

“No.”

A vein twitched in Lord Archon’s forehead. “What is this?” he said, quietly at first. Then he raised his voice. “What is this? Is this supposed to be some sort of show of… what, defiance? You think to defy me?”

Annara just watched him, nothing but flat, cold superiority in her eyes. It was the exact expression he had worn when she knelt before the same throne nearly six months earlier.

“This idiotic rebellion ends here,” he said. “Guards, arrest her.”

His words echoed slightly off the high ceiling. The air was still, and the room flooded with silence as soon as the echoes disappeared. Annara smiled.

“Guards,” Lord Archon said sharply. “I told you to arrest her.”
“They heard you,” Annara said.

“What is the meaning of this?”

“You called it— what did you just say? An idiotic rebellion?” Annara snapped her fingers. All around the hall, doors flew open to reveal more white-clothed Archonian guards. They formed a circle around Lord Archon, unsheathing swords and lowering flintlock muskets. “I believe the proper term is military coup.”

The color drained out of Lord Archon’s face as he stared down the dark mouths of the muskets. Annara stood in one fluid motion, casually spinning her own pistol as she walked over to face him.

“Bring the rest of the court in,” she said to one of the guards. “I want them to see this.”

“How?” Archon said sharply. “How did this happen?”

“You didn’t pay your soldiers enough, to be honest,” Annara said conversationally. “As you know, it is hard to keep a standing army in the Crescent. The turnover in Crescentian militaries is very high, since most soldiers are mercenaries who sail in with the merchants and serve for a few months before moving on. It makes their loyalty very easy to buy.”

“Where did you get the money?” Archon breathed. “Is Seichre backing you? I never should have let you go there.”

“Let me? You forced me to go there for your own political gain. You would have made me an unwilling concubine to an assassin. Lord Wraith isn’t backing me. I don’t need her help. I did this all on my own.”

A door opened. “All the courtiers we could gather on short notice are here, Princess.”

“Bring them in,” Annara said.

A small crowd of nobles huddled in the back of the room. Annara recognized most of their faces. Some were her father’s people, but a few had already decided to side with Annara. Irvynne stood towards the back. Her glacial blue eyes burned coldly as she watched.

Annara pressed the cold edge of her pistol to her father’s forehead. “Now kneel.”

He looked up at her. She could see hatred in his cold gray eyes and the wrinkled lines of his face, but it was clouded with disbelief, as if he couldn’t quite understand what he was seeing. Annara and her father had lived in different worlds for years: Lord Archon in his cold palace, encased in a fictional world where every girl was happy to obey and no one ever lashed out against him, and Annara, in a cutthroat criminal underworld that shaped her into something brutal and ruthless. Her world was making an inroad into his, and he still couldn’t see it.

“On your knees,” she said, in a vicious monotone, “if you want to keep your kneecaps.”

Under the silent eyes of the court, Lord Archon slowly sank to his knees.

“Your crown,” Annara said.

He removed the golden circlet on his head with short, choppy motions and placed it in her hands. She placed it haphazardly across her gray-blonde hair and smiled.

“Your coat, too, if you please,” she added.

He started, then slowly removed his coat. It was white, dripping with silver embroidery, with his characteristic ermine collar. She placed it casually around her own shoulders.

“I’m sure you never thought it could come to this,” she said, examining her fingernails. “If I were you, though, I wouldn’t be surprised. The reality of ruling is that your smallest actions can have devastating effects. You sentence a traitorous concubine to death. You exile her daughter to a nunnery. And, eventually, she comes back to take your throne. My throne.”

“It will never be your throne,” her father said.

“Oh, you poor thing. It already is.”

Irvynne made a small, involuntary noise of despair. Annara’s head snapped up immediately.

“Who spoke just now?” she said.

One of the other courtiers bowed deeply. “Miss Irvynne, Lady Archon.”

“Irvynne. I remember you. ‘You might have gotten your title back, but you’ll never be a princess,’ right? Where are you from?”

Irvynne’s lip trembled. “Chreon Arda.”

“Chreon Arda, hm? Perhaps you ought to return there. If you can’t stand seeing me as a princess, I hate to imagine how you must feel now that I’m a queen. Exile,” Annara said. “Choose your next words carefully, Irvynne. There are far worse things I can do to you.”

Irvynne cast her eyes down. Annara could feel hatred radiating off of her in waves. “Thank you for your generosity, Lady Archon.”

“You’re welcome. And you,” she said, whirling around to point her gun steadily at her father’s face, “know that if you play your cards right, you might get out of this alive. Who is the one rightful ruler of Archon?”

“You are,” he said. Hoarsely, as if the words seared his throat.

“Say my name.”

“You are, Annara.”

She dipped in close, so that the tips of her hair brushed his ear. “Don’t you fucking forget it.”

He swallowed. A vein beat in the soft part of his neck. For once, it wasn’t out of anger, but out of fear.

Annara turned back to the courtiers. “I would like to have a private chat with my father. The rest of you are dismissed.”

The courtiers filed out, one by one. Haol and the soldiers remained. The temperature in the throne room seemed to drop by degrees. They retreated to a respectful distance, and Annara let her warped sunset shadow fall over her father’s face. He looked smaller than he ever had, and his skin was so pale it was almost translucent, like it belonged to a blind, eyeless thing dragged out from the dark waters of some prehistoric cave.

“What happens now?” he said, although the undertone was clear: what are you going to do with me?

“Do you want to live?” Annara said.

His tone changed to something ingratiating, and Annara was reminded that before he got drunk on the divine right to rule, he used to be a politician. “Of course. I’m certain we can work something out.”

“Yes,” Annara said. “I’m sure we can.” She retreated a step, lowering the pistol so that it hung loosely by her side. “But know this. After all these years under your rule, every slight, every belittlement, I will accept nothing less than you dressed in rags, in exile, waking up hungry in the middle of the night. I want you to watch as I build an empire and destroy everything you ever worked for in the process.”

His eye twitched. “You can’t do this to me.”

“I can.”

“You’re just like your mother. Traitorous bitch.”

“I see you’ve made your choice, then,” Annara said. “I was prepared to make this a bloodless coup. The first one in Crescentian history, as a matter of fact. But on second thought...”

She lifted the pistol very quickly. Before anyone could process what was happening, a shot echoed off the vaulted ceiling, and the former Lord Archon’s body slumped backwards onto the spotless marble floor. There was a small wound cratered in the center of his forehead. Perfectly symmetrical. Blood stretched out behind his head like a shadow. A line of saliva ran down his chin.

Annara stood there, waiting for her heart to settle. Her breathing slowly calmed from a frenetic rush. She could feel gunpowder residue staining her fingers in flecks, hot but not hot enough to blister.

Haol politely turned his face away, an unreadable expression written across it. One of the younger guards took a deep breath, which was audible in the silence. He walked up to Annara, and she could see wide brown eyes beneath the winged silver of his helmet.

“He deserved it, Lady Archon,” he said.

Some of the guards on Annara’s payroll weren’t just mercenaries. The late Lord Archon’s rule had left a bloody trail across the history books, full of executions and abuse, and he had made himself plenty of enemies.

“I know,” Annara said shortly. “Haol, find someone to clean up this mess.”

Haol bowed. “Yes, Lady Archon.”

Annara tucked the pistol into the pocket of her father’s— her coat. When she caught her reflection in the cold, polished marble of the floor, her expression was familiar. It was the same flint-hard look she had worn whenever she was alone since the day of her mother’s execution.

This time, though, her shoulders were covered in ermine with black flecks like drops of dark blood against snow and soft edges that reached up to frame her cheeks. And on her head, there was a crown.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Four days later, Senne still hadn’t seen a sign of Annara.

She and Heron strolled side by side in the Royal City, around puddles covered in lacy ice that would melt by the afternoon. Winter was coming, and with it, a lull in trade as the merchants faced increasingly inclement winter weather. Senne bit her lip and watched the flat cobblestones go by.

“I’m fairly sure she’s fine,” Heron said, for perhaps the third time that day. “I assume she has her own plans. It was rather unkind of her not to leave a note, but it is Annara we’re talking about, so...” His tone changed abruptly. “Actually, I know she’s fine.”

“What? Why?”
Heron pointed. There was a broadside pasted to a brick wall nearby. It had gone slightly transparent from moisture, and the paper was already starting to deteriorate at the edges. DEADLY COUP D’ÉTAT IN ARCHON, it said, in a bold black font. Underneath, there was a black-and-white etching of a young woman sitting on Archon’s white swan-shaped throne. The illustrators had added a cruel twist to her mouth.

“Ah,” Senne said.

Heron bent to take a closer look. “They made her look too much like her father,” he said.

“How many casualties?”

“Just one, it seems. The late Lord Archon.” He frowned. “That’s impressive, actually. She was one corpse away from the Crescent’s first bloodless coup. I wonder how long she’s been planning this.”

“A long time, I think,” Senne said grimly. She wasn’t in the mood to be impressed. “Years.”

On the 18th at sunset, Annara of Archon seized power in the Crescentian state of Archon, committing patricide and astonishing all the world’s righteous authorities, the broadside read. Several of the previous Lord Archon’s courtiers and allies were banished at once. What are the new Lady Archon’s plans for the city-state? Does this action violate the three-state treaty? Most importantly, what does it mean for Seichrenese trade?

“What’s the three-state treaty?” Senne said.

“It’s an agreement between Seichre, Alrhen-Xiun, and Pahinvar. It states that the Crescent’s islands are to remain independent city-states, and no empire can conquer them without starting a war with the other world powers. The Crescent used to be hotly contested.”

“And does this violate the treaty?”

“Not yet,” Heron said. “But it will make a lot of powerful people very, very nervous. If Annara decides to conquer one of the other islands, that might violate the treaty. I don’t think anyone wants to let her get that far.”

A young man in a bright red messenger’s uniform jogged up to them, panting. “Lord Wraith and Retired Lord Wraith?”
“Yes?” Senne said.

“I have a message for you. It’s a royal summons.”

Heron reached out to take the envelope that was offered to him. The royal coat of arms glinted against the scarlet paper. “Effective immediately, I assume.”

The messenger dropped to one knee so fast his kneecap cracked against the cold stone. “Yes! I apologize for my tardiness. Respectfully, my lord, you should have been there fifteen minutes ago.”

“The king’s in one of his moods, then. I swear to the Goddess, that man…”

“Heron, that’s the king,” Senne hissed. “Don’t say that where people can hear you.”

“Are you going to accuse me of treason?” Heron asked.

The messenger shook his head vigorously.

“Well, there you go, then. Come on, Senne. We don’t want to be late.”

✽✽✽

Heron had a knack for being in the Inner Palace. He strode calmly along as if he had never lost his composure in his life, completely unawed by the gilded curlicues and deceptive mirrored surfaces. He wore no veil, which attracted whispers whenever they passed a member of the court.

Behind her veil, Senne’s gaze darted about, landing on brocade furniture and expensive ceramics and flitting away immediately. Being around so many breakable things always made her nervous.

Footmen led them through the maze of corridors. They went deeper into the palace complex than Senne had ever been before. Eventually, they made it to a throne room. It was one of perhaps hundreds of throne rooms in the massive building, though it was more private than most. Senne could just barely make out the shape of the king and his throne behind a gauzy red curtain embroidered with bright glass beads.

Heron and Senne prostrated themselves on the floor. The rich carpet was pleasantly soft as it brushed against Senne’s forehead.

“Rise,” said the voice behind the curtain.

They stood, and the king tugged the curtain aside. He was painfully ordinary-looking, with sparse eyebrows and brown hair that thinned at his forehead. Without the jewels and furs and ribbons, he could have been any man Senne had passed on the way to the palace.

He further ruined the effect of his surroundings by petulantly saying, “Are you sure you won’t come out of retirement?”

“Quite, your majesty,” Heron said comfortably.

“But you were so useful,” the king whined. “Ah, well. I suppose everything good goes away eventually.”

“It seems so, your majesty.”

“Have you two heard about that nasty little business in Archon?”

“Yes, sire,” Senne said.

“Your own oath-sister, wasn’t it? Bet you weren’t expecting that.”

“No, sire.”

“I don’t think anyone was,” Heron added lightly.

“Well, I hope you weren’t actually attached to the girl. You weren’t, right?” The king chuckled. “I mean, of course you weren’t. You’re Lord Wraith.”

Senne had a sudden vision of planting one foot on the gilded left armrest of the king’s throne and strangling him with her bare hands. She forced the thought down and stretched her lips into a smile. “You’re correct, of course, sire.”

“Yes, well. You wouldn’t be inclined to do something about her, would you? This whole coup thing is making me rather uncomfortable.”

“I hope it hasn’t come to that yet,” Senne said. “She hasn’t threatened the three-state treaty. The Crescent isn’t like Seichre. Power changes hands all the time, sometimes violently, and this incident was relatively peaceful.”

The king sniffed disdainfully. “I’m not so sure. It would be all very well if the girl was of noble blood...”

“She’s the daughter of the previous Lord Archon.”

“Did you just interrupt me?”

“The Honorable Lord Wraith would never dream of such treason, sire,” Heron said, shooting Senne a warning look.

“Of course not,” said the king. “I must have misheard. I haven’t the faintest idea why you’re hesitating, Wraith. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were getting lazy, lounging about in your Royal City manor. All the comforts you enjoy are merely the result of our royal courtesy, you know.”

“I only meant to suggest that it might be prudent not to escalate the situation in Archon, sire,” Senne said through gritted teeth. “If Seichre assassinates the new Lady Archon, who will take her place? Lord Archon had no other heirs. One of the other island merchant-lords would have to govern Archon, and that might put the three-state treaty in jeopardy.”

“You raise a good point,” the king said mildly. “Although it is not your place to comment on politics, Wraith. Your place is only to carry out the tasks we give you, and you would do well to remember it.”

Senne bowed her head. The king looked away, looking bored with the conversation.

“Still,” he mused, “I suppose you’re right. This matter could become a bother. I’ll confer with my ministers, then, and we’ll decide if getting rid of that child is worth the risk.”

Senne and Heron watched as the king leaned back in his throne, apparently contemplating this. He stared into the middle distance for a while, then snapped back to reality to glare at them both.

“Well? What are you still doing here? Dismissed.”

“Thank you for your time, sire,” Heron said, with his characteristic elegance, and he bowed gracefully. Senne bent, less so.

She was quiet as they navigated the palace’s twisting hallways and emerged into a cold slate courtyard. Her breath hissed out in a steady, frustrated stream.

“I know,” Heron said quietly. “I understand how you feel.”

“Do you?”
“Some people,” he said, “just need to be slapped very hard in the face, but slapping them isn’t worth being executed for. Even if they’re very annoying.”

“I hadn’t seen the king since I was young. I don’t remember him being like that.”

“Charitably, one might say he was a little kinder and more dignified when he was younger. Or it might simply be that you were more susceptible to his title then, and now you have the sense and confidence to see the ordinary, mean man beneath the fancy clothes,” Heron said.

“Shush, someone will hear you.”

Heron gave his customary response. “What are they going to do, have me assassinated?”

Senne didn’t smile this time. “Do you think he’ll actually order me to kill her?”

“Yes,” Heron said immediately. “I’m sorry. The Ministers of Trade and Defense might stall him for a little while, but it’s only a matter of time. Even if Annara just sat quietly on the throne and did nothing else— and, honestly, do you think she would?”

“No,” Senne said. “She’s been planning this for some time. Years, maybe. There’s something else in the works.”

Heron inclined his head. “You know her best.”

“I don’t think I knew her well at all.”

Senne shivered against the wind, and Heron took off his black wool scarf and wrapped it around her shoulders. It prickled against the back of her neck, like Senne’s growing awareness of her own discomfort at the prospect of following the king’s orders. Had she known Annara? Was it enough to know someone’s smile by heart, to know her favorite breakfast foods and taste in architecture, if you didn’t know her ultimate goals? Senne didn’t know.

Maybe, considering their shared fate, it didn’t matter at all.

✽✽✽

The royal crypt of Archon was buried below the palace, accessible through a small moon chapel located near the second ballroom. Centuries of Archonian merchant-lords were buried there, including Annara’s father. Or so she assumed. She had let her guards take care of the body without much care for what they did with it.

Her mother, on the other hand, was not buried there. As a traitor to the crown, she didn’t have the right.

Far from the palace, where the edge of the island rose into a jagged cliff above the sea, grass grew long over the potter’s field where the Traitor Concubine was buried. A recent rain had pressed the strands of grass into one green cloth that dipped and rose as it fell over the hollows of the earth. The sea crashed and roared at the bottom of the cliff.

Most graves here were unmarked, since they belonged to beggars and unidentified corpses. The Traitor Concubine was a lucky exception, perhaps as a nod to her former status. Her grave was a small square stone, crudely carved with the swan of Archon. Annara knelt next to it, listening to the waves and feeling the wet grass slowly darken the knees of her pants.

After a while, she opened her satchel and took out a few sheets of thin, colored paper and a pair of scissors. She started to cut six-petaled flowers from the paper. It was an old Crescentian funerary custom, and if she didn’t do it, no one would.

“There you are,” Haol said. “I was looking for you. The Xiunian merchant got in early, and she wants to speak with you. At your leisure, of course.”

Annara kept her head down, gently snipping flowers out of paper. “Thank you, Haol. I’ll be there shortly.”

Haol came to stand next to her, and bowed slightly to the grave. “Do you think she’d be proud?”

“Proud?”

“You finished her work. Lord Archon is finally dead.”

“Our actions weren’t related,” Annara said. “Her failed assassination attempt was an act of desperation, a doomed bid for freedom. My successful one was calculated to gain power. I don’t think I’ve continued her work.”

“You’ve avenged her, then, at least.”

“Vengeance doesn’t help the dead. They’re gone, they don’t see it. It was purely for my own satisfaction.”

“But you’re here, aren’t you?”
Annara tucked the skeleton of the used paper back into her bag, stood, and scattered a handful of paper flowers over the gravestone. A few of them clung to it, caught by the ruffled lace edges of lichen. The thin paper quickly turned transparent with moisture. Somehow, the bright gold and white only made the crumbling gray stone look more forlorn.

“I think I owe her that much.” Annara cast her final handful of flowers out over the rest of the cemetery, for the unmarked graves. The wind caught one of them and lifted it towards the sea. “Say, Haol, do you remember her name?”

“Of course, it was...” Haol trailed off, frowning. “Actually, I don’t think I do. I’m so sorry. It’s just that he would get so angry whenever anyone mentioned her by name, and all of us servants were terrified, and we were so young when she died. I haven’t heard anyone call her by her proper name for years. It started with an S, I think, or maybe it was a W…”

“I don’t remember either.”

“Oh.”

“Mm.”

“So that’s why you’re here,” Haol said.

“Like I said, I think I owe her that much.”

The wind tugged at one of the paper flowers. It trembled in place, but it couldn’t pull itself free.

“They buried the previous Lord Archon,” Haol said suddenly. “In the crypt, according to custom. They gave him the bare minimum of funerary goods.”

Which, Annara knew, was still valuable enough to feed an ordinary person for a decade. She looked out at the potter’s field, where the earth was rippled with centuries of humble burials. A few lone, rotting monuments poked out of the grass.

“I truly don’t care,” she said. “If any of the courtiers feel the need to construct some kind of memorial for him, authorize it on my behalf, but don’t bother telling me. Don’t let them use any money that I’m already using for something else, especially if it’s education or bridge repair.”

“Understood.”

“Your mother’s not buried here, is she, Haol?”

“No,” Haol said. “We somehow scraped together enough money for an actual funeral.”

“Good. That’s good.” Annara patted the stray grass off of her pants. “Let’s go talk to the Xiunians.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The Xiunian merchant-captain was a tall woman with a black eyepatch covering her left eye. She wore South Xiunian robes that ruffled elegantly around her ankles and heeled boots that made her tower over Annara.

The sea crashed against the docks. Out in the harbor, a wave burst into a fan of white foam on the breakwater. A cold winter wind blew in from the ocean, tugging strands of the captain’s long black hair across her face and rippling the ermine on Annara’s collar. Behind them, sailors unloaded square wooden crates. Each crate was stamped with the Xiunian word inflammable in bright scarlet cursive.

“Careful with those,” the captain barked in Xiunian. “Don’t get them wet.”

“Ma’am.”

“Perhaps you’d better bring them off the docks,” Annara said in Crescentian. It was custom to speak in the language of the port you were in when dealing in international trade.

“Good idea.”

The captain yelled something to the sailors, and they started hauling crates onto the solid stone lip of the harbor, where the water was less likely to touch them. Annara pulled a small pouch of gold ingots out of her satchel and passed them to the captain.

“Thank you for your business,” the captain said.

“I appreciate you coming all this way, even though the weather is about to turn,” Annara said. “I hope we can continue to count on you in the future.”

“So long as you can continue to afford us,” the captain said dryly. “Shall I show you the merchandise?”
“Please.”

They went over, and the captain pried the lid off one of the crates. Inside, hundreds of little paper cylinders nestled together like books on a shelf. Some were wrapped in black paper, while others were colored red or gray. Each one was labeled inflammable.

“You want to store all of these in a cool, dry place,” the captain said. “Avoid heat or direct sunlight. Try not to… what’s the word? Try not to bump them too much.”

“Got it. What’s the difference between the red ones and the gray ones?”
The captain reached into the crate and picked up a red packet of something. It was tightly wrapped, with the words danger and inflammable and a tiny gold-foil sunrise emblazoned on the paper.

“This one is a flash bomb,” she said. “It does very little physical damage, but it does produce a bright light. There’s no fuse. To use it, throw it as hard as you can at the floor.” She smiled wryly. “I would demonstrate, but I suspect using explosives on the streets of Archon is illegal.”

“Quite.”

“These gray ones, these are smoke bombs. They work in a similar way, and they serve a similar purpose.”

“Understood. What about these black ones?”

“Those are the heavy hitters, my lady. Unlike the other varieties, these have a fuse you must light.”

The captain lifted one out of the crate. It was larger than the others, about the size of a hand rather than the size of a finger, and a thin rope fuse trailed from one end. The packaging held no words, though Annara assumed it was flammable as well. It only had three silver stars, the international symbol of danger.

“Once you light the fuse, you have about five seconds to get out of range. Due to the short fuse length, we advise you to throw these. The fuse is specially treated so that it will not go out mid-air.”
“Xiunian fire-craft really is impressive,” Annara said.

“We need to have something in order to stand against Seichre’s memory steel.”

“Can I see the item I commissioned specially?”

“Of course.”

The captain reached behind the crate and lifted out a small casket with a hinged lid. Inside, three large cylinders of dark blue paper were nestled in a bed of straw. Each one trailed a long white fuse that had been coiled at its base.

“I have to admit, the technician I work with was absolutely fascinated by this request. A shaped charge, designed to deal as much damage as possible in a highly contained area. A fuse that delays the explosion for precisely one minute and thirty-two seconds. She insisted on making two extra in case one was damaged in transit,” the captain said, scoffing scornfully at the thought of her merchandise being damaged, “since it seemed likely that you wanted to use it for something highly specific.”

“I appreciate it. Tell your technician her service has been excellent.”

“She’s an artist, really,” the captain said affectionately. Was there a light blush on her cheeks, or was Annara imagining it? “Puts her entire heart into her work, no matter what wretched skullduggery it’s meant to be used for.”

“Artist or not, Thianhi Mal is a consummate professional. I’m sure my wretched skullduggery will go smoothly now that I have access to her work.”

The captain didn’t smile. She only watched Annara through her single remaining eye. Her eye was brown, the same shade as Senne’s eyes, and her stare was stony and resolute.

“What are you planning to do with these explosives, Lady Archon?”

“Oh, I’m sure you’ll hear about it eventually.”

The captain stepped in close. “Don’t play coy, my lady. If you plan to violate the treaty, tell me now. I have no desire to be caught in a war between the Crescent and Alrhen-Xiun, so if there is to be one, I would like to know.”

“If there was such a war, what would you do? Would anywhere be safe?”

“Pahinvar, maybe. They may be a part of the treaty, but they tend to steer clear of this sort of thing.”

“True enough,” Annara said. “Don’t worry. I have no desire to violate the three-state treaty.”
The captain shook her head. “How can I believe you?”

“I swear it on my mother’s grave,” Annara said earnestly, with one hand on her chest. Not that she has much of one. “I will not violate the three-state treaty. There will be no war.”

The captain looked at her for a long time. Waves crashed and slid against the docks, each one eating away a little more of the wood and sending crystalline streams of water pouring over the barnacles. Eventually, she sighed.

“I believe you. I can tell you are in earnest,” she said. “What are the explosives for, then?”

“A personal matter.”

“What kind of personal matter requires enough bombs to bring down a mountain?”

“The kind that is none of your business, captain,” Annara snapped. She took a deep breath and adjusted the angle of the crown on her head. “My apologies. I didn’t mean to be rude. I simply prefer to keep my business and personal matters separate.”

“As long as you don’t make it my business,” the captain said.

“It won’t ever be your business,” Annara said testily. “This is between me and my...”

Annara suddenly realized she didn’t have a word for what Senne was. She wasn’t exactly Annara’s enemy, and she wasn’t exactly someone Annara used to love. Someone she was preparing to betray, maybe, but that wasn’t something she wanted to say out loud.

She bit her lip and said, “Well, someone I used to know.”

✽✽✽

Senne opened her door to a flood of black envelopes.

She sat at the kitchen table in the thin yellow light of a lantern, cutting them open with a letter-opener. Most of them were requests to kill Annara, but there were a few for a provincial lord in the east of Alrhen-Xiun, who had recently made some noise about rebelling against the Xiunian government.

This was what happened after any political upset. As Heron said, the nobility of Seichre had never lived through a war or an insurrection, so they thought assassination was the solution whenever they felt uneasy about any sort of conflict. The culture in Seichre around the existence of assassin-nobles really didn’t help. It was Senne’s responsibility to vet the requests and only respond when she felt it was necessary, or worth the money her client was offering.

She dumped all the requests into the stove, where the black paper curled at the edges and paled into ash. The Xiunian government would take care of the provincial lord, and Annara— or rather, Lady Archon— had yet to do anything bad enough to warrant a response from Seichre.

Someone knocked on the door, and Senne was distracted enough to say, “Come in,” without bothering to check who it was or if they had a key.

Heron poked his head into the kitchen. He wore plainer clothes than usual, with no embroidery on his coat or his boots, but there were two small teardrop earrings in his ears. They were carved from obsidian that flashed white when it caught the light.

“How are you?” he said.

Senne wrinkled her nose at him. “Fine. Why wouldn’t I be fine?”

“Oh, no reason,” Heron said airily, rummaging through her cabinets for something to eat. “Just, you know. There seem to be a lot of black envelopes in your stove over there. Can I have one of these?”

He was holding a bag of dried, candied fruit. Senne shrugged.

“Help yourself,” she said. “And yeah, apparently there’s a wannabe warlord in Alrhen-Xiun making everyone uneasy.”

“Mm. And the recent events in the Crescent, of course.”

“Yes, the recent events in the Crescent. Will you shut up about that for a minute?”

“Certainly,” Heron said, unfazed. “Though, if you ever want to talk about it...”

“I don’t.”

“Right. Any further sign of Tin lately?”
“No,” Senne said, heaving an audible sigh. “In fact, no one has seen or heard from him for about eight weeks, unless you count me. I’ve asked around.”

“So have I. Similar results. I did, however, track down one of the poor bastards who stole the ore for him.”

“Did they have anything to say?”

“Well, when I say I tracked him down, what I really mean is that I was there when they fished his corpse out of the river.” Heron slapped a dossier down on the table. “A man by the name of Ercan, lived on the south bank right outside the Royal City. Identified by his sister and daughter. Apparently, he was a small-time crook who was often involved in crime around the docks: smuggling, pickpocketing, that sort of thing.”

“How did he die?”

“When we found him, his body showed signs of severe memory ore poisoning. That wasn’t what killed him, though. He was shot three times in the chest, here and here and here.”

“What’s your opinion on those wounds?”

“The killer wasn’t very professional,” Heron said disdainfully. “Anyone with half an ounce of expertise could have done it better. And probably quicker, too. I think there’s a real possibility that Tin did it himself.”

“Tin’s not a professional?”
Heron shook his head. “There’s a reason why Silver trained us. Cruelty was the only thing Tin was ever good at.”

Senne’s memories of Tin were blurry, but she trusted Heron’s opinions of people. “I’ll take your word for it. Is that all we know?”
“Unfortunately. If Charan had just lived, we could at least try to figure out the pseudonym Tin’s using, but as it is, it’s a dead end.”

“Why would Tin want that much memory ore, anyways? Why did it have such an effect on me?” Senne said, frustrated.

“Ah. I might have an answer to that one. Are you free right now?”
“Sure. Why?”
Heron put the bag of candied fruit back in its cupboard and dusted off his hands. “There’s a place in the northwest that I think you need to see.”

✽✽✽

Heron had hired a carriage to take them out of the capital. Normally, Senne slept during carriage rides, but after about fifteen minutes of quietly rattling towards their destination, Heron pulled out a pack of cards and a hopeful expression, so she decided to play cards with him instead.

Playing triumph with Heron was sort of pointless. He always won. He had learned to count cards early in life as a way to make a bit of extra cash when most of his salary as an assassin still went to Tin and the rest of the Wraith Initiative.

“Has anyone ever beaten you at cards?” Senne said.

“Yes,” Heron said.

“Really? Who?”

“Annara. She cheats like there’s no tomorrow,” Heron said, placing a card down on the rickety table that unfolded from the side of the carriage. “Once the Lord of Chreon Se distracted me long enough that we ran out of time before I could win, if that counts. Three of serpents.”

“I don’t think it does,” Senne said. “Seven of saints. You used to play cards with Annara?”

“Mhm. She said she wanted to practice cheating. Very polite of her, to tell me she was going to cheat right off the bat. Never quite caught her at it, though.” Heron played a triumph card. “Armageddon.”

“Damn. Can I still win, or will the rest of this game be an exercise in futility?”

“Don’t worry, you still have a chance,” Heron said. “Admittedly, it’s a bit of a slim one. Got any triumph-cards?”

“One.”

“I’ll tell you when to play it.”

“Alright,” Senne said. “Two of serpents.”

Heron played another triumph. “Justice.”

“Why do you have so many triumphs?”

“Luck. Or fate, if you prefer. I think the deck was stacked against you from the very beginning.”

They watched hills undulate past the carriage window, melting into a nondescript blur of brown-bronze-green. A few flecks of water hit the glass, too few for it to be truly raining.

“I don’t want to hurt her,” Senne admitted quietly.

Heron quietly set a card down on the table. “I know.”
“Saints, Heron, I know we’re not good people, but I just want to be good to one person. I know what I am, and I know nothing can ever erase the things I’ve done, but I just want to be good and gentle to at least one person for once in my life. I don’t know why that’s too much to ask.”

“Mm.” Heron put his chin in his hand and sighed. “Me too.”

“You were always good to me,” Senne said.

Heron reached out and ruffled her hair like he used to when they were children. “Likewise.”

“I just miss her, you know? I keep walking into rooms in the Manor and expecting her to be there. I never say things like this, because I know complaining won’t change my fate and it’s stupid to whine, but I wish things didn’t have to be like this. I wish I didn’t have to be like this.”

“Six of knives,” Heron said. “Technically speaking, you don’t. You just have to decide which choices are worth making.”

“My choices can’t change my fate. Everyone knows that. Fate is as the goddesses will it, nothing can change it.”

“True.” Heron played another card. “But they can affect what happens in the meantime. And that’s not nothing.”

“The outcome stays the same. It might as well be nothing.”

“So the process doesn’t mean anything at all? I feel like most philosophers would have something to say about that.”

“Most philosophers aren’t governed by the twin star,” Senne said irritably.

“Eqe Yu was.”

“Who?”

“Lord Eqe Yu, a second-century poet from Alrhen-Xiun. Apparently, he revolutionized Xiunian lyric poetry when his personal diaries were published after his death. His fate was shared by a Xiunian peasant. After a few false starts and a lot of confusion, he decided to be kind to the person who shared his fate.”

“Since when do you care about second-century Xiunian poetry?”

Heron shrugged. “Saw someone I know reading The Diary of Eqe Yu, so I was curious. I haven’t actually read the book, though.”

“Everything must have been easier for him. He was a poet instead of an assassin.”

“You’re probably right.”

“So it doesn’t really apply to me,” Senne said miserably.

“Perhaps not,” Heron said, placing his last card. “Ah, I think I’ve won.”

“Wait, you never told me when to play my triumph card.”

Heron blinked innocently. “I forgot.”

She kicked him gently under the table. He laughed.

“Sorry. Just out of curiosity, what card was it?”

She turned it around, even though she was almost certain he already knew. “Redemption.”

Gold foil glittered on the eggshell-thin card, which featured a woman dressed in rags reaching for a comet-like object that showered her with golden sparks and miniature stars. Her hands were battered and bleeding, but her expression was peaceful.

“Well, how about that,” Heron said.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” Senne said, exasperated. “It’s just a card.”

“You know, in Pahinvar, they use those to tell the future.”

“Sure they do, Heron.”

“I’m just trying to say that you do have choices. It matters when you’re good to someone, even if it’s just for a little while. If your actions can have bad consequences, can’t they have good consequences too?”

She stuck her tongue out at him and slid the card over the table.

“Mature of you,” Heron said, tucking the cards away. “What are you going to do about it?”

“Follow the king’s orders.”

“Even though you don’t want to?”

“I don’t know what else I can do.”

Heron shrugged. “Your choice. I’ll back you no matter what you decide.”

“Even in treason?”

“I said no matter what, didn’t I? I almost think a little treason would be good for the old man. It could snap some sense into him.”

“Which is why you say such treasonous things at the slightest opportunity, I take it,” Senne said.

“That, and I think your reactions are entertaining,” Heron said brightly. “Ah, look at that. We’re here.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Outside the carriage, Senne could see the gentle green slope of a dormant volcano, and a large, imposing church carved from black volcanic stone. The rainy weather turned the colors intense and fiery, so that the grass was brilliantly lime and the church seemed to be built of dried ink. It was a church dedicated to the moon goddess, Senne could tell from the colors of the windows and the stark, bare stone of the walls. It was also the only building in sight; built by and for anchorite nuns, perhaps.

“What is this place?” she said.

“Half-Moon Abbey,” Heron said, opening the door to the carriage. “A small and isolated moon church, built from rock quarried from Mount Penumbra in the reign of Empress Lusxie.”

He stepped out of the carriage onto a road half-overgrown with long yellowing grass. Senne followed. The ground was soft, and mud clung to her boots. The earth was so dark that the puddles were black. The air smelled like rain.

Heron tossed a coin to the coachman. “Be ready to run at any time,” he said. “I doubt you’ll be in any danger, but it’s always best to be prepared.”

The coachman tipped his cap, visibly taken aback.

“Why are we visiting an isolated moon church built in the reign of Empress Lusxie?” Senne asked.

“Half-Moon Abbey was built for one purpose, and one purpose only: to house the incorruptible remains of Saint Fasalle.”

“I thought incorruptible corpses were a myth.”

“So did I, to be honest. Most of them are hoaxes, others are the result of skilled embalmers or mummification due to unusual conditions. Normally, they’re not very impressive. In most cases, it’s impossible to completely prevent decay.”

“Most cases?”

“Maybe all cases,” Heron said. “We’ll see.”

The entrance to the church was a massive, medieval wooden door, pocked by age and held in place by huge iron bolts. There was an iron knocker in the shape of a crescent moon, and Heron used it to knock politely.

A nun opened the door almost immediately. Senne was instantly reminded of Annara, though this woman was a moon nun and Annara was a sun nun, so their habits were different colors and styles. This nun had very long blonde hair pinned into place with a crescent-shaped abalone comb. Silver rings glittered on her fingers. The Order of Saint Fasalle obviously did not take a vow of poverty.

The nun recognized them immediately. Senne could see it in her eyes. She tried to slam the door, but Heron had wedged his foot in between the door and the doorjamb.

“Excuse me,” he said. “I would like to see the body of your saint.”

“The inside of Half-Moon Abbey is forbidden to outsiders,” she said. “Please leave this place and return to your duties in the capital.”

“I hope that isn’t true. It would go against the direct wishes of the saint you worship.” Heron switched effortlessly to Old Seichrenese. He had always been better at languages than Senne was, so she couldn’t quite figure out what he was saying, but from the look on the nun’s face, he was clearly quoting some sort of scripture.

“Besides,” he added, dangerously low, “what would you know of my duties in the capital?”

The nun’s mouth twisted as she weighed her options. Finally, she took a deep breath and said, “Forgive me, my lord. I misspoke. I only meant to say that my sisters and I are unused to strangers, remote as Half-Moon Abbey is. You may come in, of course.”

“Thank you,” Heron said, pushing past her. “Might we take a look at your library?”

The nun smiled. “That section is forbidden to outsiders, as you well know, Retired Lord Wraith. You have clearly studied Saint Fasalle’s writings.”

“Ah, well, it was worth a shot. I apologize. Take us to see the saint, please.”

“Follow me, my lords.”

The nun pushed aside a series of veils hanging from the high ceiling and led them into a dark, narrow passage. The walls were dark and wooden, and the entire building creaked like a ship at sea as they walked. The structure smelled old, not unpleasantly, but in the way of an ancient building that held the ghosts of every smoke and perfume that had ever brushed against it. It was too dark for an ordinary person to see clearly. The nun seemed to navigate by memory alone, and Senne and Heron had always been graceful in the dark.

“Through here,” the nun said, gesturing at a narrow wooden door.

“Thank you,” Heron said. “We both appreciate your help.”

She stared at him, her silver-gray eyes almost luminous in the thin strip of light that spilled from the crack in the door. “A word of warning, my lord. The Wraith Initiative won’t be happy with you. And no matter what you learn, it won’t change the fact that you belong to them. They created you. No amount of knowledge can change what you are.”

Senne felt dread creep up the base of her spine as she wondered what the Wraith Initiative would do to them, but Heron only smiled and narrowed his eyes slightly.

“Thank you for your concern, but I believe it isn’t necessary,” he said, even though that warning had been meant as a threat and they all knew it. “If you’ll excuse us.”

The nun stepped silently aside, and Heron opened the door. The room was lit, not by candles, but by small fluorescent crystals embedded in the stone ceiling. They bathed the room in a ghostly sea-colored light that shone steadily on the polished surface of a casket.

Heron shut the door behind him. The strange light made his skin look unnaturally pale above his half-mask, and the crystals reflected in his dark eyes, shifting like fireflies. He lit a candle, and the blue-green light faded in favor of a healthier golden glow.

When he opened the casket, a strange smell rose into the air. Decaying silk sachets had been nestled around the saint’s body, giving off the sweet smell of stale, floral perfume in an unsuccessful attempt to mask something else. Senne had expected the smell of rot, but the smell was more like iron. Even under the light smell of lavender and jasmine, the sharp metallic smell congealed in the back of her throat like a tangible thing.

The saint’s body was remarkably preserved. Her skin was smooth and slightly flushed. She smiled peacefully. Her hair was auburn and glossy, combed and parted neatly, and arranged to partially cover the acne scars on her cheeks. She was smaller than Senne had expected; if living, she would only come up to Senne’s shoulder. The flickering candlelight made it look almost as if she were still breathing.

When she looked up to Heron, his face flickered too, briefly turning younger and softer. A bandage appeared over his left eye, and his hair framed his face in ragged tendrils like it had when he was seventeen. Senne blinked, and the hallucination vanished. She looked down to see dark scales streaking up her wrists. As soon as she looked at them, they disappeared.

“Heron, what is this?” she said. “The body isn’t wax, is it?”

Heron took off his gloves and touched the saint’s well-manicured hand. “No, this is flesh.”

“There’s memory ore here, isn’t there?”

“Yes. You don’t have to worry. It won’t affect you so strongly now that you’ve refined your heart shard.”

“She’s not… still alive, is she?”

“I don’t think so. It has been six hundred years.” Heron brought one of the polished silver buttons on his sleeve to the saint’s mouth. “She’s not breathing, at any rate. How much do you know about Saint Fasalle?”

“Almost nothing.”

“Well, like I said, she was a saint who died in the reign of Empress Lusxie. She was a moon nun. They say demons cursed her to transform into a monster when she was very young. Descriptions of the monster vary. Some sources say it was a massive serpent, others describe something shelled like a crustacean. Ultimately, they say, she threw herself into the ocean to avoid killing more of her sisters in her monstrous form, thus martyring herself and becoming a saint.”

“How much of that story is true?”

“That’s what we’re here to find out,” Heron said. “Modern religious scholars usually dismiss the story, because the descriptions of the monster are so inconsistent. But what if the descriptions were inconsistent because the monster didn’t have a fixed form?”

“You think she was like us,” Senne said.

“I think the Wraith Initiative began because Tin heard the story of Saint Fasalle and decided to recreate it deliberately, to use an old story to create exploitable monsters. But there’s only one way to find out.” He flicked something out of his sleeve. It was a scalpel with a gleaming memory-steel blade. “Hold her clothes back for me.”

Senne reached into the coffin and peeled Saint Fasalle’s pale gray habit away from her chest. “This seems blasphemous. And possibly illegal.”

“Even if it is, someone else got here first.”

There was a long incision already cut into the saint’s skin. It looked like a cut in paper. There was no blood, just darkness below. Heron peeled the skin back. Someone else had already sawed three of the saint’s ribs away, revealing blackened, withered organs and a heart crusted over with faintly glowing memory ore.

“I thought so,” Heron said, smoothing the saint’s skin back down. “She was like us.”

“And someone already knew. Is this how Tin knew how to create the Wraith Initiative?”

“It seems likely.”

“But what is he planning now? Why does he need all that memory ore? Is he planning to make more Lord Wraiths?”

Heron frowned thoughtfully, watching candlelight flicker over the dead saint’s marble skin. Then he abruptly flicked his fingers, and the corpse sat upright in her casket. Senne jumped violently.

“If you have a certain amount of memory ore in your body, you can control any memory steel, even if you’re not bonded to it,” he said.

The saint’s eyes slid open slightly. Underneath, her irises were blue, glassy, and perfectly preserved. Heron moved his fingers, and she closed her eyes and collapsed back into the coffin.

“The ability to transform one’s body is unpredictable and difficult to control,” he said. “I think the ability to control memory steel is the ore’s most valuable property. That’s what Tin’s after.”

“But what is he going to do with it?”

Heron’s frown deepened. His form flickered, and suddenly he was younger and smaller. Senne had to make a deliberate effort to will the hallucination away.

“I don’t know,” he said, “but I think we’ll find out, one way or another.”

✽✽✽

As they left, the nun who had greeted them stared balefully at them through half-lowered eyelids, radiating hostility through her flimsy mask of deference. They saw no other nuns. Senne wondered if the abbey was a real abbey, or just a front for the Wraith Initiative.

Heron seemed to sense her curiosity, because he said, “Let’s go. I don’t want Tin to catch us here.”

So they went back out to the carriage, where the coachman was waiting anxiously for their return. He drove Heron back to Heron’s country estate, where he dropped down from the carriage and sent Senne one final, complicated look.

“Be careful,” he said.

“You know you don’t need to worry about me,” Senne said, oddly warmed.

“I still care about you, though. See you soon.”

She bid him goodbye, then sat back as the carriage rattled on towards the Royal City. Heron was an unusual person. All these years, she had thought he was everything she would never be— a cold, elegant assassin, unburdened by pain or affection. Looking back, though, despite everything, he had somehow developed the greatest capacity for caring she had ever seen in a person. She didn’t know how he did it. She wished she could be like that.

And yet, when she returned to Wraith Manor to find a black envelope with the gilded Royal Seal holding it closed, she didn’t flinch. She sat at the kitchen table in a kitchen which still held the ghosts of a hundred common conversations in the air, at the table that still had ring-shaped stains from Annara’s glass. She cut the envelope open. She already knew what it was going to say.

Senne didn’t want to hurt Annara. But when, in the entire history of Senne’s life, had it ever mattered what she wanted? She had to do her duty. Otherwise, what was the point of her? If she wasn’t useful to the Crown, then why was she alive?

She read the order from the king, twice. Then she placed it in the chest pocket of her coat and waited for her fate to pull her ruthlessly onwards towards an uncertain future.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

It was fiercely sunny in Archon. Light saturated the palace, searing through the skylights and flashing blindingly off the white marble. It didn’t warm anything. The marble floors were still cold even through the soles of Annara’s shoes, but the hall outside the throne room was painfully bright.

A messenger pushed the doors open, letting a square of light spill in behind him. His uniform looked pale and washed-out against the light, like a painting bleached by the sun.

“Lord Wraith is coming, Lady Archon,” he said, dropping to one knee.

“Good. It’s about time,” Annara said. “She’s late. I expected her days ago. Evacuate this wing.”

The messenger hesitated. “What about you? Are you planning to flee to Rheon Se?”

“Pointless. She would simply follow me, and then I’d lose whatever meager advantage I have. Hurry up, messenger. Archon needs to be ready for our honored guest.”

The messenger stood and rushed off. Annara reclined on Archon’s swan throne, perfectly still and apparently relaxed. The snow-colored ermine on her collar fluttered as doors opened and closed. A slight smell of gunpowder rose from her coat. She stroked the silver embroidery, frowning pensively at the spotless marble floor.

“Are you sure about this?” Haol said, from her right side.

“Evacuating the wing means you, too. There’s no further need for you to be here.”

“She’ll kill you, Annara.”

“Not if I kill her first. And my name is Lady Archon.” Annara examined her fingernails. “Go on. If she catches you here, she’ll kill you too. Leave.”

Haol stared for a moment, then said, “As you wish.”

She watched him go, and she waited.

Time passed. Annara wasn’t sure how much; the throne room had no windows, and was lit mostly by a massive gold chandelier that dripped teardrops of glass towards the polished marble floor. Without servants or courtiers, the throne room was too quiet, and far too cold. Annara pulled her white coat close around her, but the cold that breathed off the intricate throne pierced her spine no matter what she did.

After a while, footsteps sounded on the marble. Annara tensed on the throne. The bleached doors opened silently on well-polished hinges, and Senne walked in.

Bizarrely, Annara felt happiness burst in her chest like sunlight. She hadn’t realized how much she had wanted to see Senne again, but based on the relief flooding through her veins, it must have been a subtle, constant ache that grew for days. She smiled, and to her surprise, at least part of it was genuine.

Senne looked around to make sure they were alone, and then she raised her veil. Underneath it, her expression was somber.

“Welcome to Archon,” Annara said. “I wish I could introduce you to the city under better circumstances.”

“I’m sorry,” Senne said.

“What for?”

“That things have to be this way.”

“Don’t be. We were on this path from the very beginning, darling, don’t tell me you weren’t expecting it.” Neither of them had been expecting the term of endearment to come out of Annara’s mouth, she could tell, but it was honest, like everything else she said. “Don’t you think it’s better this way? The curtains came down, the show’s over, all the veils are gone. We can finally show each other what we really are.”

“Enemies?” Senne said warily.

“Monsters.”

“Are you just going to sit there and talk until I take your life?”

Annara feigned hurt. “I thought you liked it when I talked.”

Real hurt flashed across Senne’s face, because she did like it. “Why are you doing this? Why did you take Archon?”

“Why?” Annara stood and slowly walked down from the dais that held the throne. “Because I could, of course. And because I was angry. My father received this throne through no particular merit of his own. The other merchant-lords are the same. They have their power not because they earned for it, not because they deserve it or because they fought for it, but because they happened to be born to the right people. Why shouldn’t I take it for myself?”

“You killed your father.” It wasn’t an accusation, just a flat statement of fact.

Annara had a sudden vision of a spreading bloodstain on the marble, little chips of bone scattered across the sticky pool of red. She shook it away.

“He killed my mother, you see. Not that it matters.” It did matter. “People like that have never once known the cruelty they inflict on other people. I’m not claiming what I did was justice. It just felt good to see defeat in his eyes for once.”

“You could end this now,” Senne said. “If you abdicated now, Seichre might be satisfied. You could go away somewhere. I could help you.”

“Sentiment,” Annara said disdainfully. “Sentiment is meant for other people, Lord Wraith.”

“You used to call me Senne.”

“Things have changed. Are you just going to stand there, or are we going to get this over with? Give fate a hand.”

Very slowly, Senne drew a long dagger from her belt. “As you wish.”

A searing bright light suddenly exploded between them. As Senne recoiled, Annara threw a second flash bomb. Senne staggered.

Lord Wraith was rumored to be invincible, but Senne was still a person. She could be startled, disoriented, and confused. She squinted when she walked into a bright room.

And so the piercing flares of light gave Annara enough time to plunge a knife deep into Senne’s chest. It was an old knife. Thin and worn, it was the same one she had taken to Seichre. Annara slid it in between her ribs, feeling blood bubble up from Senne’s flesh, hot and sticky. She didn’t think about it, even with blood between her fingers and staining the white edge of her sleeve. She couldn’t think about it. Her mind roared with blank nothingness, fueled by the thought of kill or be killed.

She shoved Senne away and retreated back towards the throne. Bright spots still danced in her vision, but she saw Senne’s shadow stagger and lift a hand to her chest. It should have cut straight through her heart. It should have been a fatal wound.

Somehow, it wasn’t. Senne’s palm came away red; she wiped it on her coat and straightened. While she was distracted, Annara struck a match behind her back. She had practiced the motion over and over in her room, and now she did it smoothly, without hesitation. She touched the head of the match to the soft frayed edge of a rope that peeked out from a gap behind the throne.

“Clever,” Senne said, taking a step forward. Annara started counting the seconds. “New technology from Alrhen-Xiun, I take it?”

“That’s right,” Annara said grandly. She had to keep talking, to cover the hiss of the fuse. She shook the tremors out of her hands and spread them triumphantly. Put on a performance, like you always do. “No country on Earth can match Seichre’s memory steel technology. But there’s a reason the Xiunian empire has been so successful, and that reason can be described in one word: explosives.”

One minute and thirty-two seconds. Thirty of those seconds had already passed. Annara counted down from ninety-two: sixty-one, sixty, fifty-nine. Senne watched her carefully, motionless.

“Commendable,” she said succinctly.

You should be angry. I just hurt you, you should be trying harder to hurt me back. But then Senne never looked angry, only tired, like she didn’t have the energy or the confidence for resentment. Annara swallowed hard against the dryness in her mouth. She had to keep talking.

“Does it hurt?” she said, then stopped, thrown. She had almost asked Senne if she was alright, involuntarily, purely on instinct.

Senne didn’t respond. The white wings of the throne reflected in her eyes, and Annara could tell that she was standing in the middle of them, looking like a parody of an angel, a bizarre farce that would have been funny in any other situation. She had to keep talking.

“It should,” she said. “Poor Lord Wraith, always in control. I’ve always admired you, you know. All that composure.”

Thirty-eight, thirty-seven, thirty-six.

“You never react, no matter what people do to you. Even when I betrayed you.” Who had betrayed whom, again? Annara couldn’t remember. “You never cared. I wish I could be like that.”

Senne’s expression changed. “Annara, that’s not—”

“Shut up,” Annara said. “Shut up, shut up. My name is Lady Archon. I am Lady Archon, and I have done too much for people to call me the name of a beggar and a traitor. I will make you call me by the correct name if you do it on your last breath. If killing you is what it takes to kill Annara, then by the goddess, I will rip your throat out where you st—”

The background hiss of the fuse stopped. Everything stopped. Then the shaped charge hidden underneath the floor blasted upward in a plume of light and smoke. There was a sound like the world was tearing in two. Annara felt a violent wave of heat knock her backwards into the throne and blister the skin on her face. There was no sound, only white marble dust in billowing clouds. Pieces of the chandelier, broken glass and twisted metal, showered silently down into the room, bouncing off the rubble.

She had stopped counting by the time the bomb went off, so she had forgotten to hold her breath. The smoke burned the back of her throat and gathered in her chest, searing her lungs. Annara choked and retched.

The dust hanging in the air was angelically bright in places. The bomb had blasted a circular hole in the ceiling. Annara had expected the smell of blood, of burnt flesh, but the smell of gunpowder covered it all, sharp and acrid.

Someone grabbed her arm. She swung her pistol up to point at their neck until she realized it was Haol. His red hair was white with powder. He was saying something, but Annara couldn’t tell what it was.

He had to repeat it several times until she could read his lips well enough to understand that he was asking if she was alright.

“I’m fine,” she said indistinctly. Her own voice sounded faint and distant. “I told you to get somewhere safe.”

“I heard the blast and I thought...” He shook his head. “Where’s Lord Wraith?”

Annara raised her head. A pillar of white smoke still rose from the center of the room. There were long smears of blood mixed in with the rubble and the dust, but no body.

“She must be dead,” Haol said, following her gaze. “No one can lose that much blood and live.”

Annara tried to pick her way over to the crater, but she immediately stumbled. Haol caught her and kept her from collapsing completely.

“No body,” she rasped. “I won’t be satisfied until I see a corpse.”

“Couldn’t she have been vaporized in the blast?”

“It’s possible.” Annara wiped some of the grime off her face. “But there’s nothing here. No limbs, no flesh, just blood.”

“Then...”

“I don’t know, Haol. I think we’ll find out soon enough.”

✽✽✽

Haol half-carried her up to her bedroom, where she snapped halfheartedly at him to leave her alone. Annara still slept in the guest bedroom her father had placed her in before she left for Seichre. Anywhere else felt bitterly strange, too clean, too different from the way the palace was when she was a child.

The ache in her throat would fade. Her pulse was normal, she had no fever, and when she held a handkerchief to her mouth and coughed, there was no blood. Her face was an angry red, but when she washed it in cold, clean water, the burns and the pain faded. She hadn’t been lying when she told Heron she was fine.

She washed the blood out of her white coat with cold water, before the stains could set. She caught a glimpse of her face in the mirror on the wall, and a wave of pure rage washed over her. She retched dryly into the basin of water, then, catching her reflection in that, too, plunged both hands into it to destroy it with ripples.

The worst part was, she couldn’t even tell who she was angry at anymore. For years, she had been angry at her father, at the monarchy, at the system kept her in poverty for years. There was nothing to be angry at anymore, but the rage was still there. It had fused to her spine during the years she spent planning this, and congealed from something fiery enough to keep her warm into something sick and acidic that would grow in her, targetless, for the rest of her life.

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the afterimage of the moment when she plunged her knife into Senne’s chest. Her hands still felt warm and slick. She could still feel the blood, the way Senne’s flesh gave under the blade, and the way she had tensed, her collarbone tight against the front of her coat. A little breath of air, an exhale. Senne never cried out.

It was ridiculous, she told herself, that she kept remembering that. It hadn’t killed Senne. It probably hadn’t even hurt her.

Annara didn’t sleep well that night. She woke up every other hour, aching and too warm under cream-colored brocade blankets. Each time, she went to the window and watched the lights of Chreon Se glitter across the water. Today had been a victory. She had faced down Lord Wraith and lived. She might have been the first person to do so in the history of Seichre.

She had planned this. She had wanted this. She was in control. She was in control. She was.

The next morning, she announced that Archon would be invading the neighboring islands. It was time to expand the empire.

✽✽✽

“We’ll start with Chreon Se,” she said the next morning, over an eggshell-thin map of the Crescent. She had grabbed a chunk of stale bread for breakfast, and it left her throat dry and scratched.

It was a sensible choice. Chreon Se was the wealthiest island in the Crescent, but all that money went to health and education reform instead of its practically nonexistent military. It had never needed a functional army, since it had always gotten on well with the three superpowers of Seichre, Alrhen-Xiun, and Pahinvar.

One of her advisors shook their head. “We can’t do that, my lady.”

“Why not?”

“Lord Chreon Se is on vacation in Pahinvar. If we take the island now, he’ll escape, and the people of Chreon Se will wait for his return.”

“Is he that well-liked?” Annara said.

“He isn’t exactly well-liked,” the advisor said. “Saying that his people associate him with prosperity would be closer to the truth. They don’t seem to have a high opinion of his intelligence. If you take the island, though, and its economy suffers, they will definitely want him back.”

“Hm. When will he get back from Pahinvar?”

“Difficult to say. Apparently, he’s visiting his mother for one of their festivals.”

Their tone made their opinion of rulers who spent all their time gallivanting off to foreign countries painfully clear. To Chreon Se’s credit, though, his island seemed to do fine without him. His elected civil officials had so much power that the island was practically a democracy.

“Chreon Se’s out, then,” she said. “We’ll start with Ervon. It’s not ideal, but it’s our next best option. Any objections?”

No one said anything. Ervon was relatively small and easy to attack without involving the other islands. It was reasonably wealthy, but not in the way that Chreon Se was wealthy. Chreon Se was saturated with wealth, in a way that touched nearly everyone that walked through it. In Ervon, you could see the gilded edges of the palace from the slums.

Very quietly, behind her, Haol said, “Are you sure about this? The three-state treaty...”

“Will hold if we don’t spill too much blood. The three states don’t care about little Crescentian conflicts.”

“Well, if you’re sure.”

“I’m always sure,” Annara said.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

They left that day. Annara didn’t remember to eat lunch. She felt faint and numb as they crossed the bridge to Ervon. The horizon was dark with storm clouds, charcoal gray and heavy. The smell of rain was in the air. A storm was about to sweep over the islands.

The Ervonian side of the bridge was guarded by two sleepy guards. The Archonians slit their throats quickly, to prevent them from raising the alarm. The rest of the walk to the palace was peaceful, as it took them through crumbling neighborhoods full of broken and boarded windows. A woman in a patched dress was taking laundry down from a clothesline in anticipation of the rain; when she saw their white uniforms, she darted back inside, leaving half the clothes still up.

Once they reached the castle, there was a short and bloody battle. One of the Ervonian soldiers came at Annara with a bayonet, and Annara shot her quickly, without hesitation. Once she collapsed, leaving a rust-colored smear on the wainscoting, it was easy to imagine someone else had done it.

“You five,” Annara said, hoarse, pointing out a few Archonian soldiers. “With me.”

They followed her up the magnificent stairs of the entryway. Annara was looking for a banquet hall, and she found it almost immediately, through thick stone walls that would have masked the sound of gunfire. She threw open the doors.

Candlelight gleamed on the silk clothes of Lord Ervon and his guests. Lace frothed at their wrists and collars. Silver clinked against porcelain.

Lord Ervon sat at the head of the table. She knew him immediately from the description her messengers had given, but he was younger than she had expected. He was older than she was, but younger than Heron. He had very neat dark hair and a small, pointed beard. She heard the laughter die in his mouth as he saw the guns.

“Archon is annexing the isle of Ervon,” she said. “Resistance is pointless, so I hope you all aren’t thinking of trying anything foolish. Call for your guards if you like, Ervon. None of them will come.”

Ervon set his fork down on the tablecloth. She could tell he didn’t really believe it, not really. “Come now, miss, you can’t be serious.”

“Shoot anyone who tries to resist,” Annara said to her soldiers. “Actually, shoot anyone who tries to reason with you. Make an example of them.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“Be reasonable,” Ervon said desperately, as the soldiers filed into the room. He fidgeted with the embroidered hem of the tablecloth.

Annara looked at his plate. It was polished silver, piled high with brilliantly emerald steamed vegetables and a cut of roast beef, charred at the edges and pink at the heart. She could smell the wine in his cup and on his breath. There was a small jadeite bowl filled chipped ice and lemon syrup just to the left of his cup.

She swept all his plates off the table, and they clattered to the floor next to him. One of the nobles shrieked. Annara planted her foot on the table where his plate had been, smearing a bloody footprint onto the tablecloth. She grabbed Ervon by his cravat and used the mouth of her pistol to force his chin up so that he looked her in the eyes.

“I am being reasonable,” she said, deadly calm. “I am only operating on the same principles you have espoused for your entire life, Lord Ervon. You have money, I have a title, why should I not take it from you?”

“Please,” he said. “Archon and Ervon have always been friends.”

She dropped him, and he landed heavily back in his chair. “There is no more Ervon. From today on, there is only East Archon.”

“No,” Ervon said, face pale.

“If you’re lucky, I’ll keep you around as a political prisoner. If you continue to protest, I’ll shoot you here and now.” Over her shoulder, to emphasize the point, she said, “Burn the palace down.”

The guard behind her saluted neatly. “Yes, my lady.”

“You can’t do that,” Ervon said, white as a sheet. “The fire will—”

She cracked him across the forehead with the end of her pistol, and he collapsed onto the table. Across from him, one of the Ervonian nobles fainted. She checked Ervon’s pulse. He was still breathing, and the wound didn’t seem serious. Annara opened the window, and let in the sounds of white-uniformed soldiers piling kindling by the walls.

✽✽✽

Annara climbed up to the roof to watch the storm sweep over the sea. This part of the castle was stone, and it wouldn’t burn easily. She stood and rested her forearms on the battlements, listening to the sea crash against the castle directly below.

Behind her, she heard the click of a pistol inexpertly cocked. She whipped around and found a fifteen-year-old girl pointing a gun at her.

She wore a green-and-yellow Ervonian maid’s uniform, with a slightly stained white apron that wrapped around her waist. Her hair was tied back into a bun under a white kerchief, but tendrils of it escaped and whipped in the storm-driven wind. Her hands were shaking so badly that it would be a miracle if her bullets hit Annara at all. Her eyes were the same brown as Senne’s.

“Where did you get that?” Annara said sharply, even though it should have been obvious from the drying blood crusted onto the barrel. She had taken it off a dead soldier.

“This is your fault,” the maid said, trembling like a leaf.

Annara opened her mouth to defend herself, but then a sunset-colored fragment of light caught her eye. Fire. Behind the maid, the roof of the palace was on fire, and it was starting to spread to the wooden buildings nearby.

“If the rain doesn’t come, we’re all finished,” the maid said. “The entire island will burn. You killed us all.”

You can’t do that, Ervon had tried to say, just before she hit him. The fire will spread.

“The rain will come,” Annara said, but it sounded like someone else was saying it.

She thought of the woman they had passed in the street earlier, the one who had been taking in her laundry. An image flashed into her mind: the old man who had accepted her cigarette ages ago, after she had finished talking to Mercan. Ervon wasn’t Archon or Midion or Chreon Se. It didn’t have the infrastructure to deal with a fire of this size. It would destroy everything and everyone on the island until it reached the sea.

“You don’t know that.” The maid shook the gun. “Why? Do you really hate us that much?”
The truth was, she hadn’t even been thinking about people like this. It was just a power play, like countless other things Annara had done since she was young.

“I didn’t mean...” she started to say, and then she realized it was pointless.

It didn’t matter what she had meant to do. She looked for the usual cancerous mass of rage hidden below her breastbone, the anger that made her willing to become any twisted thing, to hurt anyone, and found that it had dissolved the moment the maid drew her stolen gun. There was nothing to say. ‘Sorry’ was too light a word.

“I’ll kill you,” the maid said, very quietly, almost like she was talking to herself. “I’ll kill you, and then it’ll be over.”

There was a gunshot. A bullet pinged off the stone next to Annara, leaving a white pockmark in its salt-stained gray surface. Before she could think too hard about it, Annara threw herself over the edge, into the ocean far below. She heard another bullet whip past. The freezing water hit her like a punch to the gut. Blindly, she struck out towards the bridge, relying on her memory to navigate.

When she resurfaced, no one was shooting at her. Rain etched concentric circles into the waves.

✽✽✽

By the time she made it back to Archon, it was pouring. She was soaked to the bone, soaked through three layers of clothing, and she had lost the circlet on her head. Her ermine collar was plastered to her shoulders. Every muscle ached. She had never been more tired.

All the guards bowed low as she walked through the palace. Some of them were celebrating, and so were her advisors. She heard the sound of laughter.

She found Haol in the strategy room, poring over the map of the Crescent. When he looked up at her, his eyes blazed. His face was white with anger, stark against his red hair.

She had expected him to be at least a little glad to see she was still alive, but instead he hissed, “Do you understand what you’ve done?”

Of course she understood what she did. She didn’t need him to point that out. “Yes.”

“You could have killed thousands of people,” Haol said. “You could have started a war. If it hadn’t happened to rain at precisely the right time, you could have annihilated an entire island. Hell, Annara, you were supposed to be in control.”

“Don’t call me that. I am in control.”

“You’re not, and you know it. Look at yourself. This has already gone too far, Annara, and you need to stop it before it goes any further.”

“I told you not to call me that,” Annara snapped. “My name is Lady Archon. Remember your place, captain.”

“What is my place, exactly? Am I here to be your servant or your friend? Because if I am your friend, it’s my duty to tell you that you’re hurting yourself and the people around you.”

“You’re not my friend,” Annara said. “How could you be? I am Lady Archon, and you’re nothing but the son of a servant.”

She hadn’t meant to say it, but it was what the kind of person she was trying to be would have said. Haol stiffened. Good. She wanted him out of the room at any cost, so that she wouldn’t have to look at him and listen to him say things she already knew.

“What happened to you?” he said. “You weren’t always like this. The person I knew would never have done that to Ervon.”

“Don’t talk nonsense. I’ve always been like this.”

“No. I don’t think you have.”

“Does it matter? Do we really have to do this?” Annara said. “Do I have to stand here and listen to you enumerate all the ways I’ve changed, all the ways I’ve failed, all the ways I’ve been deficient, until what? Until I change my ways? Until I repent? That’s not going to happen.”

“I see,” Haol said. Silently, he unbuckled his belt and placed it, sword and all, on the table. “In that case, you clearly don’t want me here. We’re not friends. I have no obligation to keep you from doing this to yourself. I resign.”

“Good,” Annara said. “Get out. Don’t come back.”

As he met her eyes, Annara could see a spark of fury in him, but it was old, and heavily watered down with sorrow.

“As Lady Archon commands,” he said, and then he was gone.

✽✽✽

After that, Annara washed her face with warm water. She could still feel the salt from the ocean, grainy on her skin, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to take a bath. Instead, she changed clothes and wrung out her hair. After her shirt and pants were dry, she put her father’s coat back on, even though it was still damp.

It was still her father’s coat. Even after all this time, and despite all her best efforts, getting it wet had brought out the ghosts of his cologne and tobacco, just under the smell of brine. When she looked in the mirror, she didn’t look confident or brave. She just looked like a smaller, younger, hollowed-out version of him. A nameless, howling pressure built in her chest. Her mind felt like a sponge slowly being soaked in ink, darkening by degrees.

She took out a knife. It was an old knife, thin and chipped, built more for a kitchen than a battlefield. She had brought it to Seichre with her. She had stabbed Senne with it. She hadn’t used it since.

Annara turned the knife over and over in her hands, watching the blade catch the light and then turn dark. She pressed the hilt to her forehead. Annara no longer believed in the grace of the goddesses, nor did she expect any help from any supernatural quarter. She never had, even when she was a nun. But now, for the first time in a long time, Annara closed her eyes and started to pray. It wasn’t because she thought it would do something. It was only because it was familiar, and it reminded her of a time when her plans for vengeance and domination were just plans, instead of things that were supposed to be victories.

Someone knocked very hesitantly on the door.

“What is it? Come in,” Annara said, feeling very tired.

A messenger bowed herself into the room, looking cowed. “I’m so sorry, Lady Archon, that I have to be the one to break it to you, but there’s some bad news.”

“Spit it out, then.”

“Lord Wraith is alive, my lady. I’m sorry,” the messenger said, cringing.

“Oh,” Annara said distantly. Some of the pressure eased, just slightly. “No, that’s a good thing. That’s good news.”

“My lady?”

“Tell people I’ll be waiting for her at this address,” Annara said, scrawling it across a piece of paper. It was an abandoned church near the potter’s field, one that was suitably remote. “Tell as many people as you can, and the rumor will reach her eventually.”

“Yes, Lady Archon,” the messenger said, bowing low.

Annara watched her go, then she sat at the vanity table, brushed a few jars of cosmetics aside, and wrote a note. She wrote it as if she was talking to Haol, but Haol was gone. It was unlikely that he would ever return to the House of Archon. More likely, the note would be picked up by a maid, or a soldier, or whoever first opened the door to the guest room to discover that Annara was gone.


CHAPTER TWENTY

Annara fell asleep in the church, waiting for Senne. She curled up just beneath the altar underneath her father’s old coat. Despite the smell of his cologne, she passed out quickly, descending into a gray dreamless sleep that was only broken when the threshold of the church creaked like a single note from a violin.

Outside, the rain had softened, and it fell through holes in the roof in long silver threads. The light was pale blue. Everything was quiet, not in the way that it was in the palace, which was a cold silence with an undertone of fear, but in the way that a library was quiet. Silence filled the room like water.

She sat up and rubbed her eyes, feeling a thousand bruises ache in a thousand different ways. Senne stood in the doorway, a familiar dark shape that glowed in hundreds of colors where the light from the stained glass hit her. As Annara watched, she removed her veil.

Annara had been half-expecting a ruin of scoured flesh, but Senne’s face was the same as it had always been. There didn’t seem to be any obvious wounds on her. Annara let out a breath she hadn’t known she was holding. Something started to unknot in her chest.

“Are there more bombs in here?” Senne asked, as if they were talking about the weather.

“No. I’m unarmed, except for…” Annara trailed off, and walked over to her. “We need to end this.”

“So you’ve been saying.”

“I mean it this time. The prophecy should end here, in this room.”

Annara’s knees shook a little, and then she lowered herself down and knelt in front of Senne, head bowed. The floorboards creaked under her weight, the same breathy violin-noise as before. Rain streamed off the tattered roof. Cracked glass images of moon saints glowed in the windows, but none of them watched. Their eyes were closed, their smiles gentle, as if dreaming pleasantly.

Annara reached into her pocket and brought out her old knife. She offered its hilt to Senne.

“End it,” she said. “Please. Before I do anything worse.”

Senne took the knife. Annara could only tell because the weight in her hand lessened, and the warmth of her fingertips brushed Annara’s palm. Even through Senne’s gloves, it was like sunlight.

“There aren’t any traps here. No more explosives. I just thought it would be a nice place to die,” Annara said, faintly proud of the fact that her voice didn’t shake. She sounded empty, but composed. “This is the best way to end the prophecy. You live. I don’t cause any more damage. So, please. Whenever you’re ready.”

It was a sin to ask someone you loved to hurt you, according to the sun goddess’s doctrine. A minor sin, to be sure, and only a small entry in a long catalogue of thousands of others, many of which Annara had already committed.

It was only then, thinking about sin and waiting to be killed, that Annara realized that she had loved Senne. It was a small revelation, not a large one, because it felt like it should have been obvious. It was like an invisible thread that had passed through every one of their interactions, and in retrospect, it explained so much. The night when Mercan died. Why Annara had started to fall apart. The feeling had been there the entire time, unnoticed by either of them, but as much a part of Annara as her own heartbeat.

It was too late for it to matter now. Senne took off her gloves and placed her hands on either side of Annara’s head. Annara was certain that Senne was about to break her neck. That was good. It was a fast death, a clean death, more so than bleeding out, and better than she deserved.

✽✽✽

You just have to decide which choices are worth making, Heron had said, days ago, while they rode to Half-Moon Abbey. Back then, Senne had only seen one option: to obey the king. It was her purpose, and doing otherwise meant she would face execution. But now, with Annara in front of her, there was only one choice worth making.

Annara looked tired, more tired than Senne had ever seen her, and there was an agonized twist to her mouth that hadn’t been there before. Her ashy hair was disheveled. Part of her bangs was crusted to her forehead with dried blood. There was a cut there, under her hair, and a line of rust ran down from her hairline and clotted in her eyebrow.

Senne reached out, paused for a minute, and cleaned the blood off Annara’s forehead. Her sleeve was wet from the rain, and the blood turned pink before vanishing like mist in the sun. She lowered her hand to cradle Annara’s cheek until Annara opened her eyes.

It really was the only choice worth making.

✽✽✽

Annara waited, but the fatal blow never came. Instead, Senne gently wiped Annara’s forehead. There was a wound there she hadn’t noticed, and the rain on Senne’s clothes took away some of the pain. She felt cleaner immediately.

Senne smoothed her thumb across Annara’s cheek, so gentle that it hurt. All of the emotions that Annara had pressed down and ignored for months rose to the surface in the wake of that touch, sharp and bright like shards of multicolored glass. She opened her eyes, and she could tell immediately from the look on Senne’s face that Senne wasn’t going to hurt her.

She couldn’t remember when she had learned to read Senne so well. All of her expressions were variations on calm, but somewhere along the line, Annara had learned which ones were secretly agonized and which ones were secretly amused. This one was full of tenderness, as fragile as spun sugar.

“What have you been doing?” Senne asked quietly.

“I don’t know,” Annara rasped around the pain in her throat. “I don’t know. I should never have come back to the Crescent, I should have...”

Senne helped her stand shakily and put her knife back into its sheath. The back of the church was missing a wall. It cantilevered out over the sea, a square full of silver threads of rain and the crumpled gray sea. They sat together on the edge of the wooden floor, listening to the waves crash far below, almost touching but not quite.

“Sit down,” Senne said, unnecessarily. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

Annara let her dab the rest of the blood off her face with a handkerchief. She sat placidly as Senne spread a cool ointment on her various bruises, overcome by an intense feeling of affection for the way Senne’s eyebrows met in the center of her forehead when she was feeling worried or pensive. The feeling burned, not in the way that fire did, but in the way sugar did, pure crystalline sugar, when she hadn’t tasted it in years.

“When’s the last time you ate something?” Senne said.

“I don’t know. Yesterday morning.”

Senne brought out a poppyseed bun, wrapped in paper. She broke off a piece of it. It was still fresh, caramel-golden on the outside and soft and white on the inside. Senne pressed the piece into Annara’s hands.

“Eat this,” she said.

Annara bit into it. It tasted like Seichre. No, that wasn’t right. It tasted like home. It tasted like sitting on the kitchen table in Wraith Manor, tracing the whorls of the wood with one finger and hearing the click of the door tell her that Senne was about to walk into the room. The memory was so clear that it could have happened moments ago.

All of a sudden, Annara burst into tears. It was hard to swallow, but she ate ravenously. Senne’s hands jerked up like she wanted to pull Annara into her arms, but in the end, she only placed one hand on Annara’s back. Annara leaned into the touch.

What had she been doing? The past month or two flashed before her eyes, bitter and acidic. Haol was right. She hadn’t been herself, not for a long time, not since she shot Lord Archon, or maybe not since she stabbed Senne. Lord Archon’s death was the only thing she couldn’t bring herself to regret.

She hadn’t cried like this in years. Tears rolled down her cheeks and soaked her sleeves, her nose and throat clogged, her eyes swollen. She could taste the salt. The rain hushed, and in the sudden quiet, Senne rubbed her back.

“I can’t stay,” Senne whispered. “I have to go back to Seichre.”

Annara swallowed, but her breathing was still uneven. Everything she said turned into a strangled sob.

“I’m sorry,” she choked out. “I never should have hurt you, and I knew it, but I did it anyway. I’m sorry for everything. I’m going to fix it. The three-state treaty. I’m going to fix it all.”

When she looked back over, Senne was gone. Annara never found out if she had heard.

It didn’t matter. Annara took a few shuddering breaths. Her tears were starting to thin just as the rain did. She wiped her eyes with her sleeves. Senne was right; she felt better after eating something.

What have I been doing? she thought to herself. I can’t change anything by dying. I’ve spent the past few days royally screwing everyone on the Crescent over, and I’m one of the only people on the island who can fix it.

She stood, and brushed the crumbs off her clothes. Talking to Senne had blown all the smoke out of her head. She knew exactly what she was going to do.

✽✽✽

Annara found Haol exactly where she thought she’d find him. His mother’s house was slowly falling apart. Raindrops dripped from the eaves like little diamonds. The shingles of the roof were streaked with moss. The frame of the door was rotting, exposing bits of orange wood under the paint.

Haol tried to slam the door when he saw her. She wedged her fingers into the door crack at the last minute, and he nearly crushed her knuckles.

“Ow! Holy hell. Listen, Haol, I’m sorry.”

He opened the door again and stared at her as if she had dropped down from the moon. Annara shook her hand out, grimacing.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry for everything I said to you. I know it hurt. I’m sorry about Ervon. It was a mistake, and I knew it. It was probably the worst thing I’ve ever done.”

He narrowed his eyes at her. “What are you going to do now?”

“Let me in and I’ll tell you. We can’t talk about this in the street.”

Reluctantly, Haol stood aside. Annara walked into the deteriorating house. It smelled damp and stale. Annara doubted anyone had lived there since Haol’s parents had died.

Haol’s father had been a servant in the House of Archon. He died when Haol was a baby. His mother had clung precariously to life for several years after that, before dying of a prolonged illness she couldn’t afford to treat. It wasn’t a quick death, like most of the ones Annara had seen. It was nasty, protracted, and painful. Annara had never met her.

“I didn’t mean it,” she said quietly, following him into the kitchen. “I just wanted you to leave me alone. You were always my friend.”

“Past tense?” Haol said.

“I can’t see why you’d want me as your friend after this. But you wanted to know the plan, didn’t you?”

“There’s a plan?” Haol said.

“There is now. Hold out your hands.”

He did so, squinting suspiciously at her. She took out a golden circlet and placed it in both his hands. The original swan-shaped circlet had been lost in the waters off Ervon, but her father had kept a second one. Goddess forbid anyone ever see him without his crown.

“What is this?” Haol said.

She handed him a sheaf of papers. “And here’s the official abdication paperwork. Archon is yours, Haol. If you get them out of the mess I created, it won’t matter who your parents were. The citizens will love you.”

“So you want me to clean up your mess,” Haol said sharply, once he pulled himself together enough to stop staring at the circlet.

“Well, I can’t ask anyone else to do it. I don’t do well with power, as we’ve both seen. I want it for the wrong reasons. You don’t. I’ll walk you through it, if you want.”

He looked up, suddenly determined. “What do you need me to do?”

“First, go back to the palace. Tell them Lord Wraith killed me, if you want. They’ll be expecting it, and it’ll help mollify Seichre and Alrhen-Xiun. Show your advisors that paperwork. Get them on your side. The soldiers love you, you’re one of them, so you shouldn’t have any trouble there.”

“You’re really doing this,” Haol said. “You’re really giving me the crown.”

“Yes. Keep up. The next thing you want to do is find a way to contact Lord Chreon Se. I don’t care if he’s on vacation on the moon, find a way to talk to him and tell him the three-state treaty is in jeopardy. He’ll want to help.”

“Chreon Se? Isn’t he just…”

“A useless hedonist? Maybe. I’ve never really been able to tell. But there’s a chance he’s competent, and you need all the help you can get. Don’t bother with Lady Midion, she’s an idiot. Keep Rheon Se out of this if you can. Oh, and put an Ervonian in charge of Ervon, but make sure it’s an Ervonian who won’t do anything reckless.”

“Alright,” Haol said slowly. “I’ll do that. But what’s going to happen to you?”

“I’m leaving Archon for good. People will assume Lord Wraith killed me no matter what you do, but you can tell them that, if you want. That way, it’ll be harder to undermine your authority.”

“Will you be alright?”

Annara paused, startled. She had been thinking several steps ahead, and she had to retrace her steps to figure out what he had said. “I always am,” she lied.

“I’m sorry too,” Haol said. “You are my friend, Annara. You always will be, even if we don’t get the chance to speak again.”

Annara nodded, throat tight. “You have no reason to apologize. Good luck, Haol.”

“You too.”

When she left, he was holding the crown up to the light that snaked through the broken windows, like he was trying to imagine how it would look on his head.

✽✽✽

“I don’t know,” the shopkeeper said, speaking around the stem of her pipe. “The material seems nice, but it’s badly damaged.”

They stood in a secondhand clothing store in the south of Archon. Lord Archon’s coat slumped across the counter like a dead thing, a hunting trophy, or a skinned fox. Annara shivered. Without it, she was underdressed in just a shirt and a cravat, and the shirt had turned transparent with moisture. Still, it was better this way.

“Is this real ermine?” the shopkeeper asked.

“Real enough to fool most of the suckers who come in here, right?” Annara said with a roguish grin.

The shopkeeper smiled back. “True enough.”

“It’s obviously not good enough to wear,” Annara said, “but that doesn’t mean it’s not good enough to salvage. Cut it to pieces, I say. You could make some good ribbons out of that silk.”

“White, though,” the shopkeeper said thoughtfully. “It’s not in season.”

“You’ll be thanking me come spring. Hey, don’t you think this fur would look good on your shawl?” Annara made a frame out of her fingers, like she was imagining it. “Showstopping. It’d bring out the color of your eyes like nobody’s business.”

“Flatterer.”

“Besides, it’s not like I need a mountain of cash for the old thing,” Annara said. “Just enough money to get me to my cousin in Rheon Se, that’s all. I know it’s in pretty bad shape.”

“Why, miss, I’m starting to think you stole this article, since you’re so eager to get rid of it.”

“It’s not like anyone’s looking for it,” Annara countered. “The owner’s dead. Why, I honestly think the Swan Palace expects this coat to end up back on the market.”

“Can you swear by the Goddesses that this thing isn’t a liability?”

“On my mother’s grave,” Annara said instantly.

The shopkeeper took a long drag on her pipe. The embers in the bowl flared orange. “You’re sharp, and you’re a fast talker. I like that. Sure you have to leave so soon? You sound like you could sell anything to anybody.”

“Thanks for the offer, ma’am, but my cousin’s waiting for me. Gotta head out before planting season starts.”

“Shame. Well, good luck, then. Moon’s blessings be with you.”

“You too.” Annara paused in the doorway. “You are planning to cut it up, though, right?”

The shopkeeper was looking at the coat, hungrily, the way a butcher looked at a fresh cut of meat. “Can’t sell it like this. All those stains. No, I’m selling it in pieces. Ribbons and pouches and the like. Why, what’s it to you?”

By the time she looked up, Annara was already gone.

It was a long walk to the bridge. Beyond it, Ervon wasn’t as ruined as she had feared. The palace was a wreck. The fire had scythed straight through it. Walls were missing, leaving only a blackened skeleton of wooden beams. The older stone part of the palace didn’t burn, but the stone was cracked in places and streaked with black soot in others.

The other buildings didn’t look so bad, though. Around the palace, a few roofs had scorched holes in them, but there was no structural damage. It was only a little disaster, the kind that would be talked about for years without ever ending anybody’s world.

Despite everything, the ferry to Rheon Se was still running. Annara bought a one-way ticket with the money from her father’s coat and watched Ervon shrink behind her. There would be jobs on Rheon Se, because there always were. It was the least populated island, and yet it supplied the others with most of their food. They would be ordinary jobs, too, farming or serving farmers.

Annara was going to live there for the rest of her life. The longer she stayed away from Senne, the longer it would take to fulfill the prophecy, and the longer they both could live. It was borrowed time, but it was still something. You couldn’t change fate, but with a little bit of luck, you could outrun it for a little while.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Heron was seventeen years old, and his mission was to assassinate Lord Midion. It was his first time in the Crescent, and the language sounded strange, too sharp in some places and too slurred in others. Heron could speak a little Crescentian, since he was good at languages, but he had taught himself from a textbook. The nobles were too formal to understand, and the people on the street weren’t formal enough.

He was perched on a roof like a raven, wearing a heavy wool cape. The smoky, translucent silk of his veil shivered in the wind, but it was weighted with obsidian beads. No matter what, he would never show his face.

A shadow passed in front of the golden windows on the other side of the palace courtyard. It was a large shadow, and Heron recognized the shape of Midion’s crown.

He followed it, moving silently on the slate shingles. When the shadow disappeared, Heron ducked in through a window. A strand of his long hair caught in the latch. He tugged it free.

Lord Midion had disappeared into a room that Heron remembered from his map of the palace; a library. Heron opened the door, just a crack, and recoiled.

Lord Midion was huge. He towered over the hulking desk in the center of the room. Muscles rippled underneath his shirt. He was built like an ox, and Heron was a malnourished teenager. For the first time, Heron realized that Tin had probably lost his mind. Giving mysterious powers to impoverished child servants was a terrible idea, actually. Memory steel or no memory steel, Lord Midion could have crushed Heron’s spine with one hand.

Heron almost didn’t recognize his rapid breathing and shaking hands as symptoms of fear. Working as Lord Wraith, he constantly had to ignore his own emotions. He just had to shove them off to one side to do your job and pray they wouldn’t catch up with him anytime soon. Heron inhaled sharply, held his breath, then exhaled.

His vision tunneled. Lord Midion was large, which would make him slow. He didn’t wear a cravat or a neckcloth, which would have made it harder to get to his carotid artery. Heron kept his knives sharp. If he was quick and precise enough, Midion would bleed out in seconds.

Midion shifted, examining a set of papers on the desk. Heron slipped a long dagger out of his belt and dashed at him.

Heron’s foot hit the hardwood harder than he had meant it to, and Midion heard him. It was only a split-second’s disadvantage, but one of Midion’s hands shot out and grasped his neck. The blade of Heron’s knife glanced off cartilage. The cut it left was too shallow. He had missed the artery.

Midion slammed Heron down onto the mahogany desk. Papers jumped. An inkwell tipped, spraying long strings of ink over the wood. Heron started to choke, and gray spots appeared at the edges of his vision.

Midion ripped his veil off and tossed it into the fire. Heron could feel the heat from the fireplace on his bare cheek. It was even more jarring than the crushing pain in his throat.

“What the hell?” Midion said. “You’re just a—”

Heron stabbed him blindly, and he choked. Heron pulled the knife out and stabbed him again, this time more professionally: in the heart, between the third and fourth ribs. Blood showered everywhere, mingling with the spilled ink. Heron tried to shove Midion off him. It took him two or three attempts.

It was not Heron’s finest moment. And, he realized, with a cold drop in his stomach, someone had seen the entire thing. A boy sat paralyzed between the bookshelves nearby, clutching a book. He looked like he was about Heron’s age, but at the same time, he looked so much younger. His hair looked slightly unfortunate in an awkward short haircut. It was such a dark brown that it looked black in the firelight. He might have been handsome if he hadn’t been so terrified.

“Please,” he said. “I didn’t see anything. Please, I...”

He spoke the same textbook Crescentian as Heron, but with a very heavy Pahinvari accent that made it difficult to understand. His eyes were wide. Heron could see the pale smudge of his own face reflected in them.

You have to kill him, said the mechanical part of Heron that was responsible for calculating precisely where to stab. It sounded older than he was. It had Tin’s cold monotone. He saw your face. You can’t leave him alive.

The book the other boy was reading was written in Pahinvari, but Heron could tell by the shape of the text that it was poetry. He hunched protectively over it on instinct, as if trying to shield the words from Heron’s knife. Sentimental, a different part of Heron observed. This one sounded a lot more like him.

He wiped Midion’s blood off the knife. Something in the other boy’s eyes shuttered.

“Do it quickly,” he said, in his accented Crescentian, as he squeezed his eyes shut. It wasn’t real courage, it was just fatalism. Heron could hear the difference.

And then, very suddenly, he couldn’t do it. His eyes caught on the unreadable lines of poetry, and a part of him that had been dormant for years abruptly woke up, took the reigns, and decided to walk away without hurting anyone else.

He knew that if a description of his face got out, he would have outlived his usefulness, especially since Tin had recently found another child to torment. The Seichrenese government would execute him without a second thought. Even so, a very old, atavistic instinct leapt up in him like a flame, and he put the knife back in its sheath. Maybe it was the look on the other boy’s face. Maybe it was the poetry, or the way he spoke Crescentian in the same foreign, hesitant way that Heron did. Whatever it was, Heron could tell that nothing could change his mind.

He climbed back out through the window, taking care not to leave bloody footprints on the windowsill. By the time the boy in the library opened his eyes again, he was already gone.

A few days later, Heron found out whose life he had spared. The boy in the library had to be the young Prince of Chreon Se. Heron waited for the prince to sell him out. Nothing happened. Days passed, then months, then years, and Chreon Se never breathed a word to anyone about what he had seen.

✽✽✽

He didn’t see Chreon Se for two more years. At nineteen, Heron was freshly crowned with the title of Lord Wraith and allowed much more freedom, which he mostly used to cheat at cards.

There was a reason behind this, though. When he wasn’t assassinating politicians, he had to make money somehow. He wanted money of his own, money that he didn’t owe to the Crown or to the Wraith Initiative, and due to Heron’s specific skill set, cheating in very fancy gambling halls while playing against the very wealthy was the best way to do exactly that.

There was a new gambling hall in Chreon Se. It was called the Fallen Camellia, and it had gotten its alcohol license so fast that everyone suspected its owner had bribed a high-ranking government official. Its main clientele were people that everyone was very careful to call sailors or merchants, but it was clear to everyone with half a brain that they were really smuggling sugar from Pahinvar to Alrhen-Xiun, with a quick stop in the Crescent on the way.

Occasionally, very wealthy people from all over the world would stop in the Fallen Camellia for a taste of adventure, dressed inexpertly in what they thought were peasants’ clothes. They were very easy to find, and also very easy to fool, because they had to pretend they already knew what was normal in a place like that. Most of the time, Heron didn’t even need to cheat. He could remember the cards well enough to win on pure strategy.

He had to hand it to the owner of the Fallen Camellia, whoever they were. They had a talent for interior decor. The rooms were decorated in the Seichrenese style, which made Heron feel oddly at home even though it must have been pleasantly exotic to everyone else. Diaphanous pink and red curtains spilled from the ceiling like waterfalls, obscuring both the bar and most of the other patrons. You could never tell who was in the room with you, whether they were smugglers or gangsters or assassins, but you could hear their voices curl around you like smoke from a censer.

Incense burned in the corners. The smell was elusive, sweet and intoxicating, and slight enough that it disappeared when Heron tried to think too hard about it. The velvet upholstery smelled faintly of wine, warm and friendly.

On his third night there, Heron sat in a corner, watching shadows moving through the curtains. He was waiting for someone who looked nervous or out of place, whose clothes were too new or too artificially dirty to be real. Once he found a mark, he would challenge them to a game of cards.

Before he could find anyone, a hand pulled aside a nearby curtain, and someone sat directly across from him. Heron started to scowl, then jolted as he recognized the newly-crowned Lord of Chreon Se.

Heron had heard that he was supposed to be beautiful, but people said that about anyone wealthy and even slightly pretty, so seeing his smile for the first time was something of a shock. It lit up his entire face, and it was one of those rare smiles that made you feel like you were helping its owner keep a secret, as if it had known you for ages and loved you anyway. Beauty in the Crescent was sometimes more about literary and musical accomplishment than physical appearance, but Heron was willing to bet money that Juniper deserved his reputation in every possibly way.

It was more than just his smile. In the two years since they had seen each other last, Juniper had grown up. He had let his hair grow long, and it currently spilled over his shoulder in a low ponytail that fanned out into perfect, soft waves. His clothes suited him now. His style was effortlessly elegant, finished with two pale green earrings that brought out the olive flecks in his eyes.

“Good evening, my lord,” Juniper said conspiratorially. His strong Pahinvari accent had turned faint, but it still made his vowels softer.

Heron felt the bottom of his stomach drop. Juniper was speaking Seichrenese. He had hoped that his appearance might fade from Juniper’s memory in the way that horrible things sometimes did, but of course he was never that lucky.

“Did you recognize me?” Heron said.

“I never forget a pretty face.” His tone was light, but he was frightened, Heron could tell. His eyes kept darting uncontrollably to Heron’s belt, like he was trying to work out where Heron had put his knives, at least until he was suddenly distracted by Heron’s haircut. “Oh, I like what you’ve done with your hair, by the way. It suits you.”

“You know who I am, then,” Heron said. “You should know enough to stay out of my way.”

“Normally, I would be delighted to. However, today there are… circumstances. Would you like to play cards?”

“What?”

“Cards, my lord. That is the reason everyone is here, isn’t it? Well, that and the wine, which is excellent, by the way.”

“Alright,” Heron said, struck by the absurdity of the situation. “Let’s play cards.”

Juniper took a deck out of his pocket and started to shuffle it with expert, fluid motions.

“You never sold me out,” Heron said abruptly.

“You spared my life,” Juniper replied. “I’ll deal. We’re playing triumph, I take it?”

“Of course. You were recently crowned Lord of Chreon Se, I think. I’m sorry I missed your coronation,” Heron said, trying to figure out what the hell the Lord of Chreon Se was doing in the Fallen Camellia.

“Think nothing of it,” Juniper said breezily, as if they were actually friends. “It’s a boring ceremony, you really didn’t miss much.”

“I have to ask, my lord. What are you doing in a place like this?”

Juniper leaned in as if to tell him a secret. Heron caught the smell of sandalwood on his clothes, mixed with something sweet that might have been vanilla. “The Fallen Camellia is mine, actually. I’m the owner.”

Heron blinked. “Really? I think I saw a drug deal on the way in.”

“Probably some sort of mild aphrodisiac. People don’t really sell hard drugs here.” He smiled, guiltily amused at Heron’s astonishment. “Crime happens no matter what we do, Lord Wraith. I’d like it to happen where I can keep an eye on it.”

“And people say you’re nothing more than an irresponsible hedonist.”

“Well, I’m one of those, too. Wine?” When Heron grimaced slightly, he laughed. “Don’t worry, it’s not drugged. I’m not that irresponsible.”

“No, it’s… I’m under the legal drinking age.”

“Good gods, are you really? How old are you?”

“Nineteen,” Heron said.

“Oh,” Juniper said, still caught off-guard. “So am I. The drinking age is younger here, so you can drink if you want.” As he spoke, he motioned a server over.

The server turned out to be a beautiful young woman with glossy mahogany hair and a neckline that fell almost to her navel. Juniper smiled his secret-sharing smile at her as she filled his goblet, and Heron felt a sudden stab of jealousy that he immediately filed away to deal with later.

The beautiful server went to stand directly behind Heron, and he suddenly understood what was going on. “You’re trying to find out if I’m cheating at cards.”

“Well, you have been winning rather consistently. You’re making me lose money,” Juniper said apologetically.

“You have boatloads of money.”

“Yes, but I’m a merchant-lord. Making boatloads of money and then spending it on things is part of my profession.”

“I haven’t even been playing against the house.”

“You’re frightening my customers,” Juniper said.

“I’m not cheating. You can’t throw me out.”

Juniper made eye contact with the woman behind him. “We’ll see. Three of knives.”

“Six of serpents,” Heron said. “You do know that I could snap you in half, don’t you?”

Juniper played another card. His hands were shaking, but his voice was steady. “Are you going to? I hope you’re not. That would seriously interfere with my weekend plans.”

This managed to startle a laugh out of Heron. “No. I’m not going to.”

Not now and not ever, his tone implied. Juniper raised an eyebrow. “Why not?”

Heron could already tell that the world would be a little dimmer without him in it, but he would rather die right there than say that. “No need. Extraneous murders are very unprofessional.”

“I’ll keep that in mind if this whole merchant-lord thing doesn’t pan out.”

Heron laughed under his breath. His laugh was strange and awkward. It didn’t come out much in those days. Juniper beamed at him.

“You’re very calm,” Heron noted.

“I’m terrified. But this—” he said, gesturing around at the gambling hall, “this is my element. If we met in a dark alley, there would be considerably more screaming.”

“You’ve grown up a lot.”

“Mm. It took me a while to get the hang of Crescentian court. But I did get there.”

“Do you still like poetry?”

Juniper paused. His eyes flicked up to meet Heron’s for the first time. “I do. Very much so.”

“That’s good. I was afraid you’d lose interest in it, after that night. I don’t know many poets, I’m afraid. I only know Seichrenese folk poetry.”

Juniper brightened. “Oh, like the Song of Ehilienne?”

“Yes, actually. How did you know that?”

“I know lots of things. The next time you come to Chreon Se, I’ll introduce you to my favorite Pahinvari folk poets. It’s only fair.” Juniper blinked and seemed to realize he was speaking to one of the world’s most feared assassins. “Or not. You’ll probably be… busy.”

“Yes.” Heron’s mouth tasted metallic. “I usually am.”

“Unfortunate,” Juniper said, playing another card. “Have you ever considered changing your profession?”

Heron almost laughed. “No.”

“Really? You can’t find it pleasant or enjoyable. You don’t seem the type.”

“It isn’t. I don’t have a choice.”

“Ah. Then I won’t pry.” He frowned down at the cards on the table. “I think you’ve won.”

“Fair and square,” Heron agreed. “Are you satisfied, Lord Chreon Se?”

Juniper glanced up at the woman behind Heron. Heron saw her shake her head in his peripheral vision.

“You’re not cheating,” Juniper said, “but you are counting cards.”

“How do you know?”

“I don’t have any hard evidence. You have a tell, my lord.”

“I don’t have a tell.”

“Everyone has a tell. You look up and to the right when you’re trying to remember which cards have been played. It’s subtle, but it’s there.”

He was right, Heron realized. “You’re very observant.”

“All part of my job.” Juniper stood, taking his wine with him. “I’m not going to kick you out yet. But I would like to very politely suggest that you take your business elsewhere before you frighten off all my aristocratic customers. I suggest the Cinnamon Club in downtown Atheon; they have excellent cocktails and a clientele full of easy marks.”

“Thank you,” Heron said, startled.

“Oh, and don’t tell them I sent you. I’ve been banned for ages, unfairly, since the flaming rum incident was entirely an accident. Right.” Juniper stuck out his hand. “Do we have an agreement, my lord?”

Heron hesitated. He liked the Fallen Camellia, he realized suddenly. He liked the layers of curtains and the sequins that winked in them like stars. He liked the way the hazy golden light made the shadows look warm. He liked the idea that he might run into Juniper again. But all those things were meant for other people, people with better lives and cleaner hands.

“We do.”

He shook Juniper’s hand. His hands were very warm. Juniper had the grace to make it look like he wasn’t making a deal with the devil, even though that certainly must have been how he felt.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

It was nearly midnight by the time Senne returned to Wraith Manor. She splashed cold water on her cheeks and felt the drops travel down her chin like tears and soak into her collar. She needed to come up with something to tell the King.

Seichre’s spy system wasn’t extensive, not like the one in Alrhen-Xiun. Maybe if she told him that Annara was dead, he would believe her. But that plan would rely on Annara keeping her head down, and without speaking to her, there was absolutely no guarantee that she would do that. She had to come up with something, or the King would execute her, but her mind was blank.

Someone knocked on the door. Heron, probably. Senne ignored it. She didn’t want to talk to Heron. He was too polite to say ‘I told you so,’ but he would be thinking it.

He had been right all along. Heron was usually right all along, but it never stopped being annoying. Senne truly did have someone she couldn’t afford to lose. She would betray the Crown for Annara. If it ever came down to it, she would betray the Crown for Heron, too.

Senne ran her hands through her hair. She was so distracted that when she heard the sound of the front door and footsteps behind her, she assumed it was Annara. Someone put a damp cloth over her nose and mouth. By the time she realized that Annara didn’t live there anymore and she never would again, it was already too late.

✽✽✽

When she opened her eyes again, the first thing she noticed was the smell. It was nauseatingly familiar, a mixture of rusting, rotting metal and stale floral perfume. It clung to the back of her throat like a physical thing.

The air was thick with the multicolored haze of memory ore distortion, like heat above a road. The scene flickered. When she first saw Tin, she thought he was a memory or a hallucination, but the scene was too odd to be anything other than real.

They were underground, in a chamber that Senne recognized as her own basement. The chains lay coiled on the stone floor. One of the walls was gone, revealing a hidden room. It was dusty, as if it had been unused for a long, long time. That’s right, she realized, the Wraith Initiative built Wraith Manor. It was theirs before it was Heron’s. Of course.

Tin had turned the space into a makeshift laboratory. The ceiling in the other room was higher. It accommodated a small dais with a massive, twisted chunk of memory ore on top of it. It glittered like a meteorite, full of odd craters and bubbles. Colors rippled across its surface. A hastily-constructed iron catwalk curled up around it.

The chains on the ground clinked as Tin kicked them aside. Wait, Senne thought, if the chains are there, what’s holding me? The cold thing pressing against her wrists felt almost like a pair of human hands, but they were too stiff and hard.

She turned her head and looked directly into the still-smiling face of Saint Fasalle. The saint’s eyes were partially open, revealing a pair of blank blue eyes. Her skin was wrinkled in places and firm in others, as if it was just slightly too large for her body.

Senne tried to jerk away. She didn’t cry out, she never did, even though she could feel horror congeal in the pit of her stomach. The saint’s hands didn’t budge, even when Senne tried to shapeshift, because Saint Fasalle was made of memory steel too.

“How is this possible?” she asked Tin. “Who’s controlling her?”

“Do you have to ask?” Tin said. “I am, of course.”

“That’s not possible.”

“It is now. I’ve figured it out. I know the secret to gaining your powers as an adult. The Wraith Initiative might become obsolete, but I never will.”

He was wrong. Senne could tell. Whatever he had done to himself, it might have given him the power of Lord Wraith, but it had also given him memory ore poisoning. His fingertips were slightly blue, and the whites of his eyes had turned a pallid gray. He was in the early stages of it, so he could still recover if it was treated soon, but if it wasn’t, he would be dead in months.

“How?” she asked anyway, because there was no point in provoking him.

“Small amounts,” Tin said feverishly. “Ingest it in small amounts, and your body becomes acclimated to the poison. I don’t mind telling you, Senne. This means I don’t have to rely on children anymore.”

Senne decided that kicking at his kneecaps would be more productive than answering. He dodged to one side, but he did look slightly shaken.

“What are you planning?” she asked. “What are you trying to make me do?”

“I am trying to make you sit there quietly and stop asking questions. Weren’t you listening? I don’t need you anymore, you or your stupid, insubordinate predecessor. Which reminds me. We can’t have him interfering, either.”

“Interfering with what?”
He started to pace. “The other remaining members of the Wraith Initiative thought this would be going too far, but I don’t see an alternative. This is the only way to make the Crown listen.”

“What’s the only way?”

Tin turned to look at her. His strange, leonine eyes looked like coins where the eerie multicolored light of the memory ore hit them. “I’m going to take the Royal City hostage.”

“The entire Royal City?” Senne almost laughed. Tin had finally lost his mind. “Tin, the Royal City has thousands of people in it. You can’t possibly take them all hostage.”

“Thousands of people, indeed. The Royal City is very prosperous, is it not? Very advanced. Very lucky. And so, of course, it has thousands of tons of memory steel in it. It’s in locks, in doors, in elevators and in paintings and weapons.”

He turned around to a rickety table he had set up in the back of the room. It held a glass of water, a few maps, and three memory steel knives that Senne recognized as her own. He pointed at them. All three rose so that their hilts pointed towards the ceiling and their tips touched the wooden surface of the table. The blades vibrated slightly mid-air and started to heat, until the surface of the table hissed and caught flame.

Tin tossed the glass of water over the fire, which continued to send up gray shreds of smoke. “You see? You know better than most, I think, that memory ore can be controlled.”

“You’re not the only one here who can control memory steel,” Senne said immediately. “What you’re talking about will turn into a massacre. I’ll stop you, and if I can’t, Heron will.”

“You won’t have the chance to stop me, child. You might have a point about Heron, though.” He turned away, musing. “What to do about Heron…”

“I’m still here,” Senne said.

“Yes, you are. In fact, that seems to be the problem.” He snapped his fingers. Saint Fasalle’s body jerked upright like a marionette. “I’ll dispose of you for the time being, and then I can send my saint to kill your insubordinate predecessor.”

“You can’t beat Heron. Not even with Saint Fasalle.”

“I think we’ve heard enough from you,” Tin said sharply. “I don’t understand why you people can’t keep your damn mouths shut. You have one purpose, one reason why I spared your life. Can’t you just fulfil that purpose without mouthing off to your betters? Yes, child, your betters. The government might have given you a title, but at heart, you’re still the girl I found on the streets. Come.”

Saint Fasalle dragged her into the next room, where alien colors rippled across the surface of the memory ore.

“I will not kill you yet,” Tin informed her. “You can still be useful. Or at least your corpse can, like that of dear little Fasalle. I don’t need you sane, though. Let us see what direct exposure to two tons of memory ore does to your mind, shall we?”

For the first time, Senne started to feel afraid. She felt cold sweat gather in her palms. “You can’t turn me into a monster again. It’s not possible. I’m done with that, I’m not going back, you can’t make me, you can’t—”

The saint pressed Senne’s forehead down towards the mottled surface of the ore. As she got closer, the multicolored distortion got stronger. Her vision shivered as memories threatened to overtake reality. The last thing she heard before the world went dark was Tin speaking softly to himself.

“I can easily kill the Retired Lord Wraith,” he said. “I just need to find his heart.”

✽✽✽

Annara had the right idea, Juniper thought to himself, shading his eyes with his hand. Rheon Se really is lovely this time of year.

One of his advisors jogged after him with her skirts bunched up in her hand. Instead of landing in Chreon Se, he had suddenly decided to stop in Rheon Se, although its harbor was much smaller and less comfortable. His advisor Chira had to step carefully to avoid stray clams the afternoon fishermen had strewn across the dock.

“Sir, why are we here?” she said, looking slightly seasick. “Would it not be better to land directly on Chreon Se?”

“Oh, it’s only a social call,” Juniper said cheerfully. “I haven’t seen Lord Rheon Se in ages. I know the other lords look down on them, you know, for being the lord of the agricultural island, but Rheon Se is really quite nice once you get to know them.”

“Do you… need me here for this?”

“Not unless you want to be here. Feel free to grab dinner. Is it too early for dinner? I’ll be back in an hour or too, and then it’ll be business as usual.”

“You’re going alone?”
“Rheon Se isn’t Chreon Se. I’ll be perfectly safe.”

“Very well,” Chira said, obviously eyeing the seafood restaurant that faced the harbor. “Take care, my lord.”

Juniper bowed and left her there. Rheon Se’s government had a different setup from the rest of the islands. In the Crescent proper, government affairs took place in the palaces of each island’s lord. Lord Rheon Se’s government operated out of several stately sandstone buildings near the coast, while Lord Rheon Se lived in a country house nearby.

Juniper found them there, looking harried. Lord Rheon Se was a tall, sturdy-looking politician with long black hair and a perpetually exhausted expression. They preferred simple, professional clothing in shades of navy blue. As soon as they saw Juniper approaching, they let out a massive sigh of relief.

“Chreon Se, thank the Goddesses you’re here. Something terrible is happening.”

“What is it?” Juniper said.

“The Dowager Empress of Alrhen-Xiun is vacationing here this month. I’m not good at this sort of thing, you know. I was never an aristocrat. I made my name in hydraulic engineering, for heaven’s sake. Please, you have to help me.”

Juniper started to laugh. “The Dowager Empress isn’t that bad. You just have to nod and look suitably sympathetic when she starts to complain about how they made torture a war crime.”

Rheon Se groaned softly. “Can you tell me what kind of wine to serve while an incredibly wealthy elderly woman complains about not being allowed to torture people?”

“In lieu of the blood of her enemies, I would suggest something red and tannic,” Juniper said.

“You’re a lifesaver. Red and tannic, Chreon Se says,” they said, as an aside to a passing aide. “Thank you. I’m sorry to be going on about this, it’s just that you always seem to show up just in the nick of time to prevent a diplomatic crisis. How are you? How was your trip to Pahinvar?”

“I’m quite well,” Juniper said cheerfully. “The trip was lovely, thank you. My mother sends her regards. Asked me to ask you if you’ve been eating enough.”

“That’s sweet of her. Say, Chreon Se, you wouldn’t be willing to stick around and help entertain the Dowager Empress, would you?”
“I can’t, I’m afraid. I need to get back to my island before someone accuses me of trying to make it a democracy. I am sorry, though.”

“Of course,” Rheon Se sighed. “No need to apologize. You’ve helped out so much already. If there’s anything I can ever do for you, just name it.”

“As a matter of fact, I think there might be,” Juniper said. “You recently granted amnesty to one of my colleagues, I think.”

Rheon Se glanced up and down the hallway, then they tugged him into a smaller room where they wouldn’t be disturbed. “What do you know about that?” they said quietly.

“I’m not here to hurt Annara. Exactly the opposite, actually,” Juniper said. “I heard you let her through your borders. That was kind of you, Rheon Se.”

“It was what I would do for anyone. She begged me for a job, and to be honest, I half-expected it to be part of some kind of scheme. You know how her reputation has been, lately. But she’s kept her head down and done her work.”

“Where is she? Can I speak with her?”

“Southern tip of the island. Potato farming, just past the wheat fields,” Rheon Se said. “You can’t miss it.”

“Thank you! Good luck with the Dowager Empress.”

“Much obliged,” they said grimly. “I’ll need it.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

When Annara saw Juniper coming, she could hardly believe her eyes. Juniper was not the sort of person anyone expected to see on a farm. He wasn’t the sort of person anyone expected to see within five miles of a farm. He looked like he didn’t know what dirt was.

But there he was anyway, wearing a shell-pink shawl that glimmered with gold threads. He looked like summer personified, with an unrecognizable tropical flower wound into his hair. His clothes made him look as if he had just stepped out of an oil painting.

He strolled calmly down a row of potato plants and stopped, smiling pleasantly. “Good afternoon,” he said. “I’m sorry I didn’t come to visit you on Archon. I would have, of course, but there was a holiday in Pahinvar, and I absolutely had to visit my family.”

Annara couldn’t stop staring at him. She would have been less surprised if the sun goddess herself had come down from the heavens to remark on the weather. But he just stood there, beaming expectantly at her, and eventually she had to pull herself together.

“Would you like to come in?” she said, gesturing at the small wooden shack behind her.

“Certainly.”

She brought the Lord of Chreon Se into the shack. He had the grace to pretend the situation was perfectly normal.

“Would you like something to drink?” she said. “There isn’t any wine or tea, because… well, because this is a farm. I think we have milk in the cellar, though.”

“I appreciate the offer, but I don’t plan to stay long,” Juniper said cheerfully.

“Look, my lord, I apologize for the impertinence, but what are you doing here?”

“I’m here to discuss fashion and poetry, of course,” he said, looking surprised to be asked.

For years, Annara had suspected that Juniper’s image of a useless but beautiful aesthete was a mere facade that hid a brilliant analytical mind. Now she wasn’t so sure.

“My lord, are you sure this is the time for fashion and poetry?”

“It’s always the time for fashion and poetry,” he said, flipping open a fan. It had delicate pink peonies painted on it. “May I sit?”

She nodded at the three-legged stool in the corner. He settled on it, elegantly draping the folds of his shawl around him as he sat.

“Are you sure it’s always the time? Please, Lord Chreon Se, let me be frank. I would have murdered you in cold blood if you had come to visit me at Archon. Surely you’ve heard by now that I killed my father. Are you sure you want to talk to me about fashion?”

“I knew that, of course,” Juniper said. “That’s why I visited Pahinvar in the first place. But it seemed rather rude to bring it up. I take it you’re quite finished with your rampage, then?”

“Yes. I’m done. I… I made a mistake, several mistakes, and there isn’t really anything I can do to make it better. All I can do is to try not to hurt anyone else. I’ll stay here, out of everyone’s way, and grow food until everyone forgets about me. That’ll be good enough, right?”

Juniper raised a single, devastating eyebrow. “Wearing that?”

Annara looked down. She wore a gray dress, patched and smudged with dirt, which was fairly standard for farmers on Rheon Se.

“Yes?” she said.

“That won’t work. Gray doesn’t suit you. White didn’t suit you either, actually.” He handed her a bundle of clothes. “I think you would look much better in black.”

Annara’s fists clenched around the clothes. They were simple but soft, and classically elegant: high-waisted pants, a black lace-up shirt, a cape lined with midnight-colored silk.

“Black is Senne’s— I mean, Lord Wraith’s color,” she said.

“Is it?” Juniper said unconvincingly. “I hadn’t noticed.”

She checked the pockets of the pants. Sure enough, she found the exact fare for a one-way trip to Seichre. “What is this, Chreon Se? What are you doing?”

“Something I think I should have done the moment you returned to Archon,” he said, with unusual gravity.

“I can’t go back to Seichre. I’m fated to kill her, or she’s fated to kill me, or both, and the only way for her to be happy is if I stay as far away from her as possible. It’s written in the stars. Can’t you see that I’m trying my best to do the right thing for once in my miserable life?”

“Is that what that prophecy said? I forget,” Juniper said vacantly. “Was that exactly what the prophecy said? No other options? Fortune-telling can be so confusing sometimes.”

“There is no other option for me,” Annara snapped, suddenly hating his fake stupidity more than anything else in the world. “Do you honestly think Senne and I could get married and live happily ever after?”

“Yes.”

“What?”
“I think it would take a little bit of effort, but then again, all marriages do,” Juniper said.

“I don’t think that’s in either of our fates.”

“It certainly won’t be, if you don’t try to put it there. Have you read The Diary of Eqe Yu?”

“Why would I have read The Diary of Eqe Yu?”

Juniper put on a long-suffering look. “Because it’s absolutely fundamental to Xiunian classical poetry, for one thing. And it’s romantic. And, of course, Lord Eqe Yu shared your fate.”

“Lord Eqe Yu wasn’t me. He wasn’t exiled as a child, the person who shared his fate wasn’t an assassin from another country. How could it possibly be the same?”

“It wasn’t exactly the same, of course. But no one expected him to marry his fated partner. Most of ancient Alrhen-Xiun was certain at least one of them would be dead before the year was over.” He handed her a thick book. The spine was cracked, and the pages were yellowing, as if he had read it over and over. “Here. Some light reading for your trip to Seichre.”

“Thanks,” Annara said sarcastically. Then she said, more quietly, “Did they die?”

“Oh yes. Eventually. In each other’s arms, if you believe the legends.”

“After tragically murdering each other, I assume,” Annara said, but all the sharpness had drained out of her tone.

“Not quite,” Juniper said.

She opened the book to a random page towards the middle and read:

As the waves return to the shore and the sun returns to the horizon,

those who are fated meet again.

Scratch the surface of enmity and you might find so much love,

you’ll never see the last of it.

She looked back up at Juniper, who was smiling warmly at her.

“It’s a Xiunian quatrain, in case you’re wondering. Four lines, alternating long and short. A form popularized among the Xiunian upper class by this very book, in fact.” Then, more softly, “So you see, there is precedent.”

Annara closed the book and spent a long time looking at the black wool of the cape he had given her. The silk lining shimmered like a river at night, and both sides had absorbed the sunlight during the day. The fabric warmed her fingertips.

“Why are you doing this, Juniper? You know that I was planning to kill you. Why are you helping me?”

He folded his fan shut. “I knew your mother, you see.”

Annara’s eyes widened. “You did?”

“I did. She was kind to me when few other people in the Crescent were. I was an awkward child, someone who was better with books than people, and I didn’t speak Crescentian well. She treated me like a friend.”

“Do you remember her name?”

“It was Sparrow. Sparrow of Archon,” Juniper said.

“Was she…” Annara swallowed. “What was she like?”

“She had a quiet sense of humor. I think she was probably a good person in a very bad situation.”

“Do you think she would be… I can’t see her being proud of me, but do you think she would be angry? Disappointed?”

“I think that she would be glad Lord Archon is dead, but sad that you were the one who had to do it,” Juniper said. “But in the end, it’s impossible to say.”

“Oh. Well. Thank you for talking about her.”

“It frustrates me sometimes that no one else will. To answer your question earlier, Annara, I was very young when she died. I had no power in Archon. There was nothing I could do. But now I’m an adult. I know she would want you to be happy, and so I am doing what little I can to make things right, in whatever way I can.”

“Oh.” Annara started to laugh. “My response to her execution was to go on a murderous rampage and kill the king of Archon. Your response is to want me to be happy.”

He opened his fan again and hid a laugh behind it. “Vengeance isn’t one of my talents, I’m afraid.”

“Thank you. Truly. I didn’t think anyone would be willing to do something like this for me.”

Juniper raised an eyebrow. “Does this mean I’m exempt from assassination attempts for the time being?”

“You’re exempt from assassination attempts forever.”

He chuckled. “Thank you.”

“I have to go,” Annara said. “I want to make it to Seichre before sundown. Can you find your own way back?”

“Certainly. And, Annara?”

She paused in the doorway.

“Invite me to your wedding.”

She made a rude hand gesture at him on her way out the door.

✽✽✽

Juniper slowly made his way back to the harbor, yawning furiously. Running around talking to would-be war criminals and rushing off to avoid assassination was altogether too much excitement for him. He wasn’t cut out for it. All he wanted was to return to Chreon Se, find a good book and perhaps a glass of fine wine, and spend the evening in peace.

When he got back, though, all of his aides looked worried. Chira was pacing up and down the docks.

“What happened?” he said.

“Some kind of crisis in Seichre,” she said. “We’ve been trying to get the details, but we’ve only spoken to fishermen and low-ranking merchants. No one really knows what’s going on.”

“What do we know?”

“Fires have been breaking out all over the Royal City. They’re not ordinary fires. Water doesn’t help, it just turns to steam. People are saying that someone can control the flames, and he’s issued an ultimatum to the Seichrenese king and queen, but we can’t verify that rumor at this time.” Chira’s professional facade cracked slightly as she bit her fingernails. “If it’s true, though, the Seichrenese government might actually fall.”

Juniper’s mind felt like a kaleidoscope, with brightly colored thoughts tumbling furiously over each other. “Right. Very well. If the Seichrenese government falls, there’s nothing we can do about that. All we can do is attempt to negotiate with whatever’s left. Go back to Chreon Se and find a way to contact your Seichrenese counterpart. Ask if we can help with the evacuation effort, if there is one.”

Chira bowed and turned to board their ship. She froze on the gangplank. “Wait, sir?”

“Yes?”

“Aren’t you coming?”

“No,” Juniper said, in that same odd, distracted tone. “I don’t think I am.”

“This is a crisis, Lord Chreon Se. We could use your expertise.”

“You’ll do fine, I think,” Juniper said distantly.

“What are you doing?”

“I think I’m going to Seichre.”

“What?”

Juniper turned to one of the fishermen who had been watching this whole exchange. “Sir, could I trouble you for the use of your boat?”
He shook his head. “I’m not taking you. I don’t want to go back there.”

Juniper fished a gold ingot out of his pocket and tossed it to him. “I would never ask you to risk your life without adequate compensation. Twice that on arrival, and there’s no need to wait for me.”

The fisherman stared at the gleaming ingot in his hand. He didn’t even bother biting it. “Yes, my lord. Happy to help.”

“You can’t be serious!” Chira shouted across the water. Behind her, one of the older aides, who had known Juniper longer, just shook his head. “Do you even have a plan?”

“A plan?” Juniper felt his face fall into the blank look that people often found infuriating. “Don’t worry. I’ll come up with something on the way.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Even before Annara landed in Seichre, she could tell something was in the process of going horribly wrong. Thick columns of smoke reached up from the ground. The sun burned red. The light that flickered on the buildings was the wrong color. It had turned a deep, bloody red.

One of the sailors hesitated with his hand on the rudder. “I don’t know if—”

“Keep sailing.”

“But—”

“If you help people escape whatever that is, you’ll be a hero,” Annara said, wondering if she would have to pull a knife on him.

Apparently, she wouldn’t. The sailor nodded, resolute.

When they reached the harbor, the docks were crowded with people. Annara ducked under someone’s arm and slipped through the crowd like a fish swimming upstream. From here, she could see that the roof of the palace had caught fire. It burned furiously, so hot that she could see drops of molten lead fall from the eaves like stars. She started to run.

There was no fire around Wraith Manor. It wasn’t the only untouched building, but it was very noticeable in an upscale neighborhood that was being ravaged by fire. The buildings around it were shells filled with flame.

Annara pressed the hem of her cape to her nose and mouth. It was still wet from the sea, and the smell of salt helped to cover the smell of smoke. It was settling into her clothes, though, and her hair, sharp and acrid and nauseatingly familiar.

Did Senne have something to do with this? Senne had obviously never wanted to burn the Royal City down, so this couldn’t be her intention. But then there were the people who had created Senne. Someone had to have built Wraith Manor. And, fuzzily, just before Senne had transformed against her will, Annara remembered hearing a knock on the door.

She let herself into Wraith Manor. Inside, all the memory steel doors were shut tightly. When she tried to force them to move with her crowbar, which she had hidden in Senne’s umbrella stand, none of them budged.

That was fine. Annara pulled one of her bombs out of her pocket. The entire Royal City was burning down. No one would notice a little extra destruction.

The explosives blew a path into the hallway, where, incredibly, the door to the basement was hanging open. All of its regular iron locks were shattered, and a little bit of light leaked out from the bottom of the door.

Annara took her shoes off and crept silently down the stairs, knife in hand. She could hear a voice mumbling to itself like a creek burbling as she walked. Once she reached the bottom, the scene was simpler than she had expected it to be: one old man, hunched over a table, evidently concentrating. Senne, chained to the largest piece of memory ore she had ever seen, looking as if she had lost consciousness.

The old man hadn’t heard her. Sweat glittered on the back of his neck as he murmured quietly to himself. Annara slipped past him. If she could just wake Senne up, this would all be so much easier.

As she got closer to the chunk of memory ore, the distortion in the air intensified. The shadows flickered. Patterns in the air seemed to form faces, the faces of people she had once known. Annara reached for Senne’s shoulder, intending to shake her awake. Her finger brushed the nape of Senne’s neck. As soon as their skin touched, the world went dark.

✽✽✽

She opened her eyes. Her throat felt clogged by a feeling of vertigo, as if she was submerged in water so deep she had forgotten which direction was up. It took her a minute to realize she was back in Archon, staring at the cold surface of a veined marble wall.

“Sentiment is for other people, Lord Wraith.”

Annara whirled around to see herself, dressed all in white and wielding a small silver pistol. Standing a little ways away, Senne said, “You used to call me Senne.”

“What? Excuse me,” Annara said loudly to Senne and her past self, before feeling extremely stupid. It was memory ore. This was a memory.

“What are you doing here?” It was Senne’s voice, but it was coming from a different direction.

Annara turned. Another Senne sat slumped against a wall, out of the way of the fight that was about to follow. This time, she was wearing the clothes Annara had just seen her in. She wore no veil, and she looked exhausted. Her hair had been pulled half out of its usual high ponytail, and it hung in oily strings around her face.

“I came to find you,” Annara said.

“Why?”

“Because I have something to say. I’m sorry, Senne. I should never have hurt you.”

Senne looked up at her. “You’re part of the hallucination, aren’t you?”

“What?” Annara said, half-laughing. “Because I apologized?”

The ghost of a smile flickered briefly across Senne’s face. “You have to admit, it isn’t the real Annara’s usual style.”

“I apologize all the time, Senne,” Annara said indignantly. “I apologized for not doing the dishes that one time, remember?”

“Vividly. But, please, don’t.” She put her head in her hands. “The real Annara doesn’t call me Senne anymore.”

“Alright,” she said, more softly. “I won’t talk about things like that. Do you know what’s going on outside?”

“Oh, I’m well aware. Tin learned to control memory steel, and now he’s threatening the government with a massacre in order to gain more political power.” Senne spread her hands. “But there isn’t much I can do about that here, is there?”

“Can we find a way out?”
“Do you think I haven’t tried?”

“So, what,” Annara said, “is your plan just to sit here and wait to die?”

The flash bomb went off behind them, throwing Annara’s shadow up onto the wall and turning the marble walls to searing white. Senne ducked her head just in time, in a way that suggested she had seen this scene several times already.

“We could,” she said flatly. “Or you could sit back and watch the show.”

After a few moments, Annara sat by her side. Their past selves clashed. Annara pulled her knife out of Senne’s chest. Past-Annara leaned back and lit the fuse to the bomb hidden under the floor.

“I didn’t see you do that the first time,” Senne said. “It was clever.”

“How long have you been watching this?”

“Oh, only a few times before you arrived. Before then, I was treated to a pleasant montage of my other worst memories.”

“And when I came into the room in real life, it changed to this. Maybe it’s our shared worst memory,” Annara said.

“If you were real, I would be tempted to agree.”

“Rude.”

Annara’s mind whirled. Senne obviously wasn’t operating at her full capacity. She was smart, and under regular circumstances, she would have figured out Annara was real minutes ago. Annara wondered what the problem was. An injury, maybe, or lack of sleep, or the psychological assault from the memory ore. Maybe a combination of all three.

An explosion started to bloom in slow motion on the other side of the room, full of flames and fragments of marble. Annara caught a glimpse of her past self’s face, twisted in pain and horror.

“Listen, don’t look at that anymore,” she said to Senne. “Look at me instead.”

Senne turned, reluctantly and shakily. Annara had to fight the urge to brush Senne’s hair out of her face.

“You should eat something. You’ll feel better,” Annara said, unloading her pockets. “Look, I’ve got an apple, some flatbreads, a smoke bomb— don’t eat that, obviously— a flask of rum…”

Senne stared at the food like she had never seen it before. Annara broke off a piece of flatbread and pushed it into her hands. Her fingertips brushed against Senne’s knuckles. Senne jolted as if she had just been given an electric shock.

“I’m sorry,” Annara said. “I understand if you don’t want to touch me, after looking at all this. But you have to eat.”

Behind them, the bloody scene had reset. “Don’t you think it’s better this way?” Annara’s past self said. Present Annara could hear the strain in her own voice. “The curtains came down, the show’s over, all the veils are gone. We can finally show each other what we really are.”

Senne reluctantly took a bite of flatbread, chewed, and slowly swallowed. “You’re real, aren’t you?”

“That’s what I keep saying,” Annara said, passing her the flask of rum and taking extra care not to let their fingers touch. “What tipped you off?”

Senne shrugged. “You seem more like yourself than you have in a while. You were lying, weren’t you? It was all a performance.”

“I do that a lot. You might want to be a little more specific.”
Senne gestured at the version of Annara dressed all in white on the throne of Archon. The room turned briefly, violently bright as she threw her flash bomb. Nothing in the room felt real. The air had no temperature, and the light was too flat. Only the food seemed tangible. The apple in Annara’s hands and the metal of the flask were both cold enough to feel bright.

“Oh. That,” Annara said, using her knife to cut spirals of scarlet peel off the apple. “I think I believed it at the time. Apple slice?”

“Thank you. And now?”

“Well, it all seems a bit excessive now. Conquest and destruction sound all very well and good when you’re fifteen and begging for money, but I’m twenty now. I’m safe enough to make better decisions.”

“So what will you do?”

“I don’t know,” Annara said. “I wanted to come here, you know, to apologize, and then I found both you and Seichre in a bit of a scrape. I might like a little cottage on the south coast of Chreon Arda, maybe, by the sea, where they grow lavender, but not too far from the gambling halls. I would get bored without the occasional con.”

“A cottage by the sea,” Senne repeated.

Annara smiled at her. “What, did you think I couldn’t appreciate the quiet life? After all this is over, I’m going to sleep for a week.”

This drew a small smile out of Senne. Her lips cracked. Annara passed her the flask.

“Sorry I don’t have water. Are you feeling better?”

“Yes. Thank you.” Senne paused. “I’ve never seen you wear black before.”
“Someone told me it would look good on me. Oh, look at that.”

Past-Annara had just lit the fuse of her largest bomb. Instead of traveling down the fuse, the light had frozen, fixed like a star at the end of it. The rest of the scene had frozen too. Lord Wraith and Lady Archon were as still as the surface of a mountain lake. Their forms started to blur at the edges, as if someone had smeared the wet paint of a painting. Colors stretched and smudged.

“I take it this means we’re going back,” Annara said.

Senne nodded. “Listen, Annara, we don’t know what we’re going to find out there. I know I can fix this, but if something happens to me…”

Annara had meant to say I’ll take care of it, but it came out as “I’ll take care of you. Don’t underestimate me.”

Senne reached out and took her hand. “I would never.”

The room darkened and blurred, until the shapes of the throne room were unrecognizable. The afterimages of gray and white faded slowly from Annara’s vision. The scene melted into the gray charcoal shadows of Wraith Manor’s basement. The cold floor bit into Annara’s palms.

She sat bolt upright and looked wildly around. Senne was still chained to the ore. As Annara watched, her eyes fluttered open, and then shut again. Annara grabbed her wrist and took her pulse: slow, but steady. She showed no signs of waking back up.

“Oh, she’s not dead,” someone said behind Annara. “It’s just exhaustion. Exposure to that much memory ore would take a toll on anyone, even Lord Wraith, and she’s been there for hours.”

Annara turned. Tin had been watching them, waiting for her to wake up. Now that she could see him properly, in the flickering multicolored light that sloughed off the ore like water, his memory ore poisoning had advanced. When he smiled, his teeth were the wrong color. They were a dark blackish blue, the color of rot.

“We meet at last, Lady Archon,” he said. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

✽✽✽

Juniper had finally lost his mind. If his aides were to be believed, he had been on the verge of madness for years, and now, apparently, he had finally snapped.

What am I doing? he asked himself, struggling to shove aside a burning beam so that a woman could pass. It wouldn’t budge. Someone else, someone stronger, ran up and finally pushed it aside. What am I doing? No, really, he thought, directing someone towards the harbor in heavily accented Seichrenese, what am I doing here?

By the time he made it to the other side of the Royal City, he still hadn’t figured it out. By the time he made it to Heron’s country house on the edge of town, he had a slightly better idea.

Nothing was burning here. The leaves of a massive maple tree rustled in the wind, casting little flecks of light onto the roof. The door to the house had been ripped off its hinges. A crash echoed, deep inside. Juniper caught the scent of metal and old, floral perfume on the wind.

What am I doing? he asked himself again. Juniper had never been brave. He made up for it, he thought, by being smart and handsome and reasonably competent, but courage had never been one of his virtues. Every attempt to teach him some sort of martial art had ended in failure. He had never once been good in a crisis, and yet, for some reason, he had thrown himself directly into the middle of one.

There was another crash. Propelled by some impulse he couldn’t quite understand, Juniper ran into the house. Someone immediately grabbed him by the collar and yanked him back outside.

“What are you doing here?” Heron hissed, releasing him.

“I don’t know! What’s going on?”

A white shape crashed through the door and dove at Heron with a memory steel longsword. He parried with both his knives, but the attack was so forceful that he staggered back a few steps.

Saint Fasalle’s body was looking a little worse for wear. Her long auburn hair had come out of its ribbons to stream down her back, and there was a long, bloodless gash in her side. Juniper had to turn away and gag when he realized he could see her blackened ribs. One of her perfume sachets had broken open, spilling out a sickly sweet scent and a trail of ancient, dessicated flowers, like severed insect wings.

Even so, Fasalle still fought. She moved oddly fast at times and oddly slow at others, like a marionnette. Injuries didn’t bother her, since she could no longer feel pain. The same could not be said for Heron.

He coughed and spat a mouthful of blood into the grass, planted his feet, and flicked his index finger down. The saint’s longsword slammed deep into the earth, and she was temporarily occupied with trying to get it out.

“You need to go back to the Crescent,” he said, wiping his mouth. “If you stay here, you’ll only get yourself killed.”

“What about you? Come back to the Crescent with me,” Juniper said.

Fasalle finally yanked her sword free and plunged it into Heron’s abdomen, moving faster than either of them had thought possible. Heron choked and stabbed one of his knives into her throat, with little effect.

“Can’t,” he said. “She’ll follow. I don’t want to involve anyone else.”

“Heron, she’ll kill you.”

“Maybe.”

“Isn’t there anything I can do?”
The saint wrenched her sword out of Heron’s stomach. It was apparently the opportunity he had been waiting for, since he ducked, and three curved swords materialized and slammed into her chest, pinning her to the ground.

Heron met Juniper’s eyes. “Actually, I… think there might be.” He tossed Juniper a ring of keys. He caught them awkwardly. “Go into the house. In the kitchen, there’s a trapdoor leading to a tunnel. All the memory steel locks should be down; those keys will take care of the analog ones. You’ll find a room with a sarcophagus. Open it. Inside, you’ll find a small wooden box. Take it, leave Seichre, and don’t look back.”

“But what about you?”

“If you do exactly as I told you, I’ll be just fine.”

Juniper only needed a split second to think about it. “I’ll do it,” he said. “Good luck.”

Heron unexpectedly gave him a smile, fond and bittersweet, despite the blood at the corners of his mouth. Whatever he said next, though, it was lost, as the saint’s puppeted body tugged the swords free and Juniper turned away, determined not to look back.

✽✽✽

He found the trapdoor exactly where Heron had said it would be. It was already open, and the hole was surrounded by dessicated shreds of flowers, as if the saint had already tried to come in. The opening yawned, black and hollow. A light hiss rose from the depths.

Juniper lowered himself into the hole. There was a torch on the wall beside him, so he took it out. For once, he knew exactly what he was doing.

Retired Lord Wraith’s death would have been convenient to Lord Chreon Se, but Juniper couldn’t picture a world without Heron in it. Juniper had never been brave, but, as his advisors liked to say, there was a first time for everything.

He lit the torch. Red and gold tongues of flame licked upwards, soft blue at the heart, flickering brilliantly off the walls in phoenix colors. It was an odd feeling, to realize someone who had once been a sort of enemy had softly transformed into someone he couldn’t bear to lose. It felt like waking up. He wondered if Annara had felt this way, too.

The tunnel was short. It led to a small crypt, mainly occupied by a plain stone sarcophagus. Juniper pushed its lid aside. Stone scraped against stone. Inside, just as Heron had said, there was a little square box, just a bit larger than a pomegranate. It was carved from cedar, slightly amber in color, and obviously made by hand. Someone had painstakingly carved roses into the surface of the lid. Juniper wondered if it had been someone Heron used to know.

He took it out and, wondering if it was some sort of good-luck charm, opened it. Inside, there was a petrified human heart, fashioned from something glassy and crystalline. It was heavy, and hot as blood to the touch. Colors flickered and blazed in its depths, reflecting off the stone walls and the silk folds of Juniper’s clothes, and light pulsed in the center of it like a heartbeat.

Juniper shut the box and tucked it away. He could feel the warmth of it even through the wooden box. Leaving Seichre would be difficult. Everyone would be trying to evacuate across the water to the Crescent. But Juniper could be very persuasive, and this, at least, he could do.

He climbed back out of the crypt with the heart in his pocket, and he didn’t look back.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

“You’ve been waiting for me?” Annara asked.

Tin smiled at her. His posture and manner would have been gentlemanly, if not for the situation. “Say rather that I hoped you might show up.”

“Why is that?” Annara said.

Her mind whirled. As she spoke, she was trying to formulate a plan, but there was little she could do. Only Senne had the ability to save the Royal City, but Senne was unconscious. Tin was armed with several memory steel blades, which hovered defensively around his chest, and Annara only had a very old, very thin knife, since she ran out of bombs on the way there.

Her gaze must have flicked instinctively to Senne, because Tin said, “Lord Wraith can’t save you. You must know by now that your position is hopeless. But I don’t mean to attack you, Lady Archon. In fact, I rather admire you.”

Annara forced herself to look back up at him and quickly sort through the emotions he expected from her. Surprise. Reluctant pride. He expected her to be flattered in spite of herself.

“You do?” she asked.

“Yes. What you did on Ervon… well, almost did, I should say. It was a shame your plan was spoiled by the rain.”

“It is rather difficult to plan for the weather,” Annara said, covering her face to hide an imaginary blush and turning away.

“You see,” he continued as if she had not spoken, “your plan inspired me, Lady Archon. I’ve improved it. I won’t be defeated by the weather. I’ll wage war against the Royal City, break the citizens’ spirits, and when I’m done, Seichre will be mine to govern.”

“That is clever,” Annara admitted.

“I know. I respect you, Lady Archon. It would be a shame to kill you here. I could help you. You want power? I can give it to you. You want to prove that everyone was wrong about you? I can help. You won’t need Senne anymore.”

“You’re asking me to betray her again.”

“Loyalty isn’t in your nature, Lady Archon. It isn’t in your blood. People like you never really change. Redemption isn’t your fate. You’ll be a traitor until your dying breath. And that isn’t a bad thing! You’re safe here. I respect you for who you truly are.” Tin smiled at her. “And I know you don’t truly have many qualms about betraying Senne. You’ve done it so many times already.”

“That’s true,” Annara said thoughtfully. “One last betrayal, and then I’ll never have a use for her again, so it won’t even matter.”

“Exactly.”

“Are you sure it’s profitable to run a ruined state?”

“Ah, I forget you don’t know much about Seichrenese politics,” Tin said indulgently. “The Royal City isn’t our main port. It’s expendable.”

“I suppose the economy will take a hit, but that’s unavoidable. It’s just the price you pay in exchange for power.”

“Precisely.”

“I must confess I’m astonished, sir. You’ve taken my flimsy plans to the next level.” Annara bit her lip and hesitated. “I would be honored to assist.”
“I knew you would be practical in the end,” Tin said, turning away. “Now—”

He choked. The instant he stopped looking at her, Annara plunged her knife deep into his back. She knew immediately that it would be a fatal hit. The blade had pierced his lungs. Blood rattled in his throat.

She pulled the knife out and shoved him. He collapsed onto the floor, leaving a rusty streak on the stone.

“You were right,” she said, cleaning her knife. “People like me never really change. I might be a traitor until my last breath, but at least I can start betraying the right people.”

He glared up at her, struggling to speak. “It’s too late,” he rasped. “The Royal City is gone. Without Senne, there’s nothing you can do.”

“We’ll see.”

By this point in the conversation, Annara had a plan. It was a stupid plan, but it was better than nothing.

She walked over to the massive chunk of memory ore and placed her hands on it. It was soft, like chalk. She broke off a fist-sized piece and held it up to the torchlight.

“You can’t do this,” Tin said weakly. He slumped against the stone, framed by a growing bloodstain. “You won’t do this. The ore will kill you. You won’t sacrifice yourself. It’s not your fate, it’s not in your nature.”

“Are you still talking?” Annara untied her black cape and let it fall to the floor. She started climbing up the catwalk, rolling up her sleeves as she went. “Your part in this is over, Tin. Sit back, relax, and enjoy the show.”

“You won’t…”

Annara crushed the piece of ore in her hands, chewed it, and swallowed it. She washed it down with a swig from her flask, hoping the burn of the alcohol would mask the burn of the poisonous ore.

She felt her fingertips heat up. Slowly, the location of every piece of memory steel in the Royal City appeared in her mind, as if she had always known them. Her mouth tasted metallic. It was getting harder to breathe.

As her throat started to close, she raised her hands like a conductor. Every piece of memory steel slowly cooled from a violent, white heat. Outside, metal hissed and popped as it grew cold and settled. Without that heat, the fires could be extinguished by water, and everything would eventually be alright.

Annara collapsed, secure in the knowledge that she had taken care of everything, just like she told Senne she would. For once in her life, Annara had managed to fix something.

As her eyes slid shut, her last conscious thought was that she hoped Senne was safe.

✽✽✽

Heron could, in theory, regenerate indefinitely. However, he was still a person, and he could still feel pain. This imposed a limit on his abilities. Specifically, if something hurt him badly enough, he would go into shock and eventually lose consciousness.

A leaf from the maple tree landed gently on his cheek. Heron opened his eyes. Slowly, he became aware that his face was pressed into the mossy brick of his own courtyard. The air was thick with the smell of blood, but the smell of floral perfume had faded away.

He sat up. All of his joints cracked at once. Heron wandered around his house, looking at the holes in the walls and cabinet doors knocked off their hinges. He would have to set it all to rights eventually, but right now, he couldn’t muster the energy.

The trapdoor in the kitchen hung ajar. Heron clumsily climbed down to check the crypt. Inside, the sarcophagus was empty. The corpse of Saint Fasalle had collapsed next to it. Her unseeing blue eyes were fixed, motionless, on the ceiling. Whatever had happened, whoever was controlling her, they were gone and it was over.

When she wasn’t moving, Saint Fasalle looked very small. Heron reached out and closed her eyes.

✽✽✽

When Heron found the king, he was sitting in the least-ruined throne room in the palace, looking harried. Daylight could be seen through the holes charred in the rafters. The king himself had an angry red burn on the side of his face. It wasn’t serious, especially not in Heron’s estimation, but he probably hadn’t been injured in years.

“Oh, thank the Goddess you’re here,” the king said. “Tell me. How did this happen? What did I do wrong?”

Heron considered being nice and then immediately rejected the idea. “Permission to say something slightly untoward?”
“Granted,” the king said miserably.

“How much did you know about the Wraith Initiative?”

“It made me assassins. I don’t know anything else.”

“You need to pay more attention to your own government, sire. If you don’t know what atrocities people commit in your name, this is what happens. The Wraith Initiative should never have been allowed to exist.”

The king nodded eagerly. “What now? What do I do now?”

“Have you ever actually worked a day in your life?” Heron said, exasperated. “This is supposed to be your job. Listen, other countries are going to offer disaster aid, particularly to your merchants, because that’s how they make money. Accept it. Start rebuilding the capital. What you need right now is organization. If the groups trying to help with the aftermath of the fire don’t communicate, it will go a lot slower.”

The king nodded again. “What do I do about the Wraith Initiative?”
“It’s effectively disbanded. Tin was the last of it. The other members are dead or scattered. If I were you, sire, I would dissolve the office of Lord Wraith entirely. Keep your other assassin nobles if you feel you must, but the very concept of Lord Wraith is a liability.”

“But what about you? I can’t just take your title away.”

“Grant me another one if it makes you feel better,” Heron said. “Senne probably doesn’t want one, but I advise giving her at least enough money to live on, to ensure she doesn’t find employment with some other country.”

“Yes. Yes, I’ll do that.” The king looked pleadingly up at him. “I just... Saints, I never thought something like this could happen. In some other country, maybe. One of the barbaric ones, like Pahinvar or Unland. But not here, in Seichre. I could never have foreseen something like this happening here.”

Heron tried to formulate a polite answer. “Yes, well,” he said at last, “Foresight has never been your strong suit, sire.”

✽✽✽

When Annara opened her eyes again, it was much brighter. She found herself in an unfamiliar room, with a white ceiling and windows with white curtains. There was a sprig of lavender in a blue vase on a table nearby.

“Oh, she’s awake,” an unfamiliar voice said cheerfully. “What a relief! Congratulations, miss. Your oath-sister is even stronger than we thought.”

Annara looked up to see Senne watching her, her eyes full of concern. Her hair had been hastily wound into a bun at the nape of her neck, and she wasn’t wearing a veil. She clasped one of Annara’s hands in both of her own, pressed close to her chest at an angle that no one else could see. Behind her, a nurse changed the water in the lavender vase.

“Where am I?” Annara said.

“Saint Severanne Hospital, just outside the Royal City,” the nurse said. “You were being treated for severe memory ore poisoning, but you’ve recovered well. I think we’re ready to discharge you. Let me go check with the doctor.”

She rushed out of the room. Annara waited, but she didn’t come back.

“How’s the Royal City?” she asked Senne instead.

“Scorched,” Senne said, “but not as bad as it could have been. Remarkably few casualties.”

Annara yawned. “That’s good. How are you? Seems like you’ve made a full recovery. Rather rude of you to pass out just at the critical moment, though.”

Senne’s grip on her hand tightened, but she didn’t respond.

“I didn’t mean it,” Annara said. “Obviously, you can’t control when you lose consciousness. I was just joking, so there’s no need to—”

“You can’t do things like this,” Senne said suddenly, quiet but intense.

“What do you mean?”
“You could have died! You don’t seem to realize it, Annara, but there are people in the world who can’t afford to lose you. I thought you were dead. I didn’t know what to do.”

“Oh.” Annara blinked. “Oh. You were worried about me.”

“I was incredibly worried about you.”

Annara wasn’t sure how to deal with that. She wasn’t even entirely sure how it made her feel. The only thing she was certain of was that she wanted Senne to be closer, so she drew her legs up to her chest and patted the end of her hospital bed.

“I wouldn’t have died,” Annara said, reasonably. “You’re the only thing that’s destined to kill me, which means I’m functionally immortal whenever you’re not around.”

“I’m not entirely convinced that’s how fate works,” Senne said, sitting on the end of the bed.

“Neither am I, but I figured it was worth a shot.”

“Annara.”

“I won’t do it again,” Annara promised, reaching out.

Senne took Annara’s hands in both of hers. She wasn’t wearing gloves. Her skin was so warm it felt like being touched by sunlight.

Annara hadn’t expected to find anyone next to her when she woke up. Nothing like this had ever happened before. And maybe that wasn’t much, but it was something.

“What now?” she asked.

Senne shifted slightly, leaning in so that she could lower her voice. “I’ve been thinking,” she said, “about how we have two possible fates: a good one and a bad one. Marriage or death. If both fates are equally likely, then it stands to reason that whichever one comes to pass is affected by the choices we make.”

“Are you making an argument for free will?”

“No,” Senne said, “not exactly. I...”

The nurse came back in, beaming. “You’re free to go, miss. Let us know if you experience any sudden dizziness, hallucinations, or fever.”

“I will,” Annara said, confused.

“Shall we go for a walk?” Senne said.

✽✽✽

The distant skyline of the Royal City was shrouded in fog. Shreds of mist whirled across the gravel path, hiding the ruffled petals of half-seen roses, blazing pale pink and red through veils of white. Senne offered Annara her arm. Annara could walk perfectly well on her own, but she took it anyway, driven by a hunger for closeness she had felt for ages but never managed to name.

“What were you trying to say?” Annara said.

She felt Senne shift next to her. “I don’t think I can explain it well.”

“Take your time,” Annara said, perplexed.

“Remember when you talked about wanting a cottage by the sea, on the south coast of Chreon Arda where they grow lavender?”
“Yes, I’m surprised you actually remember that.”

“Maybe we could both retire. Maybe I could go there with you.” Senne wouldn’t meet her eyes. “If you’ll have me.”

“What?”

“It isn’t a terrible idea, is it?” Senne said, watching the gravel under her boots. “If our choices truly do affect our fate, then retiring together might be one of the best choices we can make.”

“Wait,” Annara said, stepping out in front of Senne. “Wait, wait, wait. You’re talking about the rest of our lives.”

“It’s the most logical course of action.”

“I don’t want you to spend the rest of your life with me because it’s the logical course of action,” Annara said. “I don’t want you to spend the rest of your life with me because it’s convenient, or because it’s your only option to avoid an early death. What do you want, Senne? Why are you asking me this?”

“I don’t know how to tell you,” Senne said. “I never say these things. But, Annara, I don’t want you because it’s convenient, or because I’m just trying to survive. You make me happy.”

Somehow, this was the last thing Annara had expected. Her eyes widened.

“What do I want?” Senne asked, her voice growing slightly stronger. “I want to fall asleep next to you again. I want to make you breakfast. I want to hear all your opinions on art and architecture. I want to help you with whatever ridiculous scheme you’re planning. But most of all, I want you to be happy and comfortable, so I would be satisfied with all of those things or none of them. Just say the word.”

“Do you know what you’re asking?” Annara said breathlessly. “I’ve never kept an oath in my life.”

“There’s a first time for everything. We could try to be good to each other.”

“And if we did that over and over, if we tried to be good to each other again and again for the rest of our lives, maybe that’s all it would take to choose a happy ending,” Annara said.

“Exactly,” Senne said.

Annara looked up at her, considering it. Senne met her eyes, and Annara’s breath caught. The words for the rest of our lives seemed to glow in her chest like a captured sun or a second heartbeat. This was what she had wanted, not just since Tin’s attack on the Royal City, but from the very beginning. The happiness she felt now had been building like a crescendo since the first time she ever saw Senne smile.

The heavy mist had condensed into tiny of water on the wool of Senne’s coat. Some of them clung like pearls to her hair. A few strands of black hair slipped out of Senne’s bun. Annara reached up to brush them back behind her ear, slipping her fingertips across Senne’s cheek in the process. They both leaned in at the same time.

Annara had been kissed before. Every other kiss in her life turned to smoke and vanished in comparison, because none of them had been with Senne. It was exactly the type of deep, gentle kiss that Annara had thought must be meant for other, kinder people.

When Annara pulled away, the cool air seemed to sparkle on her skin. The look in Senne’s eyes was paralyzing until she kissed her again, and Senne’s hand came up to twine her fingers in Annara’s hair. Annara felt all the tension in her body melt.

When she looked up at Senne’s face, Senne smiled. The look on her face was an echo of Annara’s own happiness, so bright and affectionate Annara was struck by the certainty it could last them the rest of their lives.

✽✽✽

Unlike most throne rooms in the Crescent, the throne room of the Palace of Chreon Se didn’t actually have a throne in it. Instead, it had a desk. To give credit where credit was due, Lord Chreon Se could often be found asleep at it.

“Lord Heron of Seichre,” a herald announced.

Juniper blinked himself awake and signed the piece of paper he had fallen asleep over with a flourish. “Chira, please take this down to Foreign Affairs. Evenne, could you cancel my two o’clock meeting with the Minister? Don’t worry, she’ll understand. Coral, I think Cedar wants you in the ballroom. Thank you.”

Heron watched, impressed, as Juniper seemed to transition from napping to working without missing a beat. He swept around the room, dismissing everyone with some useful task or another, until they were alone under the high, vaulted ceiling.

The palace of Chreon Se was beautiful. It was one of the oldest buildings in the Crescent. The walls were pink stone, and the floor was a black and gold chessboard, ancient but polished. Even so, Juniper’s eyes were fixed directly at Heron. His expression was unreadable.

“What?” Heron said. “Oh. You looked in the box.”

“Of course I looked in the box.” Juniper reached into the satchel at his side, took the box out, and offered it to Heron. Its contents were no worse for wear.

“Have you been carrying it this entire time?”

“It hasn’t left my sight. Does it… does it hurt?”

“No,” Heron said.

Juniper narrowed his eyes skeptically.

“Not anymore,” Heron corrected himself.

“How long ago did…”

“They put the ore in when I was fourteen,” Heron said, “although I think you’re not technically supposed to know that. Seichrenese state secret, and all that. But after my last conversation with the king, I’m inclined to think it doesn’t actually matter, because—”

He stopped, because Juniper had walked around the desk and hugged him. Heron could smell sandalwood and vanilla on his clothes.

“You’re taller than me,” was all Heron could think to say.

“I am. Just a little. Listen, Heron, I’m so sorry.”

“Sorry for what?”

Juniper pulled back, quickly reaching up and fixing Heron’s collar as he did. Heron shivered, paradoxically. He could still feel the warmth of Juniper’s hands on his spine.

“I should have done something to help you,” Juniper said.

“Jun, you were a fourteen-year-old in Pahinvar. What could you possibly have done?”

“After we met, I mean. I should have figured out what was going on.”

“You think you should have unearthed one of the Seichrenese government’s dirtiest secrets when you were a teenager,” Heron deadpanned.

Juniper looked at him gravely. “Yes.”

Heron started to laugh. “Of course you do.”

“I could’ve done it.”

“I believe you! It’s a moot point now, though. The Wraith Initiative is gone.”

“Are you going by your personal name now, then, Lord Heron?”

Heron sighed. “Technically speaking, I have a new title. It’s stupid, though, so I’ve been trying to avoid it.”

“Oh? What is it?”

“Lord Saintslayer of Seichre.”

Juniper snorted. “Very alliterative. I haven’t the faintest idea why you don’t want to use it. Would you like to step into my office, Lord Saintslayer? Lord Saintslayer, do you have any future plans to go with your shiny new title?”

“Oh, shut up.” Heron paused, then said, “I don’t really know what to do with myself now. Senne is safe, she no longer needs my help, and I have little to do in Seichre.”

“Come to Pahinvar with me.”

“I’m sorry?”

“I mean it, come to Pahinvar. You need a vacation, and Pahinvar is the perfect place for it. It’s got fine wine, warm weather, beautiful people. You can meet my aunts.”

“You want to introduce me to your aunts?” Heron said, baffled.

“Of course! They’ll love you. There are six of them. Say you will.”

Juniper was completely earnest, as if taking a former assassin to Pahinvar to meet one’s aunts was the most ordinary thing in the world. Heron’s hands tightened instinctively around the heavy cedar box with his heart in it. The wood seemed hot enough to burn.

“I will,” he said, and Juniper beamed.


EPILOGUE

Black was not, strictly speaking, a wedding color in the Crescent. Still, Annara insisted on wearing it, for reasons that most people in her wedding party couldn’t understand.

“I mean, it does look good on you,” Heron admitted, watching her brush makeup over her cheeks. “But it’s not exactly traditional.”

Annara made a face at him. “Why are you here? Go bother Senne.”

“I am here,” Heron said, with great dignity, “to help my future sister-in-law get ready for her wedding. I’m an old man, I need to be involved in these things.”

“You’re not even old, you’re just a busybody.”

“I’m thirty-five. I can feel death just around the corner.”

Annara ignored this in favor examining her reflection in the mirror. Her makeup today was subtle: no stage makeup, nothing special, nothing to obscure her natural features or distract from her true appearance. She wore a coat and cravat in the Crescentian style, black with gold embroidery in the shape of scales. She wore roses in her hair, red and delicate pink.

She bit her lip and adjusted her flowers, then gently pushed one of the pearls in her hair slightly to the left.

“Are you nervous?” Heron said.

Annara sighed. “I think so. I don’t know why. I want this, but I can’t shake the feeling that I don’t deserve it.”

“I’ve felt that way about every good thing that’s happened to me since I was fourteen years old,” Heron said. “Think of it this way. Today isn’t happy just for you.”

“Chreon Se did look very smug when I passed him in the hallway.”

“I was talking about Senne, but yes, he is. He seems to have gotten it into his head that this is all thanks to him.”

“Unfortunately, I think he’s sort of right,” Annara said. She took a deep breath. “You know, you’re the closest thing Senne has to a guardian. Do you approve, of all this? Of me?”

“It’s not my job to question her choices,” Heron said. “But, for the record, I’ve never seen her look so happy. She never smiled as a child. She never faked it like I did. But these days, she never stops smiling.”

“Oh,” Annara said, feeling heat travel up from her heart.

Heron peered at her. “You’re blushing.”

“I am not. Shut up.”

“It’s your wedding. You’re allowed to blush.” A bell chimed somewhere. Heron smiled at her. “Are you ready?”

He offered her his arm. She took it. Heron must have been able to tell that she was tense, because he said, “Stand up straight, look straight ahead, and don’t forget to smile.”

“I don’t need acting lessons from you, Heron.”

“Why are you being so mean to me? After today, we’re practically family.”

She scowled at him as he led her out into the hallway, but when they emerged into the main hall of the church, forgetting to smile was no longer a possibility.

The small room was crowded with stained glass and flowers in every color. Light spilled from the windows and blazed on petals and leaves. The pews were filled with a small group of friends: one or two of the least objectionable Seichrenese assassin nobles; nuns from Annara’s former abbey; criminal associates, new and old; Lord Chreon Se, dabbing theatrically at his eyes with a gold silk handkerchief; Lord Rheon Se, looking as if they weren’t quite sure what they were doing there; and finally, Heron, who settled into the front row with a smile. Some of the guests were already drinking. It wouldn’t be a Crescentian wedding without copious amounts of alcohol.

There was a slight rustling noise from the back. Annara looked up and saw the Haol’s vivid red hair among the flowers. He looked as if there were hundreds of things he wanted to say.

Annara had invited him, but he was Lord Archon now. The white swan of Archon glowed on his chest in beautiful silver filigree. The circlet gleamed against his hair. He was surrounded by a gaggle of aides. He had his work cut out for him, restructuring the Archonian-Ervonian government and convincing the nobles to accept the son of a servant as their king. Annara had assumed he would be too busy for a titleless, disgraced old friend.

Haol raised a glass of white wine and smiled, then bowed to them both and ducked away, hurrying back to his responsibilities. His aides trailed after him. Annara bowed back, even though he couldn’t see her. He’d told her they were still friends, the day she abdicated in his favor. Annara had agreed then, and she had meant it, but part of her knew that nothing would ever be the same as it was when they were children.

As Haol disappeared, Annara turned back to the altar. Any last trace of nervousness finally melted away. Senne smiled behind her veil, almost conspiratorially, and Annara immediately felt as if they were the only two people in the room.

“May I?” Annara said, lifting her hands.

“Please.”

Annara helped Senne lift her veil. The silk slid through her fingers like water. Underneath, Senne wore earrings like drops of gold and a high, embroidered collar. There was a touch of color in her cheeks. As always, Senne’s eyes were arrestingly lovely, rich brown and overflowing with joy.

Behind them, the priestess cleared her throat. “Do you, Senne, daughter of Seichre, accept this woman as your wife?”

“I do,” Senne said.

“And do you, Annara, daughter of the Crescent, accept this woman as your wife?”

“Of course,” Annara said, too emotional to realize that wasn’t the line.

The priestess giggled. “Then we shall proceed.”

She produced a ceremonial dagger with a gleaming white blade and a golden cup of honey wine. Then she turned to Senne.

“Your hand, please.”

Senne let her make a slight cut in her finger and dropped the blood into the cup. Then the priestess turned to Annara. Annara offered her index finger, but her hands were shaking so badly that the priestess had to pin her hand to her side.

“Thus is your blood bound into one,” she said. “Do you swear to love each other wholeheartedly until the end of your days, to protect each other in times of crisis, and to treat each other with kindness, care, and consideration?”

“I do,” Annara said immediately.

Senne’s eyes curved into delighted crescents. “I do.”

“You may drink,” the priestess said.

Senne sipped from the golden cup and handed it to Annara. Annara took a sip of the glittering golden liquid. It was sweet, familiarly so, and the alcohol lit a flame on her tongue. It spread warmth through her chest.

“Congratulations!” the priestess said. “You are now married in the eyes of the goddesses and the law.”

Senne drew her close and kissed her gently. Annara could still taste a trace of honey on her lips. She melted into the feeling of Senne’s lips against her own, Senne’s hands at her waist and at the nape of her neck. She didn’t realize she was crying until Senne reached up to brush her tears away.

They turned and bowed to the priestess, then walked back down the aisle together in a shower of multicolored confetti. Later, there would be a marriage banquet, full of fresh fruit and hot soup. There would be shaved ice and syrup and sweet poppyseed bread. There would be tea, which Annara would pour for Senne without really thinking about it, because she already did so habitually at home. They would have to see Heron off, because he and Juniper were going back to Pahinvar, since Heron had apparently hit it off with at least four of Juniper’s six aunts.

For the moment, though, there was only the warmth of Senne’s hand in Annara’s, gentle and strong, and a love and determination that would last them the rest of their lives.
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