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F or four days, the carnival troupe sheltered the fugitives amongst their tents 
and wagons on the batlands Aeyond 'insdra.s wallsM ka-eshift tents and 

leanBtos dotted the batlands around them, a ragtag village of travelers, merchants 
too poor for guild fees, and those with reasons to avoid the DlueAlades who 
patrolled within 'insdra.s wallsM 

xespite the proKimity to the Warig and Zestwend ranges, summer.s pea- 
Arought merciful warmth to their hideawayM Zill.s wound mended slowly, his 
restlessness growing with each passing hour of the conTnement Rora had manB
datedM —wice the DlueAlades prowled through their encampment, their eyes slidB
ing past the strangers in carnival garA without recognitionM 

jaelyn too- to carnival life li-e she.d Aeen Aorn to itqbinging -nives with 
deadly accuracy one hour, Guggling apples the neKt, her s-ills drawing smiles 
from even the most weathered performersM jaLerty, when not demonstrating 
his surprisingly nimAle sleight of hand, seHuestered himself with the tome they.d 
liAerated from 'insdra.s :reat "iAraryM 

Finn alone remained apart, mechanically practicing archery without Goy, then 
losing himself in the mundane tas-s of camp maintenance and horseBtendingM 
!is silence eKtended even to Zill, as his thoughts continually returned to his 
father and the li-elihood that he was either captured or deadM —he memory of 
that day in 'insdra haunted him li-e a persistent shadowqthe stolen Aoo-, the 
pursuit through narrow streets, and his father.s face in that Tnal momentM —horn.s 
command still echoed in his earsE ?jun’? Yven as he oAeyed, something inside 
him had fracturedM —he Huestion gnawed at him with every heartAeatE if he had 
refused that order and stood his ground Aeside —horn, would they Aoth Ae here 
nowN

!e also thought of Dadger, left Aehind at the city staAlesM —he horse was Aeyond 
reach now, and any attempt at retrieval would mean capture or worseM !e Gust 
hoped that the staAle owner would treat him well and Tnd him a good home when 
Finn didnPt return to claim himM Set, he couldnPt help Aut feel guilt that he had 
aAandoned his unclePs favorite horseM

xawn Aro-e as the carnival troupe struc- camp on the Tfth day, their wagons 
forming a serpentine line toward the Cotta OassM —he Warig kountains loomed 
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ahead, promising cooler air Aut no snow at this time of yearM —heir route was 
wellBplanned as they traveled it every yearE Trst to !uKdon, nestled on the eastern 
slopes Aeyond the pass, then onward to Cewhaven.s smaller mar-ets, with the 
capital of Weystone, still two months distant, as their Tnal destinationM Detween 
these anchoring cities lay scattered villages where they would unfurl their patchB
wor- tents, raise their painted platforms, and transform dusty commons into 
theaters of wonder twice daily, collecting coin and provisions Aefore vanishing 
again into the wildernessM

Yach day had a shape to itE rigging the tents in the rutted earth at last light after 
tending to the horsesM RoraPs troupe ran on constant motion and eKhaustion, li-e a 
team of old draft horsesM Yveryone pitched in, regardless of glamour or ran-M Yven 
the XDearded "adyU douAled as seamstress and coo-, her Aeard gone Ay Area-fast 
Aut her cornAread legendaryM

—he —yne jiver appeared on their fourth day of travelM —he crossing conB
sumed the entire afternoon, wagons Hueuing one Ay one for the weathered ferryM 
Finn.s -nuc-les whitened around the splintered railing as the current pulled them 
acrossM Zhen they.d last traversed these waters it had Aeen with his fatherM Cow 
Finn stared at that distant Aan-, feeling the emptiness inside him li-e a physical 
woundM

—he ferry deposited them on the far Aan- Ay late afternoon, and they paraded 
through town with practiced fanfareqAar-ers hollering promises of wonder, and 
acroAats performing handsprings alongside the wagonsM Dy dus-, their colorful 
tents Aloomed across the common li-e strange bowersM Finn hammered sta-es 
while jae, disguised as a carnival Aoy in patched Areeches and a cap pulled low, 
darted Aetween tas-s with restless energyM Zhen the crowds gathered, she assisted 
the -nife thrower, her slender arms a Alur as she sent Alades thudding into wooden 
targetsM Finn demonstrated his archery nearAy, each arrow Tnding its mar- with 
mechanical precision, his face never Aetraying the turmoil AeneathM

—he evening show unfolded in its familiar rhythmE the Aearded lady.s Aawdy 
songs drawing gasps and laughter, twin acroAats spinning through impossiAle 
conTgurations aAove the crowd, the strongman hoisting impossiAle weightsM ' 
sword swallower and TreBeater wor-ed in tandem, their dangerous Aallet puncB
tuated Ay the antics of two clowns who Aattered each other with padded cluAs 
to uproarious delightM kadame Rora had forAidden jae from mingling with the 
audienceqa precaution against her notorious light Tngers Tnding their way into 
strangers. pursesM Vhe.d scowled at the restriction Aut didn.t argueI they couldn.t 
aLord unwanted attention from the town guard, not with so many eyes already 
searching for themM

—hey spent three uneasy days in Zaycross, every approaching footstep setting 
them on edgeM :roups of armed menqsome in royal colors, others Aearing the 
unmista-aAle gear of 3andonian sellswordsqpassed through the village sHuareM 
Yach time, Finn and the others eKchanged glances that needed no wordsE the hunt 
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continuedM Zhen they Tnally loaded the wagons and pointed them toward the 
mountain pass, Finn felt his Trst Areath of relief in daysM

's they climAed the winding road northBwest of Zaycross the weather changed 
signiTcantlyM —he caravan moved through the mountains li-e a parade of ghosts, 
with wagons shrouded in tarpaulins slic- with rime, and Aright bags lashed Ay the 
windM Finn sat at the front of a wagon with his chin tuc-ed into his collar against 
the chillM —he horsesP hooves struc- hardpan in a slow, even rhythm, Aut every few 
minutes the wind caught a frayed edge on the canvas domes Aehind them, and the 
whole line of wagons groaned li-e a funeral processionM

!e shared the wagon seat with 2on, the driverM jae perched on the seat Aeside 
him, Aoots up on the dash, wor-ing a sliver of wood into the shape of a foKM Vhe 
hadnPt changed out of the circus AoyPs costume theyPd used to leave the outs-irts 
of Zaycrossqgaudy red Areeches, and the sleeves of her shirt rolled to the elAowsM 
!er hands were stained with something Alac- and stic-y from the carnivalPs dye 
shop, and she -ept pic-ing at the cuticle of her thumA with the tip of the whittling 
-nifeM jae occasionally swore at a -not in the wood or a splinter that drew AloodM 
Zill rode in the Aac-, laid out on a pile of furs and old Aanners, his shoulder 
AandagedM

Zill.s wound had mended enough that he.d ta-en to lounging near the cosB
tume wagon whenever they stopped, where he.d catch the acroAat girls during 
their Area-sM “ne evening, Finn overheard jae hissing at him aAout the unwritten 
rules of troupe lifeqhow every man in the carnival considered himself guardian 
to the women performers, ready to Area- Tngers over merely a misplaced comB
plimentM Zill had bashed that easy smile of his, Aut Finn noticed he -ept a more 
respectful distance afterward, limiting himself to harmless Aanter from across the 
campTreM

Vomewhere Aehind them, the music started upE a hammered dulcimer and 
a pair of pennywhistles in a tune Finn halfBrememAered from —alenPs spring 
festivalM 4t sounded wrong in the cold, thin air, perhaps shriller, or desperateM

XxonPt -now why they Aother,U jae saidM X'nyone out here to listen is either 
a sheep or a AanditMU

Finn sHuinted at the ridgeline aheadM XDandits would Ae Aetter than whatPs 
chasing usMU

jae beKed her hands, then sheathed the -nife with a Huic- snapM Vhe Tnally 
glanced at him sidelongI her amAerBbec-ed eyes narrowed against the windM XSou 
thin- hePs dead, donPt youMU

!e didnPt answerM —he Huestion didn.t reHuire itM
jae put the carved foK into one of her large poc-ets, its head oversi5ed and 

Alan-Beyed, its Aody Aarely whittled from the rawM X!e might not AeMU
Finn tuc-ed his hands deeper into his armpitsM
—hey rode for another hour in silenceM —he air too- on a yellow cast as afterB

noon waned, Aut the chill deepened until FinnPs Gaw ached from clenching itM
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' rider appeared on the ridgeqa silhouette against the powder s-y, Aefore 
they disappearedM FinnPs heart stutteredM

jae saw it tooM Vhe tensed, her Aody coiling tight as if she could spring up 
into the mountainsM X"ocalN “rJNU

XxidnPt loo- localMU
jae snortedM XSeah, the locals donPt Aother with shadow gamesM —heyPd 

Gust ride up and as- for a tollMU
—hey made camp at dus- in a sparse copse of Alac- pine aAove the main 

road with kadame Rora overseeing the set upM —he carnival fol- formed their 
circle as ritual, every wagon in its ordained spot, while two gri55led hands and 
a girl with a harelip set aAout digging the coo-ing pit for the Aearded lady to 
start on the evening mealM

Finn went to help with the horses,  grateful for the wor-M —heir Huiet 
demeanor oLered a -ind of comfort he couldnPt Tnd in peopleM !ePd Gust 
Tnished ruAAing down a Alac- mare when Zill strolled overM

Xxo you want to tal- aAout itNU Zill saidM !e was pale, and instead of the 
old mischief in his eyes, for once, he loo-ed seriousM

Finn gruntedM 
Zill continued, X!ePs not dead, you -nowM Sour fatherM !ePs a tough oneMU
FinnPs hands curled into the marePs maneM Zords refused to form as a lump 

appeared in his throatM !e Gust noddedM
ZillPs mouth Huir-edM XZhat a mess wePve gotten into, ehNU !e gestured 

toward the Tre, where jae was now haranguing the sword swallower in a 
shouting match over the ownership of a bas-M

Zill thumped him on the shoulderM X:o eat Aefore the old witch feeds 
your share to the dogsMU

Dy the time Finn wandered over, the stew was already ladled outqheaps 
of caAAage, a scrap of fatAac-, and something chewy that might have Aeen 
raAAitM jae sat crossBlegged, wolTng her portion with Aoth hands, eyes dartB
ing from the Tre to the shadows at the circlePs edgeM jaLerty was nowhere to 
Ae seen, and Finn felt a hollow relief that the old manPs lectures would not 
haunt tonightPs mealM

jae elAowed a space Aeside herM XVit,U she saidM XDefore Rora ma-es you 
Guggle torches for supperMU

!e satM —he stew tasted li-e somewhat Aland, Aut it was hot, and that was 
somethingM

—hey watched the bames for a while, jae scraping her Aowl cleanM
't last, she said, XSou thin- you -illed him, donPt youN Sour fatherMU
!e stared into the Tre until the colors Aled, orange and Alue and purpleM 

X!e stood his ground against the 3andonians and DlueAlades for meMU
jae tossed the stic- into the bamesM X!e saved us,U she saidM XCone of this 

is your faultM 4t was his decision to ma-eMU
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Vhe let that hang, then added, X4 -now you donPt want to tal- aAout itM FineM 
Dut if you ever do, 4Pm hereMU Vhe made a faceM XxonPt ma-e it weirdMU

!e loo-ed at her, really loo-ed, and saw the shadow of the street -id shePd Aeen, 
all sharp edges and hungerM Dut there was something else nowqa faint, untrained 
loyaltyM

X—han-s,U he said, surprising himselfM
jae shrugged, Aut he saw the relief in her shouldersM
X!ey,U she said, Xafter we sort this lot out with the shards in Weystone, thin- 

youPll go homeN “r settle down, grow a Aeard, marry one of RoraPs strongBladiesNU
!e didnPt -now how to answerM !e couldnPt thin- that far aheadM
jae smiled croo-edlyM XkayAe 4Pll Goin you or open a Aa-ery with ZillM ZePd 

last a week Aefore Aurning the place downMU
!e almost smiled, and it felt li-e stepping on a splinter of GoyM
—he rest of the troupe Aegan to drift oL, parents shooing children into the 

wagons, and kadame Rora snu7ng out lanterns one Ay oneM —he night air grew 
Aitter, and Finn thought of the stranger on the ridge, the silent signal that they 
were still preyM

!e lay down in the Aac- of the wagon with Zill and 2on and listened to the 
night settle around themM —here would Ae no sleepM Dut for the Trst time since 
'insdra, he didnPt mind the company of ghosts so muchM

Dy the second wee- on the road, Finn noticed a change in jaLertyM —he old 
man -ept mostly to his own wagon nowqa paintBchipped circus cart crammed 
Aetween the fortuneBtellerPs tent and the XZorldPs Vhortest kuleMU Co matter 
the hour, a thin trail of Alue smo-e curled from the cartPs croo-ed little chimney, 
and the shadow of candlelight glowed long after the rest of the carnival had gone 
dar-M

'fter the dayPs tre- the troupe gathered around a Tre to smo-e pipes and 
drin- Aitter homeArew from dented tin mugsM —he TrePs glow mas-ed fatigue and 
washed the lines from their faces, and the tal- Aecame rough, honest, sometimes 
even -indM Finn learned more aAout humanity in those circles than from a decade 
of horse fairs in —alenM !e learned how the little man with the dog show spent 
his earnings every night on letters to a daughter whoPd disowned himM !ow the 
contortionistPs father was a magistrate, and she was running from an arranged 
marriage in the capitalM !ow Rora herself had once Aeen a castle fortune teller, 
and had bed in the night when her predictions turned sour and trueM

't Area-fast, jae slid Finn a Aowl of porridge and Ger-ed her chin toward the 
alchemistPs lairM X!ePs at it again,U she saidM X!eard him muttering half the nightM 
Vounded li-e a drowning catMU
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Finn scooped the porridge, forcing it down Ay haAit rather than hungerM 
XZhatPs he wor-ing onNU

jae raised an eyeArowM X—he Aoo-, idiotMU Vhe lowered her voiceM XVuppose 
you should Ae glad hePs oAsessedM keans hePs not hovering over us anymoreMU

Finn glanced at the wagonM !e hadnPt seen much of the old man, aside 
from the rare mealtime when jaLerty would emerge, sHuinting and pale as a 
gruA, to pluc- Aread and cheese with tremAling Tngers Aefore disappearing 
againM

—hat night, after the camp Huieted and the rest of the troupe drifted to 
sleep, Finn crept toward the wagonM —he door hung slightly aGar, lea-ing a 
sliver of orange light onto the fro5en grassM !e tapped once on the Aac-Aoard, 
then let himself in through the canvas bapM

—he air inside was hot and thic- with the stin- of Aoiled onions, candle 
waK, and something Aitter that Aurned FinnPs noseM jaLerty hunched over 
a small Aattered des-, sleeves rolled to the elAow, in- stains running all the 
way up to his -noAAy wristsM —he Alac- tomeqthe one theyPd nearly died 
retrievingqlay open in front of him, Aristling with ragged paper scrapsM 
jaLertyPs lips moved as he read, tongue darting out to taste each wordM

!e didnPt loo- upM X4f youPre here to -ill me, -indly wait until 4Pve Tnished 
this pageMU

Finn closed the door, careful not to rattle the hingesM XKust wanted to see 
how you were doingMU

jaLerty made a sour faceM XDetter than you, AoyMU !e GaAAed at the open 
Aoo-M X4f Drac- had gotten his hands on this, wellJU

XZho is Drac-N Zas he the man in Alac- with the DlueAladesNU
jaLerty.s  eyes  remained TKed on the pages,  his  Huill  never  pausingM 

?xrevan Drac-M Wing.s nephewM VpymasterM !is father lords over 'insdra, Aut 
the son.s Tngers reach deeper into the realm than most reali5eM? !e dipped his 
Huill, the in- Alac- as pitchM ?' mind li-e a steel trap and twice as mercilessM 
!ad he caught usMMM? —he old man.s voice trailed oLM

Finn.s throat tightenedM —he wound still raw, still AleedingM jaLerty scriAB
Aled on, oAlivious to the damage his words had inbictedM

Finn studied the mess of notes on the taAle, some written in a tidy, slanted 
hand, others scrawled in red or Alac- as if written in a Tt of rageM jaLertyPs 
handwriting varied from line to line, sometimes within the same wordM

XZhatPs it sayNU Finn as-edM X'ny of it ma-e senseNU
jaLerty Aar-ed a laughM XVenseN VomeM Yvery fourth word could Ae an 

anagram for Ldeath,P and the footnotes are mostly recipes for poisonMU !e 
leafed Aac-ward, eKposing pages covered in in- Alots and Gagged marginaliaM 
XDut there are piecesM Oieces 4 recogni5eM VymAols 4 saw Aefore the -ingPs 
purge, when they used to let men li-e me in the castle liAraryMU

Finn frownedM X'nything aAout the shardsNU
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jaLertyPs hands twitchedM XYverything is aAout the shards, these daysMU !e 
tapped a diagramE a circle divided into twelve, each segment mar-ed with a glyphM

!e turned a page, then hesitatedM X—herePs something elseM ' patternM 4Pm not 
ready to say, not until 4Pm sureM 4 thin- the shards want to Ae togetherMU

Finn shivered, XSou thin- theyPll Tnd each otherNU
jaLerty nodded, hair Aouncing in greasy curlsM X“r li-e wolves drawn to 

AloodMU !e closed the Aoo- with a wet slapM

—he neKt morning, Finn noticed a Tgurative change in the airM !e caught it Trst as 
a thread of unease woven through the usual Aic-ering at Area-fastM RoraPs usually 
Aright eyes bic-ed to the hori5on every few seconds, as if eKpecting the hills to 
start spitting out wolvesM —he strongman went Huiet, only muttering to himself 
while splitting wood with an aKe that loo-ed more weapon than toolM jae, who 
had ta-en to playing cards with the twins from the acroAatic act, -ept glancing 
over her shoulderM

XVomethingPs on the wind,U Rora said to the group at midday, as they Aro-e for 
a meal of Aread and cheeseM Vhe didnPt elaAorate, and no one pressed herM

—hat afternoon, a man wandered into campM !e was a scarecrow of a man in a 
mothBeaten cloa-, his horse gaunt and strea-ed with mudM !e said he was a hunter 
and Aought some oats for his horse and as-ed, casual as could Ae, if the show 
planned to head north to jiverfor- or southBeast to !uKdon, or if the rumors of 
Aandits on the main road had changed their plansM Rora gave no deTnitive answerM

Finn and jae, cleaning Auc-ets near one of the wagons, heard every wordM
Defore leaving, the hunter lingered too long at the edge of campM 't dus-, Finn 

saw him crouched Aehind a Aush, scriAAling on a piece of Aar-, then vanish Aac- 
in the direction of 'insdraM Finn went to RoraPs tent as the Trst stars Aled through 
the evening s-yM

Vhe was already waiting, smo-ing from a Alac- pipeM XSou saw him,U she said, 
not a HuestionM

Finn nodded, glancing to where the canvas bap shivered in the windM X!ePs a 
scoutM “r worseMU

Rora grunted, and her voice lost its pleasant liltM XCot the Trst wePve hadM kight 
Ae the last, if wePre luc-yMU

Finn wondered if Rora -new aAout the shard, or if she Gust made a haAit of 
sheltering fugitivesM kayAe in her world, everyone was running from somethingM

X4 wonPt Aring trouAle here,U Finn said, meaning itM
Vhe let the silence stretchM XSou already haveM Dut 4 -new the ris-s when 4 agreed 

to ta-e you onMU
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D revan Brack measured the room in paces—six wide, twelve long, the 
dimensions of a cell masquerading as a merchant’s o.ceH be circled 

the perimeter again, the low heels of his Ooots ticking out a metronome 
against the lacquered OoardsH Autside, the Oells of Tinsdra’s western quarter 
tolled in the waning evening, each note scraping like a knife on porcelainH

Ihe room was not to his tasteH yt reeked of old mone: and worse secretsH 
Ihe furniture, though functional, had Oeen scavenged from other rooms in 
the guild hall-  a Oattered ledgerman’s desk, two mismatched chairs, and a 
taOle scored with ink rings and knife gougesH Ihe guildmaster’s wall safe had 
Oeen picked clean and left agapeH

Brack ignored the safeH be had commandeered the o.ce for its strategic 
value, not its amenitiesH Tpart from it not Oeing under his father’s nose in 
the castle, from the secondR;oor window he could see the main avenue, the 
liOrar:’s torchlit steps, and the parade of shopkeepers locking up for the 
nightH be had a man stationed on ever: corner within two OlocksH be had 
douOle that man: on the rooftops, and twice again counting the local Oeggars 
pressed into service O: coin or threatH

yt should have Oeen enoughH
be gripped the edge of the taOle, Cngers spla:edH bis knuckles Olanched 

white, then redH An the surface la: an avalanche of paper—maps with the 
cit:’s arteries inked in Olue and Olack, witness accounts annotated in Brack’s 
own spider: handH Ihe most vital detail eluded him- the quarr: had slipped 
the netH

be had known rage,  Out this was something cleanerH  “age made one 
stupidS this was closer to hungerH

be was still cataloguing the litan: of failure when a Cst rapped at the doorH 
Ihe handle turned, and ”aptain Briar entered with the nervous energ: of a 
man crossing a wolf’s denH

UPir,N Briar said, e:es on the wall Oehind Brack’s shoulderH
Brack did not o'er a seatH U“eportHN
UIhe:’re gone,N Briar said, his voice stead: onl: through practiced disciplineH 

UIhe sweep at the east gate found a trail, Out it deadRends in a leather tanner:H 
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Pappers checked for false wallsH EothingH Pame at the northern roadH Fe have 
men posted at ever:—N

ULnough,N Brack said, slicing the air with a CngerH
T silence unfoldedH Briar shifted his weight, Ooots squeakingH
Brack allowed himself a shallow Oreath, inhaling the ghosts of Ournt wax 

and cold ledger inkH UIhen the:’re alive, and the:’re togetherH Fhich means 
our window is not :et closedHN

be stepped to the map Ooard, tracing the routes with a dr: CngertipH 
Ihe missing girl—the thief—would have proOaOl: Oolted for the south Oack 
to ”assil: Out the Oo:V the Oo: was a di'erent proOlemH be had never 
encountered such a Olank OeforeH be had no idea who he wasH

Briar cleared his throat againH Uyf y ma:, sirH Ihere’s aV consolationH Ihe 
man who covered their escapeHN

Brack raised an e:eOrowH be let the silence do the restH
Ube’s in the holding cell,N Briar saidH Ube had a shardHN 
Brack’s mind unspooled with a thousand possiOle usesH UDo we know who 

he isGN
UEoH be hasn’t said an:thingH 1ought like an animal when he came round, 

Out we alread: had him in ironsH be took a Oolt to the thigh in the Cght Out 
it’s not lifeRthreatening unless it gets infectedHN

Uy’ll do the interrogation m:self,N said BrackH UTnd ”aptain,N Brack said, 
each s:llaOle sharp as a Olade tipH UBring me an: evidence he had on himH 
Lver: rag, ever: scrap of paper, ever:VN be scanned the mess on the taOle, 
UVever: trinketH y don’t care if it’s a nail or a lover’s OraidH yf y Cnd :ou missed 
an:thing, y’ll have :ou Oled for idioc: and left to the gutterHN 

Briar did not answer with wordsH bis retreat was wordless and immediate, 
the door latching with a muted clickH

be stood in silence, letting his pulse slowH Fhen he’d counted to thirt:, he 
started clearing the reports from the deskH be arranged the maps in a new 
grid, this time overla:ing the puOlic transit diagrams with the maintenance 
tunnels running Oeneath the cit:’s main squareH Ihere had Oeen a rumor 
aOout the old aqueducts—one of his informants had said that local thieves 
used them to move goods out of the cit: undetectedH Ihe same informant 
had also reported the recent, suspicious interest of an itinerant alchemist and 
a carnival woman who claimed to read fortunesH yt was, he re;ected, rarel: 
the oOvious thread that unraveled the whole tapestr:, Out alwa:s the greas:, 
halfRforgotten ones at the edgeH

be was midRcalculation when ”aptain Briar returned, this time carr:ing 
a Orown satchelH Briar placed it on the desk and stepped Oack, a trained dog 
awaiting ordersH

UPhow me,N Brack saidH
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Briar produced the contents- a dented tin ;ask, some spare clothes, hard tack 
Oiscuits, and a shard in a leather pouch on a thongH bis interest sharpenedH

be reached for the oOsidianH Ihe fragment faintl: viOrating Oetween his CnR
gersH Brack pressed a thumO into the sharpest edge until it drew OloodH be 
watched the welling red OeadH

U”aptain,N he said without looking up, Uprepare the prisoner for an interviewH 
Tnd send for a chirurgeon—someone skilled, not a OutcherH y’ll need the man 
kept lucid and alive for a long timeHN

Briar saluted and departedH
Brack walked to the window and looked out over the cit:H Tinsdra’s towers 

glowed with the re;ected amOer of evening, Out Oeneath the gold, the shadows 
alread: pooled and stretched, swallowing the street corners and alle:wa:sH PomeR
where out there, the Oo: and his friends huddled, thinking themselves safeH

be waited, watching the night fall, until the cit: was onl: movement and lightH 
Ihen, turning from the window, he allowed himself a small, clean smile—one 
reserved for checkmateH

Ihe next move would Oe hisH

Brack followed the spiral of stone steps into the cellarH Down here, the stink of 
cit: and Olood converged, and ever: sound found an echoH Tinsdra’s foundations 
were old and Brack admired the architectural foresight that allowed a man to 
conduct Ousiness Oeneath the notice of even the most intrusive neighOorH Ihree 
landings down, he stopped at a reinforced doorH Ihe guard posted there—a 
mountain of a man with the arms of a smith—saluted without making e:e 
contactH

Ube’s awakeGN Brack askedH
Ihe guard noddedH UPtitched and alive, 2ust as :ou orderedHN
Brack smiled thinl:H UFait outsideHN
be stepped through the threshold, letting the door’s iron weight close Oehind 

himH
Ihe chamOer was lit O: a single line of oil lamps Oolted high on the wall, 

their ;ames warped and douOled in the mirrored re;ectorsH Ihe result was a 
hallucination of space, with shadows Oreeding new shadows, and corners that 
refused to Oe stillH yn the center, Oound to a heav: wooden chair O: wrists and 
ankles, was the prisonerH

Ihe Olood had seeped from his scalp and pooled in the hollow aOove his colR
larOoneH bis face, Oattered and purpled, wore an expression somewhere Oetween 
contempt and OoredomH bis thigh was freshl: wrapped with a OandageH Eo new 
Olood seeped from itH
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Brack circled once, stud:ing him from ever: angleH be was all sharp angles 
R a man used to hardshipsH bis own pulse grew insistent as he drew nearerH 
be wasn’t nervousS it was the anticipation of what he was aOout to doH

be stopped Oehind Ihorn’s left shoulder and spoke in the casual register 
of a man inviting a peer to a mealH UFelcome to Tinsdra, PirH 3: apologies 
for the hospitalit:S m: sta' are not trained for suOtlet:HN

Ihorn Oared his teeth, Olood Oright against themH UIhen :ou’re overpa:R
ing themHN

Brack smiled with genuine pleasureH be liked his opponents lucid, quick 
on their feetH UKou are aware of who y amGN

Ihorn’s e:es ;ickered to the lamp, to the door, Oack to BrackH UDrevan 
BrackH Ihe king’s sp:masterHN

UTnd :ou areGN Brack saidH Ihorn kept his lips tightH
Brack sighedH be drifted to the taOle set 2ust outside Ihorn’s reachH An it 

sat a small leadRlined OoxH Brack unlocked it with a ke: from his vest, revealing 
the oOsidian shard insideH Lven inert, it radiated a darkness that was somehow 
thicker than the shadows in the roomH be lifted it Oetween his thumO and 
Cnger, holding it to the lightH

U”urious, isn’t itGN Brack said, examining the surfaceH UTll this death and 
running, 2ust for a fragmentHN

Ihorn glared at the shard as if it might leap for his throatH
Brack watched him, waiting for the telltale signs—the shallow intake of 

Oreath, the twitch of an e:eH Ihe: arrived right on cueH
Uy took the liOert: of removing :ours,N Brack said, voice dropping to a 

whisperH UDo :ou feel itG Ihe aOsenceG Pome sa: it’s like a phantom limO, 
others like the sudden loss of faithH Fhat would :ou call itGN

Ihorn pressed his lips togetherH
Ihe air in the room shifted, a static charge tickling the Cne hairs on his 

armsH
Ihorn’s head 2erked OackH bis whole Ood: went rigid, as if a spike had Oeen 

driven through his spineH
UIhere it is,N Brack murmuredH U1ascinating, isn’t itG 3ost men can’t Oear 

the proximit:HN
be moved closer, holding the shard in front of Ihorn’s faceH Ihe oOsidiR

an’s surface writhed with a Cne red light, a corona of arcing Claments Oarel: 
visiOle to the naked e:eH

Ihorn met the ga"e of the fragment Crst, then Brack’sH Ihe fear was there 
now, slick and raw in the e:esH

Brack smiledH UIhis,N he said, Uis m: shardH Ihe thirteenthH Tnd together 
:ou are going to give me the answers y need aOout the other two shardOearers 
who were with :ouHN
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be sat on a low stool across from Ihorn, legs crossed, and waited for the tremor 
in the air to suOsideH Ihe guards outside shuEed, the oil lamp hissedH yn this room, 
nothing else existedH

UPhall we OeginGN Brack asked, and for the Crst time since descending into the 
cellar, he felt the pure, sharp 2o: of the huntH

be raised the pulsing shard and smiled into Ihorn’s silenceH
Brack watched Ihorn Oegin to sweatH Ihe man’s 2aw was clenched, his OreathR

ing shallow Out controlledH

Brack ascended the spiral stairs to his private stud:, each footfall restoring the 
measured discipline that the interrogation had momentaril: chipped awa:H Ihe 
lanterns along the corridor guttered in the crossROree"e, their oil: ;ames warping 
the shadowsH be let the ;icker pattern over his knuckles Oefore closing the door 
Oehind himH 

Ihe events of the last hour repla:ed with the crisp clarit: of a ledger entr:- the 
prisoner’s name surrendered at last—Ihorn—Out nothing of suOstance Oe:ond 
itH Eothing aOout how long he’d had the shard, the circumstances of his arrival 
in Tinsdra, or the route he’d taken across the continent’s veinsH Eot the identit: 
of the Oo: who’d traveled with him, though Brack had learned, through other 
means, that a girl accompanied them tooH be had never known of three shards 
Oeing together at the same timeH Did this Oode well or illG

be allowed himself a moment to stud: the cit: Oelow through the warped 
lens of his windowH Ihe outskirts glittered with the lamps of the newl: rich and 
damnedH Pomewhere out there, the farmOo: and the thief were improvising their 
next moveH be tried to imagine the Oo:’s face—he’d onl: seen it in outline and 
shadow, the wa: one glimpsed a stag through Orush at duskH 

be traced the edge of the desk with one Cnger, feeling the slight swell where 
a splinter had once emOedded itself and left a scar of harder wood OehindH Ihe 
sensation reminded him of the Crst time he’d ever held a shardH be’d Oeen a :oung 
man, alread: dead inside from his father’s discipline and for a single moment the 
oOsidian fragment had lit up the marrow of his soulH be rememOered the taste- 
copper:, electric, addictiveH be’d spent the :ears since learning to control and 
resist, to suOlimate the urgeH But the memor: of that Crst touch, of the wa: the 
world had shuddered and resolved itself around a new axis, never quite left himH

T rap at the door drew him Oack to the presentH
UPir,N ”aptain Briar said, feet planted 2ust inside the thresholdH Ihe man carried 

a small scroll tuOe with the ro:al sealH
Brack accepted it with a nod, snapping the wax with his thumOnailH Ihe 

message was Orief, Out he read it three times for an: nuancesH Ihe king was gravel: 



”A““9WIyAE…P IA9”b YF

illH Wrince Lwan had declared himself regent, and the Wriv: ”ouncil had Oeen 
summoned for an emergenc: sessionH Brack’s presence in the capital was, as of 
this instant, not merel: requested Out demandedH

be felt the stirrings of a smile, the kind that started at the 2aw and onl: later 
reached the e:esH Po, the poison had workedH Ihe work of months, ma:Oe :ears, 
and all it had taken was a single, perfectl: timed dusting of toxin in a goOletH be 
Cled awa: a mental note to reward—or eliminate—the agent upon his returnH 
Ihe onl: question now was how quickl: the chaos would spread, and whether it 
would mask or expose his own movementsH

UKour orders, sirGN Briar asked, e:es carefull: avertedH
Brack considered Orie;:H U“ead: the horsesH Fe leave for Ge:stone immediateR

l:HN
UTnd the prisonerGN Briar askedH 
Brack considered thisH HIransport him O: secure wagonH be lives, for nowH Geep 

his shard locked awa: Out close enough to prevent the prisoners deteriorationH 
3ake it clear to the guards that if that shard is lost, their deaths will Oe memoR
raOleHH

Ihe prisoner might :et prove useful, perhaps the ke: to Cnding the farmOo:H
Briar nodded and left with a crispness that suggested reliefH
Tlone again, Brack poured himself a measure of the Oitter local liquor and 

sipped, letting its heat percolate through his frostOitten nervesH be scanned the 
maps arra:ed on the wall, each one marked with the locations of recent shard 
sightings and the slow advance of his own in;uenceH Ihere was a logic to it all, 
a geometr: of power that onl: he seemed aOle to seeH Ihe king’s illness would 
trigger a wave of panic in the capitalH Apportunists would tr: to graO what the: 
could Oefore the regent consolidated his authorit:H Ihe merchant houses in the 
south would hedge their Oets, holding o' on shipments until the succession was 
clearH

Brack smiled at the possiOilit: of capturing three more shardsH Ihe Oest traps 
weren’t springRloadedS the: were Ouilt out of the pre:’s own compulsionsH be’d 
seen it enough times to know that the right kind of su'ering could Oreak even 
the most stuOOorn lo:alt:H yf the Oo: came for Ihorn, Brack would catch themH 
yf not, the prisoner’s knowledge could Oe extracted at leisure in the dungeons 
Oeneath the capitalH Lither wa:, the net was tighteningH

be Cnished his drink and Oegan packing his e'ects- the coded 2ournals, the vial 
of Oackup toxin, and the small leadRlined Oox that contained the thirteenth shardH 
Ihe weight of it in his palm was a reminder of the stakesH 3ost Oelieved there 
were onl: twelveH be alone had proof of the thirteenth, and with it, the leverage 
to remake the world’s Oalance of powerH

B: the time Briar returned, Brack had composed himself into the image of a 
lo:al servant of the realm, poised and preciseH

UIhe horses are read:, sirHN
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UMood,N Brack said, slipping on his glovesH UTn: news of the girlGN
UPhe slipped the net, Out we’re casting further outH Ihe river routes are 

watchedHN
UEot well enough,N Brack saidH UDouOle the reward for her captureH Dead’s 

uselessS y want her aliveHN
Briar hesitated, then- UTnd if she dies in the attemptG Ihe thief, y meanH Phe 

won’t Oe eas: to holdHN
Brack consideredH UIhen make sure it’s puOlicH 9se her Ood: as OaitH yf the Oo: 

is with her his resolve will fractureH Ihe: alwa:s doHN
be stepped into the corridor, the cold air sharpening his focusH Behind him, the 

stud:’s lamps ;ickered out, one O: one, until the cit: was visiOle onl: as a mosaic 
of shadow and tremOling lightH


