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To all who long for restoration
For broken hearts to be mended
And weary souls to be renewed
This tale is penned for you
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Prologue

Over the past few days, Amos McElhenny had stared death in the face so many times that he hardly blinked anymore. What harm could once more do? To be sure, rumor declared the Takhran’s fortress impenetrable. The tunnels below Mount Eiphyr did not even exist, if idle tavern blather was to be believed, and the Pit itself was mere legend. And no sane man with a price on his head would dream of walking bold faced and unchallenged through the torch-lit gateway into the festering heart of Serrin Vroi.

But sane had never been a title Amos McElhenny claimed.

The thought brought a smidge of a grin to his lips—though it was more grimace than grin—as he tramped at the heels of a Khelari squad through the tunnellike entrance, trying to ignore the murder holes glaring down from above. Rejecting his Waveryder heritage, leaving the vessel that bore his mother’s name and could have been his, setting off to follow a wandering Songkeeper—on the surface, none of it made sense. And following Artair still, through betrayal, slaughter, and capture, to the very depths of ruin?

It was beyond insane.

It was blind, unreasoning devotion—the kind that always got a man killed. But in his vast experience, he had never yet met a latch that couldn’t be jimmied, a chain that couldn’t be broken, or a defense that couldn’t be cracked. Not with a skilled hand at the dirk and a purpose strong and deadly enough to guide it true.

Purpose he had aplenty. He had but to brush the cold pommel of the sword strapped to his belt to be struck anew by images he would do anything to forget: the panicked faces of his comrades, the woods ablaze by the traitor’s hands, and Artair dragged—unresisting—into the night. The death screams echoing in his ears were incentive enough to find a way.

Even more so when the way in was as simple as robbing a dead Khelari of his armor.

Once through the gate, his borrowed squad marched off to their barracks with the stumbling, stiff-limbed strides of men weary for the hearth, but Amos hung back under the pretense of shaking the stones from his boots. He halted in the center of the castle bailey, fighting the need for action that burned in his gut, and sought to gain his bearings first. Charging blindly ahead was the game of fools and simpletons. And Amos McElhenny was neither. Chaos ranged about him, and yet it was an orderly sort of chaos. Orderly enough that a lone Khelari standing idle was sure to draw attention.

He must determine his path and quickly.

Wattle-and-daub buildings surrounded him on all sides. Ahead, wide steps mounted to the entrance of an enormous keep that melted into the side of the mountain behind—Mount Eiphyr. Somewhere beneath its ponderous bulk sat the Pit. The word alone summoned a sheen of sweat to his brow, fogging his vision in the confines of his visored helm.

“To the Pit . . . Captives are sent to the Pit.” So much he had gathered from the dying Khelari before a stroke of his dirk hastened the man’s passing and freed his fouled armor for use. Amos blew out an uneven breath. The Pit it was, then. And pray Emhran he was neither wrong nor too late. If that was where they had taken Artair, then it must be his destination too.

It might have been blind, but devotion was not to be denied.

•••

Darkness had never seemed an absolute before. Not even during the long, weary watches of the night when all Drengreth was asleep and Amos had sat alone upon the lookout rock, flipping his dirk from hand to hand to keep his blood stirring and his eyes from slumber. Even during the new moon, when Mindolyn’s place in the night sky sat cold and vacant, the stars seemed to shine out the brighter. But here, beneath the vast hulk of Mount Eiphyr, the shadows crouched like a living beast waiting to swallow a man whole.

Still Amos soldiered on, tamping down the horror as he felt his way down the crooked passages—ever down, down, down, until it seemed he must be buried beneath the earth. He fought the fear that clogged his throat and sent him cringing for cover at every growl and hiss emanating from the side tunnels. But beyond those distant, unnerving noises, so far the dead silence was disturbed only by the thwack of his footsteps against the uneven ground. Only yesterday the worn stitching on his right boot had given out, leaving the leather sole flapping at the toe so it smacked, snagged, and squeaked like a snared petra. The boots had served him well, but the blistering pace he had set over the past few days had taken their toll.

The dangling sole caught on a rock and nearly dumped Amos on his face. He smacked into the opposite wall, palms first, and just managed to keep his balance. “Bilgewater!” The muttered curse shot down the tunnel ahead of him. “Silversteam and podboggles too!” Balancing on one foot, he seized the sole and his dirk, set bronze edge to leather . . . and then stopped, squinting.

Bent over like this, it almost seemed . . . Was it . . . growing lighter ahead?

He sheathed his dirk and crept forward, taking care to step softly on the loose sole. Now that his ears were pricked, he could hear the murmur of harsh voices, punctuated by the sharp clack of blows. Moments later, he slipped shy of the tunnel into a vast open space suffused in a dark-­orange glow. But he hardly noticed his surroundings, for his gaze was drawn to the party of Khelari—nigh two score strong—standing in a half-moon shape, ringed about with torches.

And in the center, a prone figure, beaten and bloody.

The Khelari thronged about him in a grinning, ravenous mob. Amos could almost feel the rage boiling off them as they kicked, pummeled, and beat the man with the flats of their swords and spear butts. The man’s groans rang out, and the sound stoked the fire in Amos’s gut. Somehow he knew. Knew before the figure lifted his head. Knew even with the blood concealing his battered features and slicking his dark hair to his forehead.

It was Artair.

The breath rose hot in his throat. What fool game was the Songkeeper playing at to suffer such treatment from the cursed scum? Whatever it was, it was not to be borne. Amos seized the icy pommel of the sword—Artair’s sword—and tensed for the rush of battle. What mattered forty Khelari? With the sword lodged in Artair’s fist, the Songkeeper would be unstoppable. The Takhran’s forces would fall like dune grass before the scythe. So it was written . . . somewhere. Or so Nisus had claimed, and he was a learned dwarf, studying to become one of the Xanthen.

Amos tightened his grip on the sword, and the chill ran up his arm and into his shoulder. It was right, somehow, that he alone should witness this final victory. He alone had stayed true. Loyal Hawkness, faithful to the bitter end. He alone had rallied the courage to pursue the Khelari. He alone had endured countless hungry days and sleepless nights. He alone had braved the dark terror of the tunnels.

And now, to have found Artair at the end of it?

Some things were just meant to be.

He stole toward the mob, wincing at each smack of the flapping sole, but the Khelari were intent upon their prey. The fools didn’t so much as glance around, though Amos was close enough now to count the streaks and rust stains on the nearest soldier’s dented breastplate. But even if they had looked, he still wore the hated Khelari armor. To all appearances, he was one of their own foul kind. Gritting his teeth, he eased the sword from its sheath.

A strange, metallic note filled his ears, and the rush of cold rattled his teeth.

Artair lifted his head and met Amos’s gaze.

The extent of his swellings and bruises set Amos’s chest pounding with renewed wrath. Blood dribbled from Artair’s broken lips and leaked from a gash on his forehead. His features were wrong somehow. Misshapen and bent. But there was no denying the command in Artair’s eyes. Or in his voice when he spoke.

“Wait.”

Amos’s blood boiled within him. What in the name of all things fair and foul did Artair mean? He was the Songkeeper. How could he allow these cursed Khelari dogs to treat him so? Amos eased forward another step and slid another inch of the blade from the scabbard. But before he could attack, a clear, golden voice rang out. “Hold, soldier. The man asks us to wait.”

Something about the voice struck Amos as dangerous. It was too calm, too unnaturally steady and gentle compared to the wild raging of the mob.

“What it is, Songkeeper? Have you something to say? Do you wish to beg for mercy?”

The hair stood up on the nape of Amos’s neck. It seemed a hundred eyes settled on him from somewhere in the surrounding dark. The vulnerability of his position struck him, standing exposed in such a wide-open space, surrounded by enemies. Amos retreated a step, then another, then backed away until he reached the opening he had entered through and squatted just out of sight within the mouth of the tunnel.

No one had followed him.

Had he imagined the eyes upon him? He let out a stale breath. Who would have thought the steely nerves of the great Amos McElhenny would fail at last? Of course no one had followed him. He looked like one of their own. Or he would, if he stopped cowering.

The ranks of the Khelari parted, and a tall man clad in silver and blue stepped through. He towered over Artair’s prone form and spoke to him in a low voice, though Amos couldn’t make out what was said. Artair struggled to his feet and stood with his head bent, swaying a little. The man’s laughter rang out, and the sound sent a shiver coursing down Amos’s spine.

This was the Takhran.

He knew it with the same sense of certainty that had filled him when he saw Artair. The final battle had truly come. Any moment now, Artair would break into Song, and the ranks of the Khelari would fall at his feet. That’s when Amos would be there with the sword at the ready. Loyal Hawkness. Ever faithful—

And yet, at this moment, he crouched in the shadows while the Songkeeper stood alone.

He would have gone in.

Would still go in.

He flung the thought out, fierce, vehement. It was not cowardice that held him back, but Artair’s command. A man could not rush blindly into battle against overwhelming odds and hope to prove victorious. No, somewhere in the midst of this muddled mess, Artair had a plan, and Amos must just bide his time until it became clear.

Wait, Artair had commanded.

But waiting was for the cautious and indecisive, and neither were attributes Amos claimed. He shoved to his feet and inched again from the safety of his hiding place, back into the danger of that wide-open space where the darkness pressed about him and a chill breeze blew against his back . . . just in time to see the Takhran strike.

Metal flashed in the Takhran’s hand, and a curse sprang to Amos’s lips even before the blow landed. But the warning was too late. Artair seized, limbs quivering, and then collapsed.

He lay still.

Wait.

The command beat in Amos’s ears. There was strength enough in it still to hold his battle blood in check. Barely. He rubbed the pommel of his dirk between fevered fingers, gradually tightening his grip until the hawk’s beak stabbed his flesh. There was a plan here. Had to be a plan. Somehow.

But Artair did not move.

The tang of copper flooded his mouth, and Amos realized he had bitten his tongue. He spat out a glob of blood. A mistake, that’s all it was. Another moment and Artair would rise, ready for the fight.

But the moment came and went, and still Artair did not move.

“Get up,” Amos muttered. “Now’s not the time for lollygaggin’, ye great ormahound! This is it. It’s time. Get up, man. Get up!”

The Takhran lowered his knife, and red ran down the edge of the blade. A cheer burst from the Khelari, drowning the rest of Amos’s frantic thoughts. One of the Khelari bent and seized Artair by the ankle. Not until the soldier began dragging Artair away, his limbs limp, skull bumping and thumping across the uneven ground, did the truth sink in.

Artair was dead.

Amos’s ears filled with a dizzying roar, blotting out the soldiers’ jeers. Dimly, as if through a cloud of smoke, he watched the Takhran halt the soldier with an upraised hand and then dispatch a dozen others with a word. Within minutes, they were back and rigging together a strange sort of contraption with a web of ropes and pulleys. Three soldiers grabbed Artair’s arms and legs, dumped his body onto the frame, bound him in place, and then seized the ropes along with the others to hoist it up so that Artair hung from the underside. At the Takhran’s signal, they tugged. The frame rose into the air, settled, rose again, settled. One of the ropes caught and the contraption tipped. Artair’s body slid forward and jerked to a stop. The neck of his tunic parted, snagged on the bonds, revealing the gaping wound in his throat.

Something wet fell on Amos’s hand.

A drop of blood.

He gazed down at it, uncomprehending, then back up at Artair, now directly above him, and then at the soldiers jostling around him on either side. Slowly, ever so slowly, his mind plodded along the path his feet had taken, struggling to reconcile where he stood now with where he had been. Somehow—he wasn’t sure how—his feet had moved without his command and borne him out into the midst of the crowd.

“Whoa, whoa, steady there!” one of the Khelari shouted. “Ease back, man!”

Someone shoved Amos from behind. He spun around, and his dirk was in his hand before his mind could process the decision behind the action. But the soldier had his head down and his back bent with the effort of yanking on his rope to steady the platform. A bead of sweat slid down the bridge of his nose to dangle from the tip. He tossed his head, cracking his neck, and blew a hefty breath through pursed lips.

Looked to be about Amos’s own age. Or younger.

Strange how human these monsters could appear. Downright sickening. But Amos had seen their depravity written in blood across the pale faces of his slain brethren. Their humanity almost made it worse.

The blood pounded in his head, and his breath hissed through clenched teeth. It took every ounce of his will to force his hand to his belt to sheathe his dirk. He backed away, and his gaze was drawn again to Artair’s livid, bruised face.

Up and up the frame went, the soldiers hauling on the creaking ropes with a mixture of groans and harsh laughter, until it clunked against the top pulley and came to a halt, jerking and swaying on its fastenings. The ring of torches painted the ceiling with a garish orange hue and lit Artair’s body from below, so that each movement of the contraption sent shadows dancing convulsively across the roof of the cavern.

A boot scuffed the ground just to his left. Someone stood shoulder to shoulder with him. Out of the corner of his eye, Amos could just see the stranger’s outline standing with head tipped back. The stranger let out a breath. Not so much a sigh as the sort of settling of the lungs that a man allows when all is right with the world.

“Hail.” The strange, soft, dangerous voice of the Takhran spoke next to his ear, but he didn’t dare look. Didn’t dare turn his head. Hardly dared breathe. “Hail the great Songkeeper.”

Amos’s hand found his dirk again. He wrapped his fingers around the stacked leather grip and shut his eyes, picturing the weapon tearing into the Takhran’s chest. One thrust was all it would take. The bronze blade would sink in deep, severing flesh and arteries. The Takhran would fall. Leira would be freed.

But without the Songkeeper, what hope did they have?

The platform rotated slowly. Artair’s feet dangled high about Amos’s head now, then his chest, and finally his head, so that Amos stared directly up into his broken face. His eyes stared back at him, so bright and clear they seemed almost alive.

A lump clogged his throat. His lungs didn’t seem to work the way they were supposed to, as if the mechanics of breathing was the sort of thing a man could forget. He broke away, heedless of the Takhran beside him and the Khelari ringed about and the thud-slap of his boot’s broken sole, and fled across the cavern toward the tunnel.

The Songkeeper’s sword slapped against his hip and tangled between his legs. He clutched the hilt to steady it, but it grew colder and colder inside his clenched fist, until he tore it from his belt, scabbard and all, and hugged it to his chest instead. The chill seeped through his borrowed breastplate and sat like a ball of ice against his heart.

Artair was dead.

And Amos was a blame fool for believing in him for so long.

Now the world had turned upside down, and there was nothing left to do but run and keep on running. Some things just weren’t meant to be.





Part One





1

There is a moment between life and death when the chain of time is broken. Shrouded by a thicket of sage from unfriendly eyes, Birdie dwelt in that moment, feeling it in the heavy stillness that surrounded her as she knelt over the broken body of a dwarf. His head was wrenched back at a terrible angle, limbs bent and twisted in ways that defied nature and bone.

Birdie bent her head, listening.

Only a moment.

It was little more than a breath in the grand stream of melody, a hitch in the stride of the universe. But in that moment the true depth of a soul was revealed. All the miniscule strands that formed the tapestry of a life—all the fears and loves, aches and losses, hopes and dreams—bound up and knotted off in a final note. Most folk missed it. Most wouldn’t have known it even if they could hear it. But when Birdie truly listened, she could capture it. That final moment. That last breath. Sometimes glorious, sometimes peaceful, and sometimes filled with nothing but deep, dark despair. And then silence.

Heedless of the pockets of flame still licking the tufted sage around her, Birdie lowered her head so that her ear hovered over the dwarf’s gaping mouth. Ragged breaths puffed against her cheek, accompanied by a gurgle in the back of his throat.

There was life in him yet.

The knowledge eased the pulsing ache in her own chest. In the months that she and the griffin had wandered through the Whyndburg Mountains since the trial of the Pit and her failure there, she had seen too much death. The struggle that had festered beneath the surface of Leira for centuries had come to a head, and the earth rang with the clamor of weapons and the cries of the wounded. Only a short while, and yet it seemed the entire Nordlands had erupted into one raw and gaping wound, with scores of innocent and guilty alike joining the casualties every day. War had come to the mountains.

Birdie eased back onto her heels and surveyed the battleground over the leafy stems of sage surrounding her. On the far side of the tree-­
sheltered dale, the griffin picked his way over earth littered with bent and shattered weapons and the warriors who would wield them no longer. Khelari. Adulnae. Nordlander.

Wounded left to die. Dead left to rot.

It was yet another of many such scenes they had happened upon over the past few weeks, the aftermath of constant skirmishes between the Takhran’s forces and the fighting Adulnae of the mountains. Gundhrold spoke of them as “small frays,” inconsequential in the grander scheme of this great war. Perhaps his battle-trained eyes saw more than hers. Even now, as he wandered the dale, he paused time and again to taste the air with open beak or turn his tufted ears to the wind or peer closely at the trodden earth.

All she could see were the broken husks of men and women left behind.

The dwarf gasped, and the sound startled her gaze back to him. His gauntleted hands twitched and clutched feebly for the crossbow that lay just beyond his reach. Birdie set it gently on his chest and watched how his hands cradled the weapon, fingers caressing the carved designs with the familiarity and pride of the craftsman.

Some of the tension eased from his pain-racked face.

Unlike many of his comrades, he had lasted through the battle, but his soul was not long for this world. Already his melody—a deep, trudging repetition of the five notes she had first heard back at the Sylvan Swan so long ago—seemed to be growing fainter.

“Come, little Songkeeper.” Gundhrold’s wing brushed across her shoulder, sending goosebumps prickling down her arms. The silence with which he maneuvered his bulk through the thickets of sage and heather never failed to surprise her. “It is past time we were moving. There is nothing for us here.”

She could not bring herself to meet his gaze. It seemed safer to study her hands instead, so small next to the dwarf’s gauntleted ones, but calloused and stained with dirt and dried blood. “I would heal him, if I could. But the Song is not willing.”

“Nor should the Song be forced.” Gundhrold’s head dipped into view, yellow cat eyes large and questioning beneath bristling brows. “But there are others who may yet be saved. Come away, little one.”

The dwarf’s body seized. A cough shook his frame, and blood spewed from his lips. Birdie seized his gauntleted hand in both of hers. For the first time since she had knelt beside him, his eyelids slid open and his eyes rolled to meet hers. Fear and pain lurked there, and she knew that, doomed or not, she could not leave him alone. Still gripping his hand, Birdie began to sing. Her voice came out as a scant whisper choked by sorrow, soft and still as the brush of the wind through the dale. And yet the Song rose to greet her. It overpowered her feeble voice, surged through her bones with a strength not her own, and wound around the broken notes of the dwarf’s failing song.

For a breath, the two melodies aligned in perfect harmony.

Then the dwarf fell silent.

Birdie allowed her voice to trail away, but for a long moment she did not move. She sat gazing into the frozen depths of the dwarf’s eyes. Then the griffin’s feathered head craned past her, and his croaking whisper confirmed what she already knew.

“He is gone, little one.” Gundhrold’s tone was no doubt meant to be tender, but not even the sweetest Midland honey could have made his voice or the double-bladed truth it conveyed less harsh. It was just the way he was. Rawboned, bare-clawed, and full of grit. His words stung, but his honesty shored up her strength.

Lies had ever slipped too easily from Amos’s tongue.

She felt a traitor for thinking it now that he was gone. But that was the crux of the matter. He was gone, lost in the caverns below Mount Eiphyr, and though she saw a shadow of his face on every battleground, he would not return to her. What good were his secrets now?

“Come away, little one. Nothing will bring him back.”

“I know.” With an effort, Birdie pried her fingers from the dwarf’s and set his hand atop the crossbow on his chest. Stiff legged from kneeling, she rose and surveyed the battleground. “But there are others.”

Always there were others.

Was it the doom of a Songkeeper to witness suffering and yet rarely be enabled to help?

Weariness enveloped her body like a cloak. At the first step she took, the ground seemed to shift beneath her feet, but she pressed on. No matter whether it was her weariness or merely the smoke and stench of the dead that left her light headed, there was work to be done.

“Singing the souls to sleep.” The griffin’s voice halted her midstride. It was soft, contemplative, so unlike his usual staunch gruffness. He still stood over the body of the dwarf, head cocked and brow furrowed as if in deep thought.

“What do you mean?”

“That is what it is called, what you were doing. I recall it now. It is one of the Songkeeper’s tasks—though it has been such a span of years since I witnessed it that I had nearly forgotten. My lady Auna walked many such a battleground and wandered through many a sick chamber, healing those she could, comforting those she could not. And at the last, she sang their souls to sleep. It is a beautiful thing.”

Glancing down through the thick branches of heather, she saw the headless body of a dwarf before her feet. She would have trod upon his helmet with the next step. Her stomach twisted at the sight.

“Death is not beautiful.”

The griffin came up behind her, footfalls muted by the spring growth, and his wing settled around her, drawing her away. “No, little one, it is not. But the singing of souls to slumber is. Who can say? Mayhap they will wake in Emhran’s land when the dawn comes. May Emhran make it so.”

His words bore the tone and weight of ritual, as if there was a correct response that Birdie was expected to give, but she was at a loss as to what it might be. Since leaving the Pit, Gundhrold had spoken to her several times of Emhran, the Master Singer who had woven the world through melody at the dawn of time. But although Birdie heard the Song and could comprehend the voice within it, this Emhran still seemed a stranger.

Better that she focus on what she could do than on things she did not understand. So she wandered up and down the battlefield, sometimes stopping to sing a soul to sleep, more often simply grieving over the lifeless bodies of those who had already passed on. Twice the Song filled her with a burst of glorious light, and both an injured dwarf and a Nordlander man were healed. The dwarf wrung her hand and thanked her profusely, rattling off a litany of names and promising her the undying gratitude of his house to the tenth and eleventh generations. The man simply bowed his head, something akin to awe in his eyes.

But their thanks unsettled her, and the melodies of the wounded and the dying called her back to her tasks. She drifted away again through the dale while Gundhrold sent the man and the dwarf on with a gift of supplies and instructions to tell all they met that “hope remains and the Songkeeper yet lives.”

Hope seemed too strong a word for it. Birdie could find little reason for it in her own heart. But live she did, and so by Gundhrold’s reckoning, hope remained.

So bound was she in her own thoughts that she didn’t recognize the strains of the dark melody until it hung about her, throwing a shadow over her vision and threatening to choke the breath from her lungs. She halted, casting about for the source of the song, and reached instinctively for her sword.

But no hilt met her grip. It took a moment’s panicked fumbling to recall that Artair’s sword, the legendary blade of the Songkeepers, had been lost in the Pit. Weeks had passed since she had worn a blade, and yet at the first hint of danger, her hand went to her side as if she had been born with a sword strapped to her hip. The lack of a weapon hadn’t truly bothered her until now. She had seen enough bloodshed to last a lifetime. But with Khelari and Shantren about, it was boggswoggling foolish to wander without a weapon. That’s what Amos would say—

Or would have said.

Birdie stamped down the panic rising in her throat and forced a calm breath into her lungs. She had endured far too much to be set on the run by a few notes. The griffin was too far to be of any help. She stood alone among the slain. She had no sword. But she did have the Song, and she would call upon it if she must.

And hope that Emhran willed it to answer.

•••

The five twisted notes of the dark melody led Birdie to the far side of the dale and beyond. She walked with one ear to the wind, but it wasn’t so much a matter of hearing the sound and following it as it was of sensing it. Here, at the end of the dale, the mountains began to climb again, and her path steepened until her legs ached with each long stride. Loose rocks, threaded gorse, and thickets of sage and heather cluttered the way and denied easy passage. Slain warriors lay scattered on the mountainside, faces turned from the battleground below.

Slain while retreating.

The thought came in Gundhrold’s voice, and Birdie almost glanced about to see if he had followed her. But she was alone save for the corpse of a dwarf woman lying several paces to her left with arrows bristling from her back.

A little farther on, Birdie came across a pack that had been slashed and torn open. She caught her foot on the haft of a discarded axe and lurched to regain her balance. And then, as a thought struck her, she seized the axe, hefting the unfamiliar bulk in both hands. Bits of leaves clung to the bloodied haft, and the head was chipped and scarred. But it was better than nothing.

The knowledge that she had a weapon and could use it if need be enabled her to step out a little more boldly and to glance back less often. The dark melody seemed to be growing louder now. And yet, somehow, fainter at the same time. Before her feet the heather was bent and torn, and the soil beneath was scuffed with boot marks. Such marks could have come from anyone fleeing the slaughter in the dale, not necessarily from her mysterious singer.

And yet . . .

A glint of black gave her pause. Just a few feet ahead, she saw it: metal—dark metal—partially concealed beneath a cluster of sage. A spy? For a breath she hesitated, clammy hands tightening on the axe haft. There was still time to turn back. To fetch the griffin and allow him to deal with whatever was hiding beneath the sage. Gundhrold would be furious to learn that she had wandered alone. But as far as she was concerned, he took his task as Protector a bit too seriously.

No.

She clenched her jaw, shoved through the sage . . . and found herself staring directly into the wide eyes of a Khelari. “Don’t move.” She put all of the ferocity into the words that she could muster and wished she possessed the terrifying presence to back it up. Gundhrold could silence an enemy with a glare. Amos had never failed to quiet his opponents with a few wrathful exclamations. Even Ky could be frightening in his own quietly intense way. But she, the last Songkeeper, had to resort to idle threats. “Be still if you value your life.”

The Khelari stared blankly at her.

She stared back. Breath for breath. Blink for blink. The soldier did not move, and neither did she. Only then did she realize how shallow the Khelari’s breaths were and how the air seemed to rasp in his throat and how his eyes were glazed with the unseeing pain of the dying.

“Kill me . . .”

“What?” The word startled from her lips.

The Khelari moistened his cracked lips with his tongue. Blood had dried in the corner of his mouth, and beneath the dirt and grime his skin had taken on a pale, bluish hue. “Kill me. End it now. My back is broken. I will be dead soon and better off—” A spasm gripped him.

The five-noted melody sputtered like a candle and then came back.

Axe raised, Birdie took a cautious step closer. The man’s injury was real. The weakness of his song confirmed it. Up close, something about him held her gaze and filled her mind with recollection of Amos—though there was little resemblance to the bluff, ruddy-skinned peddler in the Khelari’s pale face, save for his green eyes. Not fierce emerald green like Amos’s. More a soft spring green, like the sage leaves crushed beneath his head.

But a Khelari was not to be trusted.

A tendril of the Song crept toward her then, and she dashed it aside. Khelari were a blight and plague upon the land of Leira. The soldier was dying anyway. What harm would it do to speed his passing? She clenched the haft of her axe so tightly that her hands ached, and a tremble ran up her arms.

But the Song was not so easily denied. She felt the pressure that heralded the burst of light and healing welling in her chest—

And with it her indignation. The Song wanted her to heal a Khelari, when the bodies of countless Leirans lay scattered across the battleground below and Amos had been lost in the Pit? It was beyond not right.

It was an injustice.

Still the power surged through her, though she fought it back. Even as the melody rose to her lips, the axe slipped from her grip to thud at her feet, and her hand stretched toward the Khelari of its own accord.

Sing, little Songkeeper.

The words unwound from the notes in her head and hovered in the forefront of her mind. There could be no denying such a command. It reached to the very root of her being but did not demand so much as forge the will to obey. Swallowing her anger, she inclined her head and opened her mouth to sing. But her voice was drowned out by the griffin’s screech. The thunder of his wings fell heavy upon her ear, followed a moment later by the clack of a striking beak . . .

Then the silence of a melody lost.

She lifted her eyes.

The Khelari was dead. As she watched, the life faded from him, his body went slack, and the blood pooled from his ravaged throat and then ran no more. Gundhrold crouched over the body, shoulders hunched, and wings extended from flight. He clutched her pack to his chest with one paw. Ragged breaths shook his rib cage. Wild he looked, and utterly fierce, reminding Birdie why she had feared him so when they first met.

“The Song’s healing is meant for others, little one.” Gundhrold cuffed the body with one paw and clacked his beak in disgust. “Not these creatures of evil.” He stepped over the dead Khelari and dropped her pack at her feet. “It is time we moved on. The Takhran’s army draws nearer to the Caran’s fortress with every passing moment.”

It took Birdie a moment to find her voice. “He was a man, Gundhrold.”

“He was a Khelari.” The griffin marched away without a backward look, and Birdie was forced to seize her pack and run after him or be left behind. “Sworn to the Takhran. An enemy. You speak of things you do not understand, little one, and you meddle in matters beyond your knowledge.”

Heat flamed Birdie’s cheeks. “No fault of my own.”

“Nor of mine.” Testiness crept into the griffin’s tone, but he did not slacken pace.

Silence fell between them, and Birdie let it lie, though her thoughts marched in time with the rapid beating of her heart. Finally, she couldn’t hold them in. “Gundhrold, you must understand. The Song led me to heal him. The voice of Emhran spoke to me. How could I deny that?”

The griffin paused atop the next rise, silhouetted against a vivid sky. Behind him, the coming night had painted the low-hanging clouds to match the ocean’s depths as Tauros’s flaming orb dropped below the horizon. A keen wind picked up over the hillside and whipped Birdie’s dark hair across her face. She caught the unruly strands and bound them in a knot at the base of her skull.

Finally Gundhrold spoke, and his voice sounded infinitely weary. “We cannot delay much longer if we wish to reach the Caran’s fortress before it is besieged. The world is moving about us, little one. While we have tarried in the mountains, the war has carried on.” He slipped over the side of the rise, and his voice drifted back to her on the wind. “We may already be too late.”
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“Curse you, Ky!”

Slack’s shout brought Ky up short, halfway between one stride and the next. Shutting his teeth around a groan, he hefted Meli higher on his back and turned to see what had Slack riled this time. There was always something.

His foot snagged on the uneven ground, and he jabbed his walking stick into the earth to keep from falling. Skidding down the mountainside on his face might settle Slack’s mood, but he had no appetite for it. Meli’s grasp around his neck tightened and her sharp knees dug into his ribs. But the way laughter mixed with her squeal, he wasn’t sure she didn’t think it all a game.

Ky knew better. Hiking up a mountain with a seven-year-old clamped to your back was no game. It was a death-defying feat. Add to that Slack’s constant challenging, and he was lucky to have survived this long. That girl thought problems were best solved with hatchets. And by “solved,” she preferred “fresh graves dug under moonlight.” Honestly, he was surprised to wake up each morning and find that his brains hadn’t been bashed out in his sleep.

“Why can’t you just admit it? You’re lost!”

Ky rolled his eyes. “No. Not lost.” He forced a grin through cracked lips as he turned around. The line of Underground runners trailed away below him, scattered in twos and threes across the mountainside beneath a pale afternoon sky. Slack stood halfway down the line, blocking the way with her hands on her hips, head thrown back and chin thrust out.

Every inch of her posture read defiance.

Ky felt a stab of fear in his gut. Not now! Not when they had to be so close to reaching safety. But the way Slack saw it, he was the biggest problem the Underground faced. After all, wasn’t he the one who had convinced them to leave Kerby, dragged them to the bitter north, sought refuge in the direct path of the Khelari army, and now marched them through the wilderness again?

“Let’s just go,” Meli whispered in his ear, twisting in her perch on his back. Her shifting weight almost threw him off balance again. “Don’t mind her, Ky. She’s just bellyachin’.”

“Easy, Meli,” he whispered back. He raced to come up with something—anything—that might smooth Slack’s feathers and put off the inevitable confrontation for just a little while longer. “Come on, Slack.” He forced his grin wider, wincing as the cracks split and he tasted blood on his tongue. “You got no need to worry. I know where I am, and I know where we’re going. What more could you ask for?”

Slack barked that harsh laugh of hers. It never failed to raise the hackles on the back of Ky’s neck and leave his fingers itching for his sling. “Oh, I ain’t worried. But you should be. We’ve been wandering in the wild for weeks now. Hounds surely on our trail. Khelari surely behind them. And we’re no closer to anywhere than we were before. I’m about tired of it, and I ain’t alone.”

The stragglers had caught up with Slack now and were jammed behind her. Syd, Paddy’s assigned little brother, pushed past and continued toiling up the slope, head hanging and swaying a little with each step. The rest of the runners caught between Ky and Slack stayed where they were, necks craned back to look up at him. A few even sank to the ground and settled in, elbows on their knees, chins in their hands.

Waiting.

“This whole mess is your fault.” Slack’s voice rang out loud and clear, echoing against the surrounding slopes. “Never knew when to let well enough alone, did you?”

That he couldn’t deny.

“Now look at us!”

Ky shifted his weight again to accommodate Meli’s wriggling and scanned the runners below. Such a dirty, ragged, weary bunch. Here in the broad expanse of the outside world, far from the crowded streets of Kerby where they knew how to blend in and the dark of the Underground tunnels where they had reigned supreme, he could see just how small and weak they were. But not even Slack knew the full truth of their position. If the Khelari didn’t get them soon, the wild surely would. After a month of traveling, the few supplies they had managed to carry with them when they fled the fall of Siranos had nearly run out. Reaching the Caran’s fortress and the dwarf stronghold of the mountains offered their only hope of safety. He would get the Underground there, whatever the cost.

Even if it meant kowtowing to Slack to get her on his side.

He snapped his gaze back to her. “Come up, won’t you? Let’s talk.”

Slack crossed her arms and planted her feet more firmly where she stood. Though she was too far below for him to say for certain, he could have sworn she grinned. That girl lived for a challenge. “Why don’t you come down?”

Ky held his ground.

“Think you’re too big and mighty to stoop?” Slack snorted. “Just look at you. Completely lost. Out of your league. Cade didn’t know what he was doing!”

And here it was. The sore spot. Didn’t take a genius to know it had been festering for weeks. Ever since that terrible night when Siranos fell, the Underground fled, and Paddy gave himself up to allow Ky to escape. Ever since Aliyah died and Cade up and did the last thing Ky would ever have expected: give up, walk away, and leave Ky in charge in his stead.

Ky wanted to tell Slack that he hadn’t asked for any of this. That he hadn’t sought out Cade’s responsibilities. Didn’t want them either. That he would have given anything to trade places with Paddy or Aliyah instead of living on with the guilt of their capture and death hanging around his neck. That he wanted Cade to come back, wanted to give the Underground up to him again so he could fulfill his oath to seek Paddy out and rescue him—if he was still alive. But a fellow couldn’t show an ounce of weakness around Slack or she would pounce on it quicker than a hound on a petra and seize control.

Most likely shake the fellow to death too. Just the way she was.

So he clamped his mouth around the words, cocked his head back to survey the sun’s position against the peak above, then down to scan the thickets of sage carpeting the slope they climbed, and then on to survey the slopes stretching beyond them for miles and miles until the lines blurred into a hazy blue in the distance.

“Sure you won’t come up, Slack?”

“Sure and certain.” The ring of triumph filled her voice, and the sound grated Ky’s nerves. Left them raw and bleeding like the still-­oozing burn on his arm from the ryree explosion at Siranos. She thought she had him cornered. Either he could come down . . . and lose face. Or he could ignore her demands, march on with only half of the runners at his back . . . and lose face. Not to mention half the Underground.

Either way, she won.

And either way, he proved himself a weakling instead of a leader.

Meli tugged on his shoulders, and for half a breath he was tempted to shrug it all aside and simply walk on, let Slack follow if she would. And if not, at least he would be free of her company. Cade might have done it. But if there was one thing he and Slack agreed on, it was that he wasn’t Cade.

“C’mon! Let’s go.” Meli bounced against his back, knocking the wind from his lungs.

But Ky pasted a grin on his face, squared his shoulders, and then marched down the slope to meet Slack. Runners shuffled to the side to let him pass, but he kept his gaze fixed ahead. He didn’t want to know if it was disappointment or satisfaction in their eyes. The smug sneer on Slack’s face was enough.

A few yards away, he eased Meli to the ground. Her forehead wrinkled beneath the wisps of stringy hair that always hung about her face, but she didn’t say a word. She didn’t need to.

He gently patted the top of her head. “Wait here, Mel.”

Slack’s sneer gave way to a broad grin as he descended the last few feet to stand before her and then had to tilt his head back to look her in the eye. Even though he’d maintained his position on the upward slope, she was still taller than him. A fact she clearly enjoyed.

“Look, Slack, it’s time we talked.” Ky barged ahead before she could speak. He was painfully aware that he still wore that ridiculous, pasted-­­on smile. But if anything could get him through the next minute without full-out war breaking out, it was the grin. “You’ve been talking mighty big. You claim I’m leading us wrong. But I don’t hear you offering any alternatives.”

“We go back.” Her answer came quickly, apparently primed and readied.

“Back where? Kerby? Siranos? There’s nothing for us there. We need to move on. Slack, there are bigger things at stake here than us. What do you say we pocket our differences and work together until the Underground is safe?”

Slack’s hand moved in a blur, and the next thing Ky knew, the chipped blade of her hatchet was pressed against his windpipe. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? But you’ve lost, and you know it. This little sham of yours isn’t fooling anyone but yourself.”

“Well, then.” He forced himself to keep on grinning but dropped his voice until only she could hear. “Reckon I’ll just have to challenge you.”

“What?” It caught her off guard. She tried to cover it, but he felt the edge of her hatchet slip for an instant. “Don’t be a fool. I’ll crush you.”

“Accept the challenge or admit defeat. Cade’s rules. Can’t argue with that.”

For a split second Ky thought he was a goner. Then she shoved him back, at the same time pulling her hatchet away with just enough of a swipe to leave a stinging cut behind.

“Terms?”

“I win, you admit I’m the leader. I lose, the Underground is yours.”

Slack broke into that harsh laugh of hers, and Ky couldn’t help wincing at the sound. “You have yourself a deal, Shorty! You shouldn’t have challenged me. Cade beat you to a bloody pulp last time, and I intend to finish the job.”

She lunged toward him.

Ky bit back a curse and threw up his hands to stop her. “Wait, wait, wait. There’s more!”

“More?”

“Sure.” He gulped a breath. “Lots more. You know we can’t fight here. Could have Khelari hounds on our trail. You want to let them catch up with us just so we can have this out?”

She cocked her head and ran a finger along the blade of her hatchet, inspecting the edge through narrowed eyes. “Reckon your bloody corpse might slow them down. Give the rest of us a chance to escape.”

That girl was mad. Utterly mad.

“No, Slack.” He kept his hands raised, ready to fend her off. “This challenge isn’t about who’s the better fighter. It’s about who’s the better leader.”

“It’s all one and the same!”

“No, it’s not. Dizzier was a mean fighter, but nobody’d want him leading.” She shrugged at that, and Ky felt a tinge of hope that she was beginning to come around. “Look, you’ve been questioning our path since we left Siranos. I figure why not see if you’re right?”

“I don’t follow you.”

And that was the problem.

“I’m suggesting a different kind of challenge. I’ll fight you whenever you want. Just name the time and place. But not here and now. Not until I see that the Underground is safe.”

“If you don’t mean to fight me, Shorty, then what in Delian’s name are you getting at?”

Ky selected his words carefully. He had one chance. One chance to draw her in. “I say that this is the way to the Caran’s fortress. You say that I’m wrong. Give me three days. If I can’t prove I’m right by then . . . you win.”

“Three days?” Slack spun her hatchet in the air, caught it again, then shoved it through her belt. “Forget it. You notice I’m not wearing a dunce’s cap? That’s because this ain’t a game of Fool’s Dice, Ky, and I ain’t about to be taken in.”

That was it, then.

Ky sucked chilled mountain air into his lungs and only then realized he had been holding his breath. He should have known Slack wouldn’t go for it. Just wasn’t her way. But he had hoped. And maybe she was right. Maybe that did make him a fool. Past her shoulder, he caught a glimpse of the pale, dirt-streaked faces of his Underground brothers and sisters. They were worn, weary, and afraid. They needed a strong leader. And he could be one for them, if Slack would let him.

Let him. Cade would have scoffed at the notion. Cade had always refused to bend, and Ky had seen it as a backward kind of weakness. A sign of a fear of losing control. But maybe it had been a kind of strength too. Strength to do what was needed regardless of the cost. Regardless of what others thought.

“Not three days.”

Ky started and his gaze jumped back to Slack. She was smirking at him again. “What?”

“You asked for three days. I’ll give you one.”

“Two.”

“Don’t push your luck, Shorty. One is generous. Take it or leave it.”

For a second Ky matched her gaze, anger burning in his chest. Toe to toe and chin to chin they stood, both with shoulders back and hands straying near their weapons. Then, high above and far off, Ky heard the shrill scream of a hawk rising on the wind, and the utter ridiculousness of the situation struck him. Nothing but idle posturing. He’d sworn not to fight her here, and they’d been standing still too long already. One of them would have to budge eventually, and Ky knew it wouldn’t be Slack.

He swallowed his anger, shrugged, and then backed away to where Meli sat and offered his hand to help her to her feet. Slack just stood there. When she caught him looking at her, she tossed her head, flipping both braids over her shoulder, and squinted one eye at him.

“Delian’s fist, but you’re a strange one. You know that, right?”

“Yeah. I’ve been told.”

Once more he set his face toward the upward slope and began the weary climb to the front of the line. Slack settled in at his heels, trading grins and boisterous jests with the runners they passed. Must be the prospect of beating him that improved her mood. So long as it kept her moving, he wouldn’t begrudge it. As it was, her presence spurred him on despite his aching limbs. It kept the challenge fixed firmly at the forefront of his mind.

Time was wasting.

Cade would have pushed for more. But then, most likely, he would have just fought Slack and been done with it. No, one day was the most Ky could hope for. One day to prove he was on the right track. One day to show himself worthy of the trust he had received. One day to find the Caran’s fortress and see the runners to safety.

On the crest of the grade, Ky halted to catch his breath. Syd waited there. The boy blinked up at him, pale hair drooping over his wide eyes, and pointed ahead. There was a question in the shrug of his shoulders. Some of the other runners acted like Syd was dull witted, just because he didn’t talk and he moved so slowly. Paddy had never stood for it. Brothers were meant to protect one another, Paddy had claimed before throwing an arm over Ky’s shoulder and pronouncing him the truest brother he ever had—truer even than the three older brothers he had lost when the dark soldiers took Kerby.

But if protection was the measure of a brother, then Ky reckoned he had failed. He had saved Meli. But he had allowed Paddy to be taken.

Syd tugged at his arm, and Ky reached down to pat his shoulder. He didn’t have time for guilt. He had bigger responsibilities now than ever. All of the Underground were his brothers and sisters. He had to keep them safe. Taking a deep breath, he glanced at the blued slopes stretching into the distance on all sides. He was no woodsman. To his untrained eye, one slope looked like another. Born and raised in Kerby—city streets he knew. But mountains? How could he lead where he had no experience?

“Oi, Shorty.” Slack sidled up beside him and bobbed from one foot to the other, a sly grin playing on her lips. The fact that the girl still had energy to spare for a taunt was a wonder to him. “Still not lost?”

“Not lost.” Ky ducked his head to hide the lie in his eyes and trudged down the shallow valley between the slopes. And the Underground followed. Emhran help him, they followed.

Truth was he had been lost since they left Siranos.
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Too late . . . Too late . . . 

The words whispered in the back of Birdie’s mind as she toiled up the mountainside at Gundhrold’s heels, axe slung over one shoulder and back bent with the effort of the climb, and she did not try to deny them. They bore the ring of truth. Just one more push, the griffin had said, one more push to reach the peak, and then they would be able to see the Caran’s fortress on the opposite bluff.

Mighty Cadel-Gidhar, last stronghold of the dwarves and ancient pride of the Whyndburg Mountains. A marvel of design that the finest Xanthen architects could be proud of, a fortress that the weakest Adulnae warrior could not fail to defend against whatever force the Khelari might bring against it. It had been built ages ago from enormous blocks carved and placed with such precision that one could scarcely determine the line between one stone and the next. The seams themselves had been reinforced with iron bands, while the gates were fashioned from iron-plated stone.

So the griffin said.

But still Birdie dreaded what they would see when they arrived. The fortress walls torn asunder, perhaps. Khelari swarming the streets, slain Adulnae piled in heaps in the valley below, and captives herded like sheep to their doom. The thought drifted toward her like a tendril of music, and just as swiftly she banished it. Until now she had tried to ignore the force of the dark melody battering at her senses, but it could no longer be quelled. The strength of a thousand voices clamored in her ears, demanding to be heard. Her steps slowed, and she clenched a hand to her forehead to ease the pressure building inside her skull.

“Are you well, little one?” Gundhrold’s rough voice dispelled the din.

Her vision cleared.

Only then did she realize that she had come to a halt on the rock-strewn slope beneath a silvered evening sky, with heather and bramblebriars grasping at her knees and stunted hallorm trees rising on all sides like the shattered spears and broken limbs of the slain. The griffin had paused above her and craned his neck around, birdlike, to look back over his folded wings. The concern in his gaze offered a chance to rest, but she could read his urgency in the tautness of his limbs and the hard set of his beak.

“Only a breath, little one. We cannot delay long.”

She shook her head, too weary to argue, and tightened her grip on the axe haft. The bulky weapon dug into her shoulder and left the muscles aching. “Delay means nothing now, Gundhrold. We are already too late.”

As always, Gundhrold’s gaze pierced her, but he did not tarry to question or demand an explanation. A simple jerk of his feathered head, and the griffin began the upward climb again. But he moved with more caution now, taking her at her word. Trusting her.

She was grateful for that.

For a moment she stood there, watching as the griffin hefted his bulky form across the uneven ground, moving with that odd sense of grace and power that made each step as deliberate as a dance. At the top he hunkered down and crawled forward, then beckoned to her with his good wing. Birdie shrugged the axe into a less uncomfortable position on her shoulder and trudged after him.

With each step the melody grew stronger, until she cleared the peak and the valley gaped before her feet. Tauros’s flaming orb had already fallen behind the surrounding mountains, abandoning the valley to the ravages of night. But enough light still reached the fortress on the opposite peak to throw into sharp relief the solid lines of the enormous walls and tall, square towers, and the glint of weapons and armor on the ramparts.

Cadel-Gidhar still stood.

Birdie grasped blindly at hope and gloried in the sight, her gaze roaming across that monument of unbroken strength and impenetrable solidity from the topmost battlements down the mighty walls and into the valley below.

There, hope left her.

“Emhran save us,” Gundhrold rasped. “We are too late.”

Countless campfires transformed the valley floor into a web of blazing light, casting a hazy glow halfway up the mountain slopes on all sides. Though the night concealed the numbers of the gathered host, the campfires alone testified to a larger horde than Birdie could have imagined. Months ago, shortly after meeting Jirkar and Nisus, the dwarf twins, in Dunfaen Forest, Birdie had glimpsed the army that the Takhran was preparing to loose upon the Midlands. The sight had terrified her. But the army clustered in the valley before her feet could have swallowed that first army five times over.

And still hungered for more.

Birdie eased the axe from her shoulder and let its weight carry it to the ground. The head bit into the earth with a solid thunk. To think that after all their traveling, all the days of gritted teeth and stiff-legged endurance, all the cold and sleepless nights, they were simply too late. The Khelari had reached the stronghold first.

Cadel-Gidhar was under siege.

She stood still a moment, transfixed by the sight, then with an effort tore herself away. The griffin sat statue like at her side, chest outthrust, ears pinned back. The only sign of life came from his eyes as his gaze darted about the valley with the speed of a striking hawk.

“Perhaps . . . Yes, it may be . . . We may yet find a way through them.”

“To what end?” Birdie strove to keep her voice even, but the thunder of the melody in her ears made it difficult. “We would be trapped under siege like everyone else.”

The griffin studied her, seeming to weigh his words carefully as he spoke. “And yet the arrival of the Songkeeper could well turn the tide of the battle to come. Sieges take time if a fortress is as strong as Cadel-Gidhar. The numbers of the besiegers mean nothing if they cannot defeat the walls. And even then, the dwarves—particularly, the Adulnae—are fierce warriors. They may hold out long.”

“But can they win?”

“Perhaps if the Songkeeper joins them . . .” He sighed. “In truth, little one, I do not know what the best course of action might be. We are all blind here. I am simply trying to find my way through. Much like you.”

No doubt he meant the words to be comforting. But it was a cold and hopeless sort of comfort on a cold and hopeless sort of night.

Without a word, she turned and trudged back down the slope, dragging the axe behind her. She could feel the griffin’s gaze following her, but he did not call her back. Even so, she did not wander far. Only a few yards. Just far enough that she could no longer see the glare of the campfires in the valley.

Far enough that the dark melody was muted.

She dropped with her back to the trunk of a hallorm. Its knobby bark dug into her spine, and its web of branches tangled her hair with each breath of wind. The spring chill pierced her tattered cloak and lodged in her bones. Here, in these rugged Nordlands, she was even more grateful for the fringed-hide leggings of the Saari than she had been in the desolate winds and sandstorms of the desert. But she would have liked something heftier than the thin red tunic that hung loosely around her arms and billowed in the breeze.

She suppressed a shiver. At some point, the griffin came and stood beside her. She did not hear his approach, merely sensed the presence of his melody, but a moment later his wing settled around her shoulders, drawing her against the purring warmth of his side.

Somehow, there, she found her voice. “I’m just so tired, Gundhrold.”

“I know, little one.”

•••

Ky blinked the fog of sleep from his eyes and gritted his teeth over a yawn. Behind him he could hear the scrape of dragging feet, whimpering from the littles, and harsh whispers from the others. Right about now, he reckoned all the Underground runners were cursing his name. All through the day he had kept them walking, and now on into the night. They lagged farther and farther behind with each step. But one day was all Slack had given him. One day.

And he meant to make the most of it.

Even if they had to march clear until dawn . . . or beyond, if Slack would let him.

He sucked a ragged breath into his lungs and forced his legs to keep climbing. He must have looked like a drunken sailor, the way he staggered and weaved up the slope, trying to pick the easiest path through the scrubby heather and loose stones. Meli’s forehead thudded against the back of his skull, and her weight draped over his shoulders like a sack of apples, but somehow she was still fast asleep. Probably knew he would otherwise make her get down and walk, the sly little thing. Brotherhood only went so far. Especially in the Underground.

Meanwhile, Syd had a firm grip on his left hand and wasn’t above using Ky’s arm as a support to haul himself up rather than walk up the mountainside. The boy moved so slowly that Ky almost had to drag him, leaving him feeling like his body was being yanked in three directions at once. And all the while Slack trudged on at his side, hatchets stowed in her belt. She didn’t try to feed the rumbles of discontentment or seek to slow him down with arguments. Her silence would have been worrisome enough, even without the sly smile playing on her lips.

Most likely, she thought him already played out. He’d made his gamble, and she thought he couldn’t satisfy it. Might as well sit back and watch the cards fall and the pieces roll.

Fool’s Dice.

Ky gritted his teeth. He might be a fool, but he wasn’t done yet. Not by a long shot. This had to be the way to the Caran’s Fortress. “We’re almost there,” he muttered and felt Syd’s pace quicken just a bit, relieving some of the strain on his aching shoulder.

But at the top of the next slope, he found yet another rise beyond. And when they scaled the second rise, there was a third, even higher, rise waiting. By the time they neared the top of the third, the mutterings had grown loud enough that he could catch part of what was said. Nothing complimentary, of course. Lots about Cade and the old cavern and how it would have been better if they’d stayed in Kerby. But still Slack said nothing. Just smiled that sly smile of hers and waited.

Well, if she thought he was going down easy, she had another thing coming. Challenge or no. He swung around midstep, scanned the cluster of exhausted faces that turned up to him in frustration and hope, and raised his voice to carry down the line.

“It’s been a hard road since Siranos. But you’ve come farther and faster than I could have imagined.” He cleared his throat. He never had been much good at speechmaking, and knowing that Slack judged his every word and thought him a fool didn’t help. “But we still got a ways to go and no time at all to get there. So don’t give up now. You got to keep up. Keep up . . .”

Or get left behind.

There was no need to say more. The runners knew the ways of the streets by heart. They could fill in the rest of the phrase sure as breathing. It was the rule of the Underground. Cade’s rule. And now Ky’s rule as well.

Hefting Meli’s sleeping weight higher on his back, he turned and trudged on up the slope. But not before he caught Slack’s eye and detected a hint of something more beneath the smirk. A hint of respect.

Wasn’t much, but it was a start.

•••

“Time’s up, Shorty.” Slack pulled up short beside him, forcing the line of runners below to a halt. Pale morning sun softened the hard lines of her face but did nothing to lessen the gleam of satisfaction in her eye. “Your day’s passed and more. The challenge is over. I win.”

Ky tucked his chin and trudged past her, limbs moving mechanically now as if they had forgotten how to do aught else. He didn’t stop. Didn’t acknowledge her. Didn’t say a word. Sometime in the long hours of the night, he had begun counting his steps, finding strength in the rhythm of monotony and in the challenge of striving to reach the next ten and then the ten after that. They had come so far in just one day, pushing on past exhaustion and despair, but there was no telling how much farther there was still to go.

“Oi, Shorty!” Slack called after him. “Time is up. Fair’s fair. I won.”

No. Ky whispered the word to himself and found strength in its resolve. Right or not, won or lost, he had no intention of stopping. If Slack wanted a fight, she would have to overtake him first. He hefted Meli higher on his back and tugged Syd on.

“Ky!” Slack’s voice broke off in a muttered curse, and a moment later her footsteps pounded up the slope after him. “A pox upon your plague-addled hide. You gave me your word.”

Something whirred past his ear and buried with a thunk in the trunk of a hallorm just beyond. He blinked the haze from his eyes, focusing on the blurred shape of Slack’s hatchet. That brought him to a halt, muscles trembling from the strain. Attacking him was one thing. But when he had littles like Syd and Meli with him? That was another. He grappled with wisdom and stubbornness and the cold burn of anger in his gut. Stubbornness won out. But not by much.

“I’m going on, Slack.” He spoke without turning, because if he didn’t have to see the triumph in her eyes, there was less chance he would lose the feeble rein he held on his anger. “And the rest of you are coming too. The Underground is my responsibility, entrusted to me by Cade. I mean to see you safe.”

“Well, it was a bloody mistake,” she hissed. “And if he was here now, he would see it.” She shoved past him, ramming her shoulder against his. Burdened as he was with Meli’s weight and Syd’s grip on his hand, Ky staggered and nearly fell. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her set a foot to the hallorm trunk and yank her hatchet free.

“I’m not going to fight you.”

“You will.” Her voice was as hard as flint, and she swung the hatchet in a lazy circle, casually lopping a handful of leaves from a sage branch. “You will, or you yield to me now.”

Ky ran a tongue over his dry lips. “I won’t yield. I can’t.”

A slow grin spread across her face. “So be it.” She took a deliberate step toward him, and Ky backed away, trying to regain some ground. There could be no avoiding it now. Like it or not, Slack would have her fight—and win it too—if he wasn’t careful.

“Fists only.” He heard his own voice from a distance. “No weapons.”

That brought Slack up short. Her eyes narrowed, and she scrutinized his face as if trying to decide if it was a trick.

“Weapons are too loud. Don’t want to attract attention.”

She nodded, a quick jerk of the chin. “Fair enough.” The hatchet fell from her opened fingers. “Fists only.”

Right.

Limbs shaking with weariness, Ky released Syd’s hand and dropped to one knee, trying to shake Meli awake so he could ease her to the ground without dropping her. But she always had slept like a rock. “C’mon, Meli. C’mon, c’mon.”

Syd tugged frantically as his sleeve.

Ky threw a glance over his shoulder. Never one to stand on niceties—like waiting until her opponent was ready—Slack was already on the move. With a beating only inches away, Ky wormed free of Meli’s form, dumping her in a heap in Syd’s lap. She woke up then with a squawk, head emerging from a tangle of limbs like a petra poking its head out of a burrow.

She’d be all right.

Ky scrambled upright and instantly had to duck so Slack’s punch merely grazed the side of his head instead of slamming into his nose. He dove out of the reach of her second swing, but she dove after him, and the next instant they were grappling on the ground. A whirling knot of flying limbs crashing into hallorm trunks, barreling through spiked sedge and prickly heather, and sending rocks cracking down the slope. He had one of her braids wrapped around his fist, dragging her head back and away from his, while her fist hammered his stomach—

A terrible roar filled his ears. Next thing he knew Slack was torn, shrieking, away from him, replaced by a fuzzy shape that peered down at him. He blinked, and the shape came into focus. Not fuzzy. Feathered. A strange face that was somehow both cat and bird, with great golden eyes and a beak like a spear poised over his throat. He blinked again, and recognition quelled the burst of panic.

It was the griffin.

“Ky, are you all right?” A girl’s voice now, breathless and anxious, but with a sort of musical undertone that was impossible to mistake.

He sucked in a breath. “Birdie?”

The griffin’s head pulled back, replaced a moment later by Birdie’s. Her dark hair hung in matted tangles around her dirt-stained face, and there was a pinched look to her brow, but her eyes gaped wide and luminous like the moon. It had the odd effect of making her look both older and younger than she was.

“You’re not hurt? We tried to stop the attack but couldn’t get down here quick enough.”

He jerked to a sitting position, wincing at the ache. “Slack! Where is she?”

“The angry one?” The griffin made a strange, rasping noise deep in his throat and gave a quick downward jerk of his beak. Ky followed his gaze and saw Slack trapped beneath the griffin’s massive paw, her voice muffled by the griffin’s wing.

From the look in her eyes, maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing.

He scrubbed his face with the palms of his hands. Out of the corner of one eye, he saw Birdie back away to stand beside the griffin. She bent to lift a hefty, bloodstained axe that had been lying concealed in the gorse, swinging it up onto one shoulder with the ease of familiarity.

The strangeness of that more than anything else jogged his mind and brought him to his feet. “It is you.”

After everything that had happened since he first blundered his way into this fierce war of magic and music, it didn’t seem such a strange thing to have stumbled across Birdie and the griffin here in the north of Leira, countless miles from the desert where he had seen them last. But if the drawn look to Birdie’s face and the raggedness of her clothes was anything to judge by, her path had been no less difficult than his own.

“What are you doing out here?” he asked.

Neither answered immediately, but after a long look in which some message was apparently conveyed and confirmed, the griffin spoke. “We were headed to the Caran’s fortress, Cadel-Gidhar, intending to join the dwarves in their fight against this evil tide of the Khelari.”

The Caran’s fortress?

Ky felt as though his lungs had just released a breath he hadn’t even realized he’d been holding since Siranos. He had been on the right track. “Us too.” He turned to include the rest of the Underground runners and only then realized that they had come up the slope and formed a semicircle at his back. That sign of support—weak though it might be—formed a lump in his throat. He grunted to clear it. “At least we were until Slack here decided to start a fight.”

And that earned him a grunt and a glare from Slack. He just shrugged. Maybe it was taking the coward’s way out, but now that the griffin was here, Slack couldn’t force him to fight or to keep his end of the fool’s bargain he had made. At last they were in the clear.

“It’s okay now. You can let her up.”

“You are certain?” The griffin darted a sharp look in his direction.

He wasn’t. “Sure.”

With a rumble of disapproval, the griffin removed his paw from Slack’s back. She scrambled upright and darted out of reach, eyeing her discarded hatchet but evidently not daring to match her speed against the griffin’s. First wise move Ky could recollect her making. Ever.

Slack opened her mouth, but Gundhrold fixed her with a stern glare, silencing her before she could speak. “It is well that it was we who happened upon you when we did. These mountains are no longer safe.”

“Meaning . . . ?”

Birdie answered this time, and when she spoke, Ky realized what had been troubling him about her. There was no life left in her voice. Even the light seemed to have faded from her eyes. She seemed little more than a shadow of the girl he had known. Once again he was left wondering what had happened to her since he’d left the desert. “Meaning that if you were headed to the Caran’s fortress, it is too late. Gundhrold and I were there hours ago, but we had to turn back. The Khelari got there first.”

The news struck like a punch to the gut, knocking the wind from his lungs.

“I knew it.” Slack rounded to face him, and she was no longer gloating, just angry. Rock-splitting, fire-sparking angry. “Cade should’ve chosen me instead. You can be sure I wouldn’t have led us on a wild tramp through the mountains only to leave us footsore and lost within the reach of our enemies!”

Ky searched for words but could find none. It didn’t matter anymore. He had proven himself wanting. Failed before he began. Cadel-Gidhar had been his one hope for a safe place for the Underground. Ever since Siranos, it had been his driving goal. Get to the fortress, see the Underground safe. But that had only ever been step one.

And without that, how could he leave the Underground with a clear conscience?

Slack was still talking, her face only inches from his own, and he found himself reflexively backing away. He couldn’t make out her words over the clamor of his own thoughts, but whatever she was saying must have been heated, judging by the ferocity of her gestures.

Then she was gone, swept aside by a stroke of the griffin’s wing.

Gundhrold cocked his head to one side, considering Ky. Up close, his eyes seemed like twin lakes of molten gold. “Sit,” he rasped, and Ky sat. “Wait here for my return and be silent. The night is spent, and so are you. I must seek a safe place to camp.”

He bent and whispered something in Birdie’s ear, and then he was gone, up and over the slope, a blur that glinted in the rising sun. Freed from the threat of the griffin’s presence, Slack pounced on her hatchet and paced along the slope, weaving her way with impatient strides through the other Underground runners who had all claimed a seat. Meli and Syd fell asleep hand in hand. Ky didn’t bother setting a watch. If the Khelari were as near as Gundhrold warned, that could prove dangerous. But he couldn’t rouse himself enough to give the command.

Nor was he convinced that anyone would heed him if he did.

On her fourth pass Slack veered off course and halted before his outstretched legs. He didn’t bother lifting his head to look at her, just kept his gaze fixed on the dusty tops of her feet.

“I’m not moving if that’s what you want.”

“You know what I want.”

That brought his head up sharp. She was silhouetted against the sunrise, forcing him to squint up at her, which did little to ease his distaste for her and the whole fool situation. But he was too weary to rise and face her on equal footing.

“Up, Shorty.” She gestured at him with the hatchet. “We have a score to settle.”

The girl really was mad.

“Get up.”

Ky didn’t move. “What about the Khelari?”

“Not my concern. The challenge? Well, that’s another matter.” She tapped the blade of her hatchet against his chest. “Matters between us have gone too far to be ignored, and you know it. It must be settled in blood.”

Utterly, blooming mad.

“What will it be? Do you plan to just sit there and wait for the end or—”

“Enough.” Birdie pushed between them, knocking Slack’s hatchet aside with the haft of her axe. “Put it away. There’s been enough fighting already.”

Ky caught his breath. Numbly, he started groping for a rock to load his sling. Before, there had been a chance—slim, maybe, but a chance nonetheless—that he could have talked Slack out of it. But now, with Birdie involved and all the runners looking, she wouldn’t back down. Couldn’t afford to if she wanted to keep her place in the Underground, a place she had earned. She would attack. He was sure of it. Just as sure as he was that he’d have to intervene to keep Birdie from getting killed.

Intent on rallying for the conflict, he almost missed the uncertainty that flickered over Slack’s sharp features. It made him take a second look at the two of them. Had this been the same Birdie he’d last seen in the desert, he would have had no doubt of the contest. Slack was a fierce fighter, forged by the streets and tempered by Cade’s instruction. But there was something unnatural about the combination that this new Birdie presented with her slight form, pale and drawn face, and the bloodstained axe in her hand. She looked wholly otherworldly.

And completely deadly.

A soft humming broke the tense quiet. Five notes, low in pitch, mournful in tone. It took Ky a moment to realize that the humming came from Birdie. She sang through the notes once, paused, and then sang them again, slightly louder.

Slack stumbled back, face gone as pale as a winter’s moon, shaking her hatchet in Birdie’s direction as if to warn the girl off from the attack. “Don’t turn none of that magic music on me, witch! Just . . . just you let me be.” She flung the words out savagely, like a curse, and then ducked her head and scurried off. But not before Ky caught a glimpse of something wet on her cheek.

Trick of the light, most likely.

Because the idea of Slack as a human, feelings and all, was even harder to grasp.

Birdie dropped beside him, and Ky pulled up his legs to allow her room to set down the axe. She placed it before her but kept both hands on the haft. For a moment they just sat there, neither speaking. Birdie stared at her hands. Ky kept blinking to keep his eyelids from shutting of their own accord. Desperate for something to keep him alert, he pulled the sling from his waist and fiddled with the straps.

At last he broke the silence. “What was that? What did you do?”

He winced as soon as he said it, wishing the tone had come out less harsh, less demanding. She just shook her head, dismissing it as unimportant. Judging from the look in her eyes and the way that Slack had reacted, it was anything but.

A spike of anger burned through him, and his grip tightened on his sling, making the leather straps creak. What did he really know about her anyway? After everything they had been through together—the desperate fight in the Underground cavern, the Westmark Bridge, the battle on the beach of Bryllhyn, and then the weeks spent in the hold of the pirate ship—still he knew almost nothing about her and her strange abilities.

Maybe Slack was right to be afraid.

“Gundhrold will be back soon.” Birdie spoke so matter of factly that Ky wondered if she did so in generalities or if she actually knew where the griffin was at the moment. It wouldn’t have surprised him. “He’ll know where we should go.”

Sure enough, the griffin glided into their midst a moment later, settling in a patch of heather with a crunch. “Everyone up. We must move out.”

Birdie sprang to her feet, hefting the axe in both hands. “Did you find a place?”

“Indeed. It is well sheltered and safe beyond the reach of the Khelari. Now hurry.”

She leapt into action, moving quickly from runner to runner, shaking them awake and giving instructions. Stifling a groan, Ky rolled up to his feet and moved to join her. There was plenty of grumbling, a few muttered curses as well, but in a matter of minutes the runners had collected themselves and their bundles and formed a sleepy, shuffling line.

Taking Syd and Meli by the hand, Ky placed himself in the lead, just behind the griffin. He gave a quick scan for missing runners then signaled their readiness. “Where are we going anyway?”

“Not far.” The griffin folded his wings across his back. There was an unmistakable hint of smug satisfaction in his voice. “Do try to keep up.”
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Slack’s shouting woke him.

Ky shot up into a crouch, shedding the borrowed dwarf cloak he had been using as a blanket, and reached for his sling and pouch of sling-bullets. He always kept both close to hand. Even hampered by the half-light filtering through the mouth of the cave, he still had his sling loaded and another four stones in hand by the time he realized what Slack was shouting.

“Don’t just stand there gawkin’. Get your lazy self movin’. There’s work to do.”

Work. Not an attack.

Ky released a shaky breath and fell back onto his discarded cloak, letting his sling and spare sling-bullets drop beside him. Flat on his back, he stared up at the low, pitted ceiling, trying to summon the willpower to rise. Hours of sleep had still left him drained. It might not have been a far walk to their new hiding place—not as the griffin reckoned it—but by the time they arrived, Tauros had fallen past noon and every one of the runners was only too happy to collapse into oblivion on the cold floor of the cave. Walking half asleep as he had been, Ky couldn’t recollect much of the cave’s surroundings. But it had seemed safe enough, nigh impossible to see from any distance away, with room to hold all of them. Though judging from the stillness now, he was the only one left inside.

After the helter-skelter pace of the past months, he relished a moment’s stillness. He tugged the cloak out from under himself and up around his shoulders. A rock poked into the small of his back, and he debated expending the energy to remove it. In the end he just hitched his body clear of it by rolling onto his side and then let his eyes drift closed. Every muscle thrummed with the pain of ill use, and his nerves felt as taut as a fiddle string.

As evidenced by his response to Slack’s shouting.

He could still hear her going on outside the cave, really laying it into some poor fellow who hadn’t moved fast enough to suit her. From the sound of it, she was organizing the runners to set up camp and prepare an evening meal.

Duty called.

Groaning, he rolled up to his feet. His head nearly brushed the shallow ceiling, which meant that most of the other runners would be forced to stoop. He scuffed his bare feet across the cold floor, intrigued by the dull gray stone, so lifeless compared to the rich, reddish-brown rock that formed the Underground caverns and the walls of Kerby. He replaced the sling-bullets in his pouch. His supply was woefully light. He would have to use them sparingly or go back to making do with stones. Odd the luxuries a fellow could grow accustomed to. Time was he would never have thought of plucking up a rock from the ground as “making do.” With a nod to Migdon and his gift, Ky wound the sling around his waist and looped the pouch through his belt.

He planned to make each sling-bullet count.

A square patch of light extended from the low mouth of the cave. Ky paused in it, letting the warmth chase away the chill that had settled beneath his skin, and surveyed the Underground’s new hiding place. The griffin had chosen well. It was a good location, sheltered between two narrow arms of the mountain, shielded by a copse of trees from prying eyes. It lacked a good vantage point if it came to an attack, but scouts on the slope above could deal with that. There was a creek nearby too, if he recalled the journey aright. Fresh water was a necessity for any safe hideout.

In between the cave and the copse of trees sprawled a small clearing carpeted with new spring grass and dotted with small fallen boulders. No sign of Birdie or the griffin, but the rest of the runners bustled through the clearing, all busy at some task or another. Here a group split deadwood into kindling for fires. Just beyond them, another group worked with bundles of leafy boughs that others collected from the woods, while yet another group rummaged through the limp supply sacks for food.

It was good work.

Work that Ky should have been up and leading instead of lazing about.

“Where you want the green branches, Slack?” One of the runners, a fellow named Gull who was about a year younger than Ky, dragged a hefty bough out from beneath the trees. Gull wasn’t his true name, of course. The others had just taken to calling him that because he had a long, thin neck and lanky limbs and eyes the gray of a receding wave. That and he could whistle better than any bird Ky had ever heard.

“Front of the cave mouth.” Slack’s voice came from somewhere to his left. He had to step out from beneath the shadow of the entrance to see her. She stood atop a fallen boulder, gazing out over the clearing like a general surveying her troops. Arms crossed over her chest, shoulders back, stance firm and commanding. “Give them to Dor for weaving the screens.”

“Right-o.” Gull practically saluted her as he marched off.

Ky gritted his teeth. Didn’t take a magician to figure out what she was up to. If it had been anyone else stepping up and taking the initiative to protect the camp, he would have been the first to applaud. But with Slack, it wasn’t about ensuring the Underground’s safety. It was about undermining his leadership.

It was about being in charge.

And that rankled him.

He ducked back inside the cave. The way he saw it, he had two options. He could march out there and demand to know why she was doing his job, berate her for doing good work . . . and wind up looking a lazy, no-good fool or getting drawn into that fight he had been trying to avoid. Or he could ignore it. Simply stroll out and pitch in alongside the others, acting like nothing had happened . . . and wind up letting her steal the reins out from under his nose.

Two options. Neither good.

A thought pricked the back of his mind. Hardly an idea yet. Not much more than the faintest whisperings of a notion. But if it could work . . .

“No! Not there, you nitwit.” Outside the cave Slack heaved a sigh, and her voice took on that infuriatingly loud, slow, exaggerated tone most folks reserved for those deemed witless. “Look, just because you haven’t got the smarts to speak doesn’t mean you can’t work like the rest of us. Or are you going to pretend you can’t even hear me now too?”

She was talking to Syd.

The realization dashed itself against the forefront of his mind and started his blood boiling. Before he quite knew what he intended to do, he had gathered himself, brushed the matted strands of hair out of his eyes, and stepped out into the clearing. He spotted Syd instantly. The boy made a pitiful sight, standing at the base of Slack’s boulder with his head bowed and his shoulders slumped and a bundle of green boughs escaping his feeble grasp. Each time he bent to pick up one fallen branch, another slipped from his arms. Slack made no move to help, just rolled her eyes and opened her mouth to scold him again.

But Ky had heard more than enough from her. “Oi, Slack!”

Her head shot up, eyes darting to locate him. He marched toward her, and she straightened, somehow managing to make herself appear even taller than usual. Her hand strayed to her hatchet. Not quite a blatant threat. But near enough.

Easy . . .

The warning hammered through Ky’s head just in time to keep him from drawing his sling. He did allow himself to palm a sling-bullet from his pouch and clench it in his fist. Somehow the feel of the cold metal against his skin helped clear his thinking.

“It’s all right.” He patted Syd’s shoulder in passing. “I’ll get the rest. You go along now.” He paused at the base of the boulder to meet Slack’s glowering gaze and then scrambled up to the top. She didn’t yield so much as an inch, forcing him to crowd in beside her with his heels hanging off the edge. Not a good position if it did come to blows. Then again, he was close enough that if he started to fall, he could reach out and take her with him. A fair incentive to keep things pleasant, as far as he was concerned.

As close as he was, there was no mistaking the glint of challenge in her eyes, but he thought he could detect a hint of wariness too. She didn’t know how he was going to respond to her authority games any more than he did. It wasn’t an advantage, but it could be. It gave him pause, just long enough for his anger to cool slightly and for common sense to start whispering in his ear again. “So . . .” He cleared his throat. “Making screens, huh?”

Mentally, he kicked himself in the shins. It wasn’t what he’d meant to say. It just somehow slipped from his lips. He couldn’t help it if he was truly curious.

She blinked at him. “What?”

On the bright side, his move seemed to have caught her off guard, and that was worth it. “The screens you’re making. What’re they for?”

Her eyes narrowed. “Shielding the cave. Hiding it from sight. What else?”

“Makes sense. You know where Birdie and the griffin are?”

“Scouting.”

Clearly, talking wasn’t going to work. Ky felt a fool for trying. Even a fight would have been better than this uneven wrestling match, each tripping over each other, neither yielding an inch. His hand slid toward the sling at his waist, but he turned it aside and fidgeted with the straps instead. Surely there had to be another way, a better way, to run the Underground. Slack was savvy, full of clever ideas when she wasn’t threatening to bash someone’s head in. If she could just see sense and stop fighting him every step of the way.

Was this how Cade had felt about him?

That brought his line of thought to a painful stop. Seemed like the more he thought about Cade and the way he had run the Underground, the more he understood. His leadership hadn’t been perfect, not by any standards, but he had kept the Underground afloat and provided the stability and challenge they all needed to survive—just like Ky was trying to do now. Maybe he had been a bit like Slack, too caught up in his own ways to see the bigger picture of what Cade had been trying to accomplish.

And maybe he was still too exhausted to be thinking straight.

Either way, he wasn’t going to crush Slack like Cade had tried to crush him. He swallowed hard and forced the next words out. “It’s good work, Slack. All of this.” Meant it too. Honestly, he did. But it was still hard to bring himself to say it.

Her scowl eased slightly. “Won’t fool a trained scout, but it might conceal the cave from anyone happening by—if they get that sort of thing out here. Dor’s building a framework to hold the branches. She’ll change them out every few days, keep them fresh.”

“You’ve given this a lot of thought.”

She snorted. “Yeah, well, it needed to be done.”

Meaning he wasn’t likely to have done it. Always the feinting jab before the cross. Ky squeezed the sling-bullet, forcing himself to think before responding. Maybe she was right. What did he know about fortifying a camp in the wild? Cobblestoned streets, tiled roofs, blind alleys—those were his domain. But if he recalled right, Slack belonged to the woods. Her family had been hunters in the foothills east of Kerby before the arrival of the Khelari compelled them to enter the city. This was her territory.

Ky ran a hand through his hair, squinting at the tree line, trying to think like Slack. Like Hawkness. The clearing around the cave extended a good fifteen yards before the copse of trees began, shielded by a thicket of sedge and heather. On the streets, a fellow scouted for good cover before launching a raid. Stood to reason that the same tactics applied in the wild too.

“The screens are good. Worried about the perimeter though. Reckon we should clear out the underbrush—it’ll give us a clear line of sight and keep others from sneaking up.”

Slack cast a sideways glance at him. He could see the calculations running through her mind, weighing whether he was mocking her or just trying to trick her into something. Then she shrugged and stepped off the side of the boulder, landing in a crouch. Without looking back, she stalked away. “You should.”

Well that hadn’t gone as well as he’d hoped.

Or as bad as he’d expected.

He slipped the sling-bullet back into his pouch and dropped off the side of the boulder. Back on the ground, he pulled a handful of runners from wood gathering and led them in clearing the underbrush along the tree line. As his body fell into the welcome rhythm of hard labor—sore muscles loosening, sweat cooling his heated neck—the scattered workings of his mind also eased into a steady pattern of thought.

A puzzle, that’s what this situation with Slack was. No matter how he looked at it, he couldn’t work out the right or wrong of it. If there was one thing he had learned from having Dizzier as his “older brother,” it was that you could bully a fellow into fear or submission, but you sure couldn’t bully him into respect.

Respect had to be earned.

That sounded grand in theory, but the only way Ky knew to earn respect was to live worthy of it and be willing to give it in turn. That was challenge enough without dealing with someone who saw respect as a sign of weakness.
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An evening breeze stirred over the mountain, rattling the stalks of sage and heather and sending cooling puffs of air slithering across Birdie’s cheeks. It bore the scent of distant rain and faint wood smoke from the Underground’s cooking fires below. Even in the wind she heard the echoes of the melody. It wove through everything, a thread of power that sustained and gave all being. Beneath her feet the mountain trembled to its roots with a succession of deep notes. The wild grasses lifted high, sibilant voices, while the trees themselves sang in slow, breathy, earthy tones. All a part of the grand orchestra, all singing the same five notes of a grander song.

Ever since the voice had spoken to her in the mountains surrounding Serrin Vroi, offering to sing her a Song, she had become more aware of the half-melody that resided in each and every part of her world, and the vast melody—the Creation Song—that hovered nearby and hummed through each breath of her being.

It was not a part of her, to be commanded or controlled at her wishes.

Rather, she was a part of it.

“Anything?” Gundhrold’s soft voice called, barely audible over the music.

Her eyes were closed, but the light of the setting sun shone full upon her, outlining her lids in dull red and turning them almost translucent. She squinted tighter, focusing, narrowing in like an archer sighting on a target. Once she honed in on a voice, she was able to distinguish it from the rest of the vast symphony, pull it aside to search for any taint of the dark melody that marked the servants of the Takhran, and then release it again into the sea of music. It was a lengthy process that required intense concentration and effort, but it was necessary if she was to listen for concealed enemies.

If they were to count themselves truly safe.

With the griffin standing guard at her back, Birdie ventured out upon a rocky outcrop sheltered beneath the scrubby branches of a hallorm tree overlooking the clearing where Ky and the others labored to set up camp and prepare for nightfall. The breeze bore their melodies to her, and she sought to dispel them, banishing them from her search.

There were no enemies below.

Were there?

The thought struck a note of discord, snapping her from her concentration. Her eyes shot open, tracking the clusters of Underground runners scurrying to and fro, a miniature army in motion. Danger, it seemed, so often came from those she regarded as friends. Both George—the yellow cat from the Sylvan Swan—and Inali had managed to deceive her, proving Amos’s suspicions right. Dear Amos had seen through them from the start. What use was her ability to distinguish the melodies if she could not reliably tell friend from foe, if the Takhran’s Shantren could manipulate their melodies through the talav?

How could she trust anyone?

“Is all well?” The griffin’s voice was nearer now. Harsher too. He must have noticed her hesitation. “What do you see?”

Birdie raised a hand, forestalling him, and dove back into the web of music. Trust was a thing to be earned. It could not be given lightly. One by one she selected the songs of the runners and examined them. It never ceased to amaze her how much of a person’s life saturated those five simple notes—so much heartbreak, so much suffering, so much indomitable hope. She felt that she pried into the hidden corners of their hearts.

She hesitated when she came to Ky’s.

Then forged mercilessly ahead.

At last, when all the melodies had been examined and proven innocent, Birdie pulled back and opened her eyes. Her axe lay on the ground at her feet where she had discarded it, bloodstains on the haft gleaming in the light of the setting sun. She knelt to lift it then paused, studying it with a critical eye. Amos would have called her a boggswoggled fool for not abandoning it for a better weapon. It was wrong for her—a touch too big, too bulky, the sort she had used often enough as a tool for chopping wood to feed the fires of the Sylvan Swan but never in actual combat—and she knew it.

And in a small, strange way, that made it right somehow.

A penance, as it were. A tiny taste of suffering in recompense for the lives lost, the lives she had been unable to save, the war she had been unable to end. No matter how she explained it, Amos would never have understood. But oh, how she would have welcomed the chance to try. If only to hear him call her “a boggswoggled fool” one more time.

“What did you hear, little one?”

“Nothing.” She laughed humorlessly and bent forward to gather the axe, allowing her hair to fall across her face to conceal the tears glimmering in her eyes. Folding her fingers around the rough wooden handle, she took the axe in her hands and stood again, feeling its weight. With a deep breath, she shook her hair back from her face. “Nothing to hint of danger. There are no strangers nearby. None I can hear, at least.”

The griffin hissed in a breath. “You refer to the traitor Inali?”

“Or others like him, like Zahar.” She tightened her grip on the axe. Even now those names evoked terrible memories. She turned back to survey the clearing below. “What do you think of this camp?”

He hesitated before speaking. “The younglings are resourceful. That much I will admit. They know the rudiments of fortifying their position. And this cave is well-hidden. But if they desire a permanent hiding place, they should look farther afield. Should the fortress eventually fall, this region will be flooded with Khelari.”

“It could be now.”

Gundhrold gave her a sharp look.

“There were many Shantren beneath Mount Eiphyr, Gundhrold. Gifted with all sorts of strange powers and abilities—Inali told me so himself. And some are gifted in such a way that they could be here, among us, and I might never hear them.” She let the haft slip through her fingers and grounded the axe head with a thud between her feet. “We are not safe.”

“A Songkeeper is rarely truly safe,” Gundhrold replied. “Thus the need for a Protector.”

“Even you cannot fight an army.”

“Granted. But with an army of her own, a Songkeeper can.”

Birdie almost scoffed aloud at the words. As if she would know what to do with herself in a battle of that magnitude, let alone with an army.

“Or have you another plan in mind?” A hint of stiffness crept into his voice. “You must know that the Songkeeper’s place is at the front of this battle, not hiding far from the lines in some mountain cave with a ragtag band of younglings.”

The words stung, and yet the sting served only to stoke her anger. “I have no plans, Gundhrold. I never have.”

From the beginning none of this had been her plan. She had only ever been an unwilling, and far too often unwitting, thread in the tapestry of this life she did not comprehend. Forced from the Sylvan Swan by Carhartan, rescued by Amos and drawn on a path of his choosing to Bryllhyn, captured by pirates and carried away against her wishes, released by the impetus of the Song. And then, once again, she had followed at Amos’s coattails to Nar-Kog and beyond. Even the scheme to infiltrate Serrin Vroi had been suggested by Inali, the words and visions of the Hollow Cave tainted by his interpretation. The one time she had thought she chose her own course and sought to fulfill her role as the Songkeeper, it was only because a traitor had readied the way, manipulating her like a puppet on a string. But now the griffin had made it clear that he would abide by her choice. For once in her life, matters rested firmly in her hands . . . and she had no idea what to do.

“Come away, little one.” Gundhrold’s golden eyes held her captive, lit from within by the blaze of his fervor. “Tonight. Let us try for Cadel-Gidhar. I flew there while you all slept. The Khelari’s initial assault failed to take the fortress. It was a test. Nothing more. Now they know they must build war-machines and siege engines and gather their strength for a stronger next assault. Let us strengthen the armies of the Caran with the might of the Songkeeper while we can. Let us win this war once and for all.”

Once before she had attempted to end the war. Charged recklessly into danger, staunch in the belief that her strength as the Songkeeper would carry her through and bring victory. Only to watch those she loved fall, see the sword of legend lost to the Takhran’s hand, and feel hope perish beyond recall.

She could not risk it again.

“I . . .” She failed to utter the cowardly words that shivered on her tongue. “I must think.”

A shrewd look passed over his face. With such a piercing gaze, the griffin was not easily fooled. But he simply gave a half-hearted, rumbling assent and turned aside. “Do not think too long, little one, or I fear what chance we might have had of success among the dwarves will be gone.”

With his warning ringing in her ears, Birdie made her way down the slope, leaving the griffin to keep watch over those below. By the time she emerged from the copse of trees, most of the Underground runners had begun their meal and sat in huddles before the cave. A few still waited in line before the cookpot, where a scowling girl with short, curly black hair manned the ladle, divvying out steaming scoopfuls. 

Ky met her at the edge of the clearing, moving with the quick, earnest, slightly forward-leaning stride of his that he fell into whenever he was intent upon some mission. It made him look like he was on the verge of breaking into a full-out sprint. “Any sign of danger?”

“None. Gundhrold stayed behind to keep watch.”

“Good. I’ll relieve him in a bit. You hungry?” Without waiting for her answer, he led the way to the cookpot in the middle of the clearing. The dark-haired girl’s scowl deepened at their approach. Birdie recalled her melody from her search, a swift repetition of the five notes that was just as likely to rage with anger as gush with joy. But beneath the varying emotions flowed an unwavering line of pain.

She knew it well. The same pain formed an undercurrent to everything she did these days as well. The Song whispered inside of her, and Birdie longed to bring the girl peace—and somehow at the same time to find peace herself—but she did not know where to begin. What was a Songkeeper supposed to do in the face of suffering?

So she just stood there, helpless.

Without a word the girl ladled a scoop into a makeshift bowl fashioned from rough-hewn hallorm bark and shoved it in Ky’s direction.

Birdie nodded at the bowl, more to have something to say than anything else. “Clever.”

“Huh? Oh yes, it is at that.” If his tone was anything to judge by, he seemed less than thrilled about the admission. “Slack’s idea, and isn’t she just full of them? Here.” He held the bowl out to her. “You want it? Lost my appetite.”

She leaned in for a closer look and caught another whiff of something burnt from the gloppy, brown mess in his bowl. It bore an uncanny resemblance to the bogs that pitted the moors of the Westmark. Looked just as appetizing. “What is it?”

“Food, that’s what.” The girl tossed her ladle into the cookpot, and Birdie watched as it sank beneath the bubbling surface. “It’s all that was left in the supply sacks, and you lot can be grateful there was this much. Honestly, Ky, I’m not a magician. I can only work with what I’ve got. At least Cade made sure we had supplies.”

“Tomorrow,” Ky said. “We’ll send out—”

She cut him off. “You want some, you can help yourselves.” She plucked the bowl from his hand and stormed off to sit beside the tall girl with long blond braids who had been fighting with Ky when they arrived. Slack, was it? The two whispered together, and Birdie could practically feel Ky bristling.

He ran a hand through his hair, causing it to stand up in spikes about his head the way Amos’s always had when he was angry. “You wouldn’t know anything about hunting, would you? I mean, you can talk to critters, right? Could you, I don’t know, lure some in for us?”

The thoughtlessness of the question caught her off guard. “That’s . . .” She caught herself and took a second look at him. Bloodshot eyes staring straight ahead, ringed about by dark circles, limbs drooping with exhaustion as he gazed unseeing across the clearing. It brought to mind the way he had spoken of the Underground in the hold of the slave ship. Whatever had happened over the past few months to bring them all here, so far from Kerby, it had not changed his sense of responsibility toward them.

If anything, it seemed to have deepened it.

She hesitated over her answer. “That’s not how it works. I don’t control them. It’s no different than talking with you right now. And even if I could summon them, I wouldn’t.”

“Means I’ll have to ask Slack, or maybe the griffin?” His eyes lit up. “Think he’d help?”

“I can ask.” But she doubted it. Gundhrold was not a trained beast to be dispatched on errands at a whim. If he deemed it necessary for their survival, he would do it, but grudgingly. For him, she had gathered, maintaining his independent nature was a matter of pride.

“Good.” Ky grunted. “I’ll talk to him too. They say I can be . . . persuasive.” His voice twisted on that last part, as if there were some bitter jest hidden within that Birdie could not understand. “Best we do something about those supplies though, before Dor starts a riot. Or the rest of the runners do after eating this slop.”

“Would she?”

His brows drew together, giving his face a hardened expression that Birdie didn’t much like. “Wouldn’t put it past her. She and Slack are thick as only thieves can be.” With a shrug he dismissed the conversation and gestured toward the cookpot. “Want some?”

Birdie shook her head. For lack of anywhere else to go, she followed him as he wove through the clumps of runners. Some glanced up at him with a strange sort of awe and respect on their faces. Others glowered behind his back. Gone was the sense of companionship that she had felt between him and the others when she had last seen him in the Underground. And with that realization, the pieces slowly fell into place. He was their leader now, and as such he had become almost as much of an outsider as she, drawn out from among them by the demands of authority and responsibility.

But if he was their leader, what had happened to Cade?

Ky took a seat just within the shadow of the cave entrance, leaning back against the wall, and she sat by his side, axe reassuringly close to hand. There was so much to ask, and so much that she had to tell, but finding a place to begin was the difficult part, and whatever easiness she and Ky had once found in each other’s company had been shattered by time and distance and the difficulties of the paths they had wandered.

The cave loomed at her back, an empty space that sent tingles down her spine and made her itch to look over her shoulder for fear that something lurked within. With each breath she nearly choked on the cold, musty smell of damp rock and moss. If she let her mind wander, she could believe herself back in the tunnels beneath Mount Eiphyr, summoned by the Takhran, surrounded by enemies, shivering with terror at the sounds of the monsters housed in the dark.

With an effort she pulled herself back to the present.

“. . . all just temporary, really. We need somewhere more defensible, like the cavern. Reckon if Hawkness was here, he could teach us a thing or two. Set things to rights. Is he coming to meet you?”

The weight of the question, spoken so casually, drove the breath from her lungs. Trapped beneath memory and the moment, Birdie could not reply. Once again she stood in the fire glow of the cavern, watching Amos battle for his life against a fearsome three-headed beast. Once again her ears rang with his scream.

“Birdie?”

She followed Ky’s startled gaze to find her hand gripped tight around the haft of her axe, though she could not recall willing it to move.

“What is it?”

Her throat had closed up. All she could manage was a whisper. “Amos is gone.”

For a long moment he didn’t speak, and she was glad of it. Words were meaningless compared with the depth of this loss. Then, in a low, halting voice he began to tell her of his travels with Migdon the dwarf, the white fever in Kerby, and the challenges against Cade. Of the tunnel digging and the journey north. Of Siranos, Migdon’s death, and Paddy’s capture. It was a bitter thing, this telling, this sharing of sorrows. And yet Birdie could sense the easing of his burden in the outflow of words. Perhaps someday she too would tell her tale and find peace in the telling. But not now. Not yet.

Silence fell between them, broken only by crackling from the dying fire and muted voices rising from the huddles of runners scattered across the clearing. Here and there a voice rose in laughter or merriment, and the noise eased the ache in Birdie’s chest. No matter what horrors were loosed upon the world, still there was room for joy.

Even when she had trouble finding room for it in herself.

“Paddy isn’t dead.” Ky spoke as one waking from a long slumber. “I know it, Birdie. He was taken, like Dizzier and all the others. Only he let himself be taken for me, so I could escape.” Sorrow thickened his voice, but beneath it Birdie heard a note of iron. Of resolve. “I’ve got to find him. Find him and rescue him—even if it means leaving the Underground.”
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She fled from the cave into the pale light of dawn.

“Are you well, little one?” The griffin leapt to her side, emerging from the shadows like a wraith from the mist. He had been lying before the entrance, keeping watch through the night behind the screens that Slack’s crew had erected. Birdie flung her back against the solid rock of the cliff, tilting her head to draw in breaths of crisp air and the quiet songs of morning. Sweet relief after the stifling damp within the cave. It helped clear the fog from her mind and dispel the last traces of her dreams.

“You do not appear well.” Gundhrold narrowed one huge golden eye at her and leaned in for a closer inspection, causing her to shrink back against the rock. The griffin had little regard for human concepts of personal space. “Hmm.” He pulled back, evidently deciding whatever danger she faced was not pressing, and a tinge of humor quirked his voice. “You bear a remarkable resemblance to a dune rabbit that has been hounded by wolves beneath the dark of the moon only to escape into morning by the skin of its teeth.”

Birdie gave a shaky laugh. “That bad?”

In truth, it seemed a fair description for how she felt, if a bit colorful. The red desert tunic clung damp with sweat to her body, and her hair stuck to her scalp. With so many runners packed in the cave, the air had been so close and smothering that it had taken her hours to fall asleep. And when at last she had drifted off upon a strand of the Song, her sleep had been troubled by currents of melody that summoned memories of the Pit, Amos’s echoing cry, and the constant whisper of the Takhran’s soft, dangerous voice calling her by name.

Little Songkeeper . . .

She shivered.

“Indeed.” Gundhrold nodded, still regarding her shrewdly. “You bear the look of the hunted, little one, though your enemies are miles away. Take care. I have seen rabbits run until their hearts give out or their lungs tear through their rib cages, though the wolves had long since given up the chase and fallen far behind.”

“Lungs through their rib cages?” Ky elbowed past, arms full of empty supply sacks. “Sounds painful. Is that what happens when you do the chasing? Because then we’ll get to see that a lot, right?”

“Wrong.” The griffin cast a baleful eye at him. “I agreed to aid the Songkeeper this once, but you must learn to hunt for yourself if you hope to survive the wild, youngling.”

“Oh, I intend to survive.” Ky dumped the sacks in the middle of the clearing and dusted his hands off on his trousers. Tousled strands of hair stuck out every which way around his head, and dark circles still shadowed his eyes. From the looks of it, he hadn’t gotten much more sleep than she had. “And more than. I intend to see my people safe and far from the reach of the Khelari. Whatever it takes.”

“A fine pair the two of you make. Rabbits and wolves, younglings. Rabbits and wolves.”

Birdie ran her fingers across her scalp, loosening the plastered hair and easing the ache that pounded within her skull. “Please, Gundhrold, what does that mean?”

“It means, little one, that those who run most often wind up dead.”

So that was what this was about. His pointed tone left no room for question. He wanted her answer to his plan to sneak through the Khelari and join the Caran’s forces in besieged Cadel-Gidhar. But she had no answer. Not yet.

She just shrugged.

“Well . . .” Ky cracked a grin at her. “He’s just all sorts of cheerful this morning. Is he always this pleasant?”

“No.” The griffin’s eyes crinkled, and the corners of his beak curled up into a grin as well—which wasn’t an expression Birdie had ever expected to see in the stern lines of his face. “He generally reserves pleasantness for days when his stomach is full and the scent of cheeky younglings isn’t a constant reminder that it has been three days since his last good meal.” His voice deepened to a growl. “Today is not such a day.”

“Right.” Ky backed up a step.

The griffin fixed Birdie in his gaze. “Be wary, little Songkeeper. Avoid the north- and west-facing slopes on your gathering missions, and stay clear of the eastward valleys as well so you do not frighten off the game.” He shook out his wings and launched into the air with a croaking call. “I hunt today!”

“He . . . didn’t mean that bit about . . . Oh, never mind. Doesn’t matter.” Ky waved it aside and squinted sympathetically in her direction instead. “Bad night?”

“You too?”

He shrugged. “Could’ve been worse. What do you think? Time we got everyone up?”

Without waiting for an answer, he ducked back into the cave, and a moment later sleepy runners started trickling out in groups of two and three, pulling on discarded layers of ragged clothing and strapping on all manner of weapons. Shouting broke out within, and then Slack stormed out of the cave, her face flushed crimson. Ramming her hatchet into her belt with one hand, she seized a sack from the pile with the other and then forged on into the woods.

Ky emerged a moment later, all traces of good humor gone from his face. “Right, Underground, let’s move. There’s work to be done and no food to be had until we’ve finished.”

“We goin’ huntin’?” one of the boys piped up. He squatted at the front of the crowd, long, thin arms draped across his knees. Everything about him seemed gray, from the grayish cast to his skin to the blue-gray tints in his hair and the deep-sea gray of his eyes. Even his melody had a grayish tone to it.

“No, not hunting. The griffin’s managing that today, but we can’t count on him forever. We got to be able to fend for ourselves. Today we’re just gathering what we can from—”

“Gatherin’? That like harvestin’?” Chuckling, the boy slung an arm over the shoulders of the runner next to him. “’Cause we’re right good at harvestin’, ain’t we, Syd?”

Syd just stared solemnly up at him.

“See? He agrees!”

That brought a scowl to Ky’s face. “That’s enough, Gull. Leave him be.”

“What for?” Gull’s brow crinkled, but there were still smile lines around his eyes. “Ain’t like I’m makin’ fun or nothin’. Tell him, Syd—I mean, smile an’ nod so he knows you an’ me are all right.”

The boy smiled.

But Ky’s scowl remained. “See that you keep it that way.”

In a matter of minutes he had the runners divided into two crews. One to head out into the woods under his leadership and the other to post sentries and tend the camp. To Birdie’s relief, she was assigned to the gathering crew. The thought of spending the whole day working in and around the cave was enough to bring a cold sweat to her brow.

Armed with her axe and a sack, she set off along the wooded slope at Ky’s heels. A half dozen other runners formed the rest of the crew. At first Ky set a cautious pace, hand lingering near his sling as he crept from tree to tree, and the others followed in his footsteps, scanning for enemies as much as for edibles. Karnoth birds chittered in the trees above, their song forming a cheerful background to the dozens of melodies that filled this place. Birdie homed in on the music, searching for any sign of the dark melody. But as the morning wore on without any sign of danger, the tension eased, and the runners ranged farther and farther afield in their search, calling out good-natured jabs to one another.

“Watch where you’re going! What are you doing, sleepwalking?”

“After listening to Gull snoring fit to wake the dead half the night, can you blame me?”

“Me, snorin’? Oi! Dor, everyone knows you’re the loudest snorer.”

“That’s a dirty lie!”

A soft laugh drew Birdie’s gaze to Ky. He halted midstride, allowing her to come up alongside him, and looked back over his shoulder. There was a trace of longing in his voice. “Can’t recollect the last time I heard them like this.”

Birdie glanced in the direction he was looking but saw only the huddles of runners scattered beneath the trees. Closer to hand, Syd and a little girl with stringy brown hair poked about among the roots.

“Like what? Bickering?”

“Carefree.”

There was no mistaking the longing now.

Birdie ventured a question. “What was that bit with Slack earlier?”

“Nothing.” His hand fidgeted, drawing Birdie’s gaze to the glint of metal between his fingers. “And everything. All this time she’s been hounding me for the leadership of the Underground. Thought asking her to take charge of the camp would ease things between us. But no, there’s no understanding that girl.” His voice hardened. “I’m done with her.”

With a shrug, he strode off and disappeared around the trunk of the next tree.

“So angry.”

Birdie glanced down at the small voice. The young, stringy-haired girl stood at her elbow, gazing after Ky with a sorrowful expression on her face. Stick-thin arms and legs poked out from her sleeves and beneath her ragged dress, but she seemed a wiry thin rather than weak.

The girl shook her head. “He didn’t used to be angry.”

Her concern struck a chord within Birdie, bringing to mind long ago conversations in the hold of the pirate ship and Ky’s determination to get back to the Underground to fulfill his promise. A promise made to—

“Meli?”

A gap-toothed grin shot across the girl’s face. “Yep. That’s me!” She skipped off a few steps and then circled back to seize Birdie by the hand. “You ain’t got much in your sack yet. Want to look for rustshrooms with me?”

Birdie yielded to her leading, drawn by a melody that somehow blossomed bright and cheerful like a fireflower, even in the midst of all this gloom.

Meli skipped about, followed closely by Syd. Rustshrooms, it turned out, were clusters of rust-red fungi that grew in scalloped ridges up the trunks of aged hallorm trees. These wild mountain plants were a far cry from those that had carpeted the soft Midland hills, but there were a few that Birdie recognized. One was cobblehead moss, a deep purple ground cover that grew thick around the base of the trees and could be boiled into soup, along with wild onion stalks and slickweed roots.

With the three of them at work, the sacks soon began to fill. All the while Meli chattered away nonstop, and Birdie was so engrossed in the pleasant sound of her talk that she didn’t hear the dark melody until it burst upon her like an ocean wave, drowning all else.

She staggered beneath the weight.

Time seemed to slow. Both Meli and Syd reached for a rustshroom at the same time. Meli snatched it first and fled, shrieking, and Syd chased after her, mouth wide in a soundless laugh. The sack fell from Birdie’s hand, and she started after them, bringing the axe up into both hands.

Wait . . .

The word died before it could reach her tongue.

A man lurched out from behind a tree directly into their path. Meli came to a halt and Syd stumbled into her, tumbling both of them to the ground at the stranger’s feet. He looked a wild man, hair hanging in mats and clumped with leaves and twigs, bright-blue eyes opened wide, standing in stark contrast to his dark skin. Breath came in wheezing gasps from his lungs.

“Stay back!” Birdie leapt in front of Meli and Syd, giving them time to scramble to their feet and get away. Her gaze fell from the haunted look on the man’s face to the dark splotches seeping through the rents in his tattered vest and breeches.

“Deh meh.” The man dropped to his knees and then crumpled flat on his face.

The dark melody thudded on. It wasn’t coming from him. Birdie scanned the woods. On all sides the runners had dropped their sacks and were reaching for their weapons, but they were scattered from their gathering. Too far away to help. Bushes rustled to her left, and a low growl came from somewhere within. Birdie spun toward it, swinging the axe, as a hound launched from the bush straight into the path of her swing. The axe slammed into its chest, and the beast collapsed, the sudden weight pulling her off balance. She yanked it free.

The beast’s melody petered out, fading with each throb of its dying heart.

Only to be replaced by another voice. Still clutching the axe in both hands, Birdie retreated, keeping Meli and Syd behind her. With a ringing bark, a second hound tore out from beneath the bush. It skidded to a halt beside the first hound, snuffling at the still form. Through the trees behind it, she caught a glimpse of armored shapes approaching at a run. The dark melody multiplied, sung by two voices, then four.

“Songkeeper.” The word fairly dripped with hate.

White, soulless eyes settled on her, sending a shiver down her spine. The hound lurched forward. Meli’s hand seized her elbow, and she stumbled back, almost tripping over the two young ones. Something zipped past her ear and struck the beast in the eye. It shook its head, shedding droplets of blood, and its growl deepened.

Ky dashed up alongside just as two Khelari broke through the trees. He slung, knocking the first Khelari back a step with a dent in his breastplate. The other rushed Ky with a club in one hand and a whip in the other.

Birdie started to his aid, but a growl from the hound drew her back. It stalked forward, and Meli’s grip on her elbow tightened. She pulled free and lunged with the axe, but the beast was too fast; the blade only struck a glancing blow on its shoulder before it was upon her. Its weight bore her to ground. Blunt claws scrabbled at her shoulders and stomach, teeth flashed near her neck, and she instinctively curled in on herself, trying to fend the beast off with the haft of the axe.

“Get off her!”

A loud thwap and a ripping sound. Bits of rustshrooms and cobblehead moss tumbled down around Birdie. The beast lifted its head to growl. From the corner of her eye, Birdie saw Meli and Syd scampering back, clutching a torn sack between them. She jammed the butt of the axe into the hound’s ribs and tried to scramble free, but the beast settled on her, crushing her to the ground. The axe slipped from her hands.

Slobbering jaws came for her throat again. She flung up a hand, and the teeth closed around her wrist instead. A scream ripped from her throat. Red flashed in front of her eyes, and the world devolved into a wild, tumbling chaos of bristling fur, musty forest loam, and rank hound breath. Her gaze locked on the red. A crystal. On the hound’s collar.

A talav.

She seized the collar with her free hand and yanked, trying to snap it free from the beast. But it would not break. Instead, the teeth tightened on her wrist, sending jolts of pain shivering up into her shoulder. Releasing the collar, she fell back, and her outstretched hand struck something cool. Hard. Metal. The blade of her axe. She gripped it by the head and brought it up against the hound’s neck with all her strength. The first blow glanced aside, but the second bit deep. Yelping, the hound lurched back, freeing her to scramble to her feet. She swung the axe up into her uninjured hand and lunged after the beast. But within the dark melody she caught a thread of the hound’s voice. The sound brought her up short, stirred something within her.

The axe fell from her grip.

She whispered the melody back to the hound, soft and sad, cleansed of the dissonance. The beast stilled. Blood streamed down its chest and pattered on the leaves around its feet. It cocked its head, listening.

Movement blurred behind. A bowstring twanged. The beast collapsed with a stone-tipped arrow in its neck, revealing Gull standing behind, bow in hand. Cut off midsong, Birdie could only stand and watch in stunned horror as Gull dashed forward and yanked the arrow from the limp form, spinning and firing it immediately at a Khelari attacking three runners. The arrow stuck in the man’s leg, and he howled. Nearer, the other Khelari lashed out with his whip, catching Ky by the arm and tugging him forward. Ky managed to duck beneath a sweep of the man’s club and rammed into him, hammering his face with the loaded sling.

They both went down.

Ky got up again. The soldier didn’t move.

“Birdie?” Meli’s voice quivered.

She lurched around, ignoring the pain that shot through her injured wrist. Meli and Syd were huddled over the stranger, solemn faces wrinkled in identical expressions of concern. Meli stuck out a finger and poked him. “Think he’s hurt bad.”

Behind, a shout rang out, followed by the thud of a falling body. The dark melody lessened and then drifted away into silence. The last Khelari was down.

Birdie dropped to her knees beside the stranger. Now that the dark music no longer clouded her senses, she could hear the faint beat of his song, stuttering through the five-noted melody. She took in his fringed leggings and vest—a man of the desert? Crosshatched whip marks had torn through the back of his vest and the skin beneath. Dirt and leaves clung to the wounds, and his body trembled and sweated in the throes of fever.

Beneath his tangle of matted hair, something gleamed around his neck. She bent for a closer look and then jerked back.

“What is it?” Ky gripped her elbow, steadying her.

Intent upon the stranger, she had not heard him approaching. It took a moment for her heart to cease its hammering enough for her to speak. “His collar . . .”

“A slave’s collar. He must have been taken in one of the desert raids.”

“How can you tell?”

“Look at them.” Ky jerked his chin toward the downed Khelari. She studied them. Now that the danger had eased, the difference was not difficult to identify. They were less heavily armored than the other Khelari she had seen, garbed only in quilted leather jerkins studded with patches of mail and a breastplate. No helms. Armed only with clubs and whips.

“Slavekeepers.” Ky’s lip curled with disgust. “This fellow here must have escaped. Lucky for him. Not so much for them.” His voice carried an element of heartless satisfaction that Birdie could understand, even as it unnerved her.

She bent over the stranger and ran a finger across the rough metal of his collar, just to be sure. No sign of the red crystals of a talav. He was not a Shantren.

At the back of the collar sat a loop that could be fastened to a running chain. Oozing sores had formed on the man’s neck where the collar chafed his skin, but that was less concerning than the lacerated flesh of his back.

She spared a glance at the downed Khelari. “What of them?”

“Dead.” Ky grunted. “Nobody’s going to know we were here.”

Still, where there were some Khelari, there could be more, and her ability to discern the enemy had proven spotty at best. She had not noticed the dark melody until the Khelari were already upon them. And if there Shantren in the woods who had been gifted with silence, she would not be able to hear them at all.

“We should leave.”

“Yeah, but first we have to help him.” Ky crouched to meet her gaze, and she flinched from the question in his eyes. “Birdie?”

“Help him . . .” As if it had simply been waiting for the thought, the Song welled up within her, and she knew that she could heal him.

The Song was willing.

Footsteps scuffed around her as the runners crowded in, pushing and cramming in an effort to get close. A glance over her shoulder revealed an even more ragged bunch than before. Most sported gashes and bruises along with the weapons in their fists, but they ignored them, watching her with a sort of fearful awe, mouths agape.

Beyond them, the woods loomed thick and foreboding now, where before they had seemed clean and welcoming in the blooming freshness of spring. Danger lurked out there. Just out of reach, perhaps, but not gone. She knew it with a dreadful certainty in the pit of her stomach. She could not sing here, not where there might be enemies about who would be drawn to the music. Not when all the runners were watching, afraid of her, afraid of what she might do. Not when Slack already regarded her as some sort of a witch.

“Ky!” Gull pushed to the front, bow slung over one shoulder. Blood trickled from a split lip, but he was grinning wide, oblivious in the rush of the aftermath of battle. “What do we do?”

Ky cocked an eyebrow at Birdie.

She shook her head and turned her eyes down, unwilling to bear his scrutiny. The Song might be willing. But she was not.

The rustle of leather and shifting leaves told her when Ky pushed up to his feet. “Combine the supply sacks. We’ll need at least four empties and some stout branches to make a stretcher.”

“A stretcher?” Gull snorted. “What on earth for?”

“Bringing him back to camp. We’ll tend to him there.”

There was no question in his voice this time. Just a hint of disappointment.
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A rabbit fell from the sky when Ky walked into camp. Of all the things he might have expected to be greeted with, a falling carcass wasn’t one of them. He jerked back, and it narrowly missed his head and landed at his feet, snapping against the ground and then flopping up onto his toes. Still warm. His sudden halt jarred the wounded man on the stretcher and brought complaints surging his way from Gull and the other two runners on the poles.

“Steady on!”

It wasn’t every day a fellow almost got brained by a flying rabbit—or a falling one, as the case might be. As far as unexpected things went, he reckoned it ranked somewhere near the top. Then again—as a screech drew his eyes skyward—maybe it was normal behavior for a griffin displaying his hunting prowess.

Gundhrold dropped from the ledge that overlooked the clearing, falling like a stone until he snapped his wings out only a few yards above their heads and glided to a crouch beside Ky. “Meat, youngling. Dune rabbits, a brace of them.” He dropped the carcasses as he spoke. “And a pair of karnoth birds. Should hold you until you learn to fend for—” He broke off. “Fresh blood. I smell it upon you.” The griffin’s head jerked toward the stretcher. “Who is this? And where is the little Songkeeper?”

“I am here, Gundhrold.” Birdie spoke up from the back of the line. She sounded weary. He hoped that was all it was. Something had to account for her odd behavior in the woods. “We’re safe. It was a pair of Khelari slavekeepers and hounds, but we fought them off.”

“They are dead, then?” The griffin turned to Ky for confirmation.

He nodded.

“Come, little Songkeeper, you must tell me where.”

The griffin trotted away, leaving Ky’s path clear. Just in time. His arms felt about ready to be pulled from their sockets by the weight of the stretcher. Add to that the burn of lash marks and the gnawing ache of hunger in his gut, and he was more than ready to declare it a day, take a nap on the creek bank, and let someone else take charge.

Pity there was no sign of Slack in the camp. She would have enjoyed that.

“Oi!” Gull jostled the stretcher. “Where’re we puttin’ him?”

“Cave.” Ky started off, but the stretcher shook again, forcing him to halt and adjust his grip to keep from dropping it. A hand latched onto his wrist. He glanced over his shoulder into the wide, staring eyes of the injured man.

“No . . . caves . . .” The man squeezed his wrist with a grip that was painfully strong, and then his eyes drifted shut again and his arm went slack.

“Oi, Ky? Any day now?”

“Scratch that.” Ky altered course to the makeshift fire ring in the center of the clearing. “Set him down now. Easy does it. Easy, Gull!”

The stretcher landed with more of a thud than he would have liked, prompting the wounded man to groan again. Free of the weight, Gull and the others scattered, leaving Ky alone. He worked his shoulders, wincing as his jacket pulled across the lash marks, courtesy of the Khelari slavekeeper. Protected by the animal hide, the skin hadn’t broken, but it was still sore and there was plenty of work to be done yet. In his mind he ran through the day’s remaining tasks, sparing a moment to nod at Birdie when she approached. He couldn’t help staring.

She looked a fright.

In the midst of all the chaos earlier, he hadn’t really taken it in. The red tunic she had been given in the desert was torn, and there were rips in her leggings as well. She held one bloodied arm—injured, from the look of it—supported in the other, but she just nodded back at him as if nothing was wrong. “Gundhrold went to take care of the bodies. Said we ought to have known better than to leave any signs behind. He said we should keep careful watch until he has finished laying false trails.”

Ky scrubbed at his eyes with the back of his hand. He should have thought of it himself, along with about a dozen other things. But life out here was nothing like in Kerby. There they could escape a brush with the enemy through a hidden trapdoor and disappear into the caverns beneath the city from a dozen points at once. Here, they had the creek to disguise their scent from hounds and sentries to watch for danger, but if danger pursued them, where could they go?

Maybe the griffin could help him solve that problem. For now, the best he could do was keep the camp running and see to the necessities like food and water and posting sentries. The meat of Underground leadership.

Already turning to leave, he gestured at the slave. “Can you make him comfortable?”

She hesitated. Actually hesitated. Only for a moment before she knelt beside the stretcher. But it was long enough for Ky to see the uncertainty hiding behind her eyes. Yet another puzzle to ponder while he dispatched runners to fetch fresh water from the creek and sent Gull and the two other stretcher bearers to replace the day’s sentries. Given the power to heal, he couldn’t imagine not leaping at the chance to free someone from pain. Then again, she hadn’t healed herself, so maybe that wasn’t how it worked. Odds were he would never know.

On his way back through the clearing, he collected the game Gundhrold had brought in and set off in search of Dor and her cookpot. He intercepted her at the cave entrance, earning both a scowl and a tongue lashing.

“Did you lot find any food? Or were you too busy hunting down more mouths to feed?”

Oh, she and Slack made a fine pair. Always complaining, the two of them. He bit his tongue to keep from speaking until he could trust himself to be civil. Mostly. “We got food, Dor. Plenty of it.” He tossed one of the rabbits to her, but she didn’t bother trying to catch it. It landed at her feet. “See. Meat.”

“Oh, that’s just grand. Because all I need to cook a solid meal is pulverized rabbit.”

“And gatherings. Plenty of roots and herbs and such. We put the sacks in the cave.” Ky shoved the rest of the game into her hands and wiped his bloodied hands on his trousers. “Slack here?”

“Am now.”

The sudden voice behind made him shiver. Of all the folks to have sneaking up behind you, Slack was the worst. A fellow just couldn’t help imagining her sinking her hatchet into his skull and having a grand old laugh while doing it.

“Missed me, did you, Shorty?”

Gritting his teeth into a grin, he turned to face her. “Slack! Where’ve you been? Thought I asked you to keep an eye on camp.”

“Thought you knew I wouldn’t listen to a word you said.” With a grunt, she slung a sack down from her shoulder and tipped it to spill at his feet. A dune rabbit and a petra slid out, already gutted and skinned. The wet pelts hunt from her belt, and the sticky, sweet scent of fresh blood flooded his nostrils. She stepped closer and poked his chest with one finger. “But you’d do well to listen to me for once. I’m the best hunter in this camp, and you know it. Don’t you dare go putting me on watch and letting us all starve just to suit your cursed pride.” She jabbed him again for emphasis, and then a third time for good measure—all things considered, Ky counted himself lucky that she used a finger and not a fist—and then stomped away.

A snort drew his eyes to Dor. “Guess she told you!” She uttered a coarse laugh as she gathered Slack’s contribution into her armload, and she was still laughing when Ky left to check in with the sentries who had been posted during his absence. Her attitude irked him, but not as much as Slack’s words. There was no truth in what she had said. It wasn’t pride that kept him from recognizing her as a fellow leader. It was common sense.

Wasn’t it?

The question nagged at him throughout the rest of the afternoon and into the evening when the Underground finally set aside their tasks and gathered around the fire to eat their fill of roasted dune rabbit and rustshrooms. He went up last and got the leavings and settled down a little ways off to strip the meat from the bones with his teeth. Setting aside the matter of his pride or common sense or whatever you wanted to call it, Slack had issues of her own. She would always be itching to lead. She wanted it more than he ever had. Needed it, more like. Maybe he could use that somehow.

Turn it to his advantage.

He finally had the chance to learn about the Takhran’s slave camps from the eyes of an insider. There was no telling where that could lead. Maybe to pursuing his promise to find Paddy. Maybe even Dizzier, if he got lucky. Given the opportunity to repay his debts, would handing over leadership of the Underground—even to Slack—be such a bad thing?

His gut told him that it would.

But maybe that was his pride talking. He sighed and cast it aside from his mind. Through the shimmer of heat rising from the embers of the fire, he saw Birdie still sitting beside the injured slave. She had not moved since he asked her to care for him, but she hadn’t healed him yet either. Just sat there, knees drawn up, chin resting atop her folded arms. She looked such a small thing to wield such power. Such a frightened thing too.

Ky frowned and tossed aside the bones. Puzzles, the lot of them. And he was too weary to solve any of it tonight.

•••

Dying firelight flickered across her palms, tinting her skin first red and then blue as it came and went. She studied her hands. Dried blood marked the bite wound on her left wrist. It hung slightly crooked. Broken, she thought. She could feel the bone grating inside when she moved it, more alarming than painful, but she hadn’t yet bothered with bandaging or splinting.

That required caring.

And caring required too much effort.

Gundhrold passed by on his way to the upper lookout post, drifting through the clearing on padded feet that made no more sound than a shadow. Oddly enough, most things in the world had a melody—creatures, trees, stars, wind—but a shadow was silent.

Nothing more than a ghost.

The griffin, on the other hand, was very much alive. She could feel his gaze like a knife slicing beneath her skin. For a breath, he halted beside her, touching his wing to the top of her head. A benediction, it seemed. Or a comfort. But there was nothing comforting about the words he whispered in her ear. “Tell me, little one, when did you allow fear to become your master?”

Then he was gone. And the cold of the night settled around her.

One after another, the runners dwindled away to seek their bedrolls within the cave. But while sleep tugged at Birdie’s eyes, rest seemed as far away as the hope she had felt when the voice of Emhran sang to her on the mountainside. Beside her, the injured slave tossed on his stretcher, gasping in his sleep. His melody called to her. A voice that pleaded for her help. And when she finally nodded off, in her dreams the voice became that of Amos begging for mercy, while the cool, hard voice of the Takhran promised an end to the pain that never came . . .

She startled awake with a high, thin wail of music fading from her mind.

The slave was awake and staring at her, eyes glinting in the firelight. “You have seen it.” He spoke in slow, broken, heavily accented words. But the words were unmistakable. “You have been to the Pit.”

“Yes.”

Silence.

“I too have seen it.” His voice dropped off, and Birdie thought that he had drifted to sleep. But after several minutes of nothing but the crackle of the fire and the soft wailing of night moths in the treetops, he spoke again. “I followed a friend through the dark paths. Years ago. He was supposed to save us. But he took the yoke of the Takhran instead and left us to our doom.”

Pain blossomed in his song, and Birdie nearly wept at the depth of it as his words became clear. “You were with Inali when he sought Tal Ethel?”

“Yes.” A fit of shivering seized him, and his voice slurred. “Nah Obasi was my name. The eldest son of Nah Tarkil of the Sigzal tribe. I was with Dah Inali . . . when he betrayed his kind . . . and delivered his brethren to slavery and death. I have seen . . . evil.”

Evil.

The world was full of it.

One did not need to travel to the Pit to know that. From the casual cruelty she had witnessed in the hold of the pirate ship, to the unsettling madness that stirred within the Takhran and led him to bleed her people and innocents alike for the sake of power, to the cursed selfishness that urged her to look to her own safety first and care for others later, she had seen much evil. And yet she had also experienced much good. A good that had sung to her upon the hillside of a power capable of swallowing the evil without being tainted by it.

A promise that had woven its way into the depths of her being. Even here, confronted with the depth of this man’s suffering, she could not escape it. For the first time since discovering the army surrounding the Caran’s fortress, the blackness seemed to release its hold on her. The Song stirred within her soul, and she could feel the power rising, beckoning her to yield, and in the yielding to find strength.

She set her good hand on Obasi’s brow and began to sing.

There was no burst of power, no rush of dizzying light, but she could feel the fever leeching from his skin. Wounds began to close before her eyes, forming rigid scars across his skin. His melody buoyed and strengthened. Then his eyes drifted closed, and he fell into a calm, deep sleep.

“Yes.” Birdie whispered into the night. “I have seen evil. But I have known good.”

Somehow the spoken words shored up her courage. She sat back, cradling her injured hand to her chest. For whatever reason, although the Song had chosen to heal Obasi, it had done nothing for her wrist. Or for his scars. From the rags of her tunic, she tore a strip of bandaging and wound it around her wrist, between her thumb and forefinger and back again, until the wrapping was sturdy enough to provide support.

She would need to heal, and soon. She could not wield an axe or a sword one handed, and wield she must. For somehow, in this quiet moment beside the dying fire with this man who would always bear the marks of slavery, she had decided to fight. Perhaps not as Gundhrold wished, perhaps not as a Songkeeper should, but in the only ways that she knew how.

What more could one do?





Part Two
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A ripple of unease greeted Ky that morning. He could sniff it in the air—a sort of sharpness that raised his hackles and brought him scrambling from his bedroll, certain that all was not well with the world. That was one thing he had learned on the streets. When it came to danger, a fellow’s first instinct was often all he had.

Pausing in the cave entrance, he scanned for enemies. Instinctively, his gaze jumped to the tree line, while his hand went to his sling and dwindling pouch of sling-bullets.

All clear. No sign of Khelari or hounds. Or any immediate danger. He eased his hand away from the sling.

Within the clearing itself, instead of the usual hustle and bustle of morning meal preparation, he found only a sense of heaviness. Of subdued fear and restlessness. The runners already awake sat huddled in groups, whispering and pointing toward the center where Birdie knelt, stoking the fire back to life. Beside her lay the stretcher. Empty. The wounded man . . . Had he died?

Ky scrubbed the sleep from his eyes, and that’s when he saw him. The man sat upright across from Birdie with his knees drawn up, elbows resting on top and long-fingered hands dangling near his ankles. Through the rips in his vest, Ky could see that the wounds had closed, leaving what appeared to be old scars behind.

Healed.

As Ky approached, pushing his way through the press of runners, sparks flew up from the embers and caught the fresh tinder that Birdie had placed in the fire ring. She didn’t look up at him, just kept working awkwardly one handed. The other hand was bound in bandages and rested in her lap. Still injured, then.

At his elbow, Gull whistled through his teeth. “Saints alive! That girl is a witch.”

Ky shot him a glare that clearly did nothing to subdue his spirits. Gull was a decent runner and the best bowman in camp now that Cade was gone, but he had a tendency to overdramatize things. A knack for conflagration, as it were. And the last thing the Underground needed right now was a spark for that tinder.

He squatted across from the stranger and cleared his throat. “You made it through the night.” Well, that was obvious, but it didn’t garner so much as a nod from the stranger or any indication that he had heard. “We weren’t sure that you would. You were pretty beat up. You remember what happened?”

No response.

He cocked a questioning eyebrow at Birdie. There was a fair chance this fellow spoke only the desert tongue and Ky was just making a fool of himself.

But Birdie just nodded at the stranger. “Ky, this is Nah Obasi of the Sigzal tribe.”

“No.” The stranger—Obasi—had a deep, resonating voice that reminded Ky of a heavy wind whipping across an open tunnel shaft. “I am of the Sigzal tribe no longer. Not a Saari. Not a warrior. Nothing but a slave. The traitor saw to that.”

“You were a slave.”

The man stiffened at Birdie’s words, but Ky couldn’t help pressing the point. “She’s right. You’re free now. The slavekeepers are dead and their hounds with them. They won’t trouble you anymore. We can even get rid of that collar for you.”

Slowly, Obasi lifted a scarred hand to the collar fastened around his neck. He didn’t speak, and he didn’t need to. His eyes said more than enough.

“Gull.” Ky raised his voice without breaking eye contact. “See if we haven’t got a rasp or a file somewhere in our supplies. If not, fetch the sturdiest knife you can find.” He waited for a response and caught only the stifled sounds of whispering. He glanced over his shoulder. “Gull!”

“Right-o.” Gull broke away, snapped a salute, and whipped around on his heels.

Ky resisted the urge to roll his eyes and turned back to Obasi instead. “Where did you escape from? Were you at one of the slave camps?” He stopped before more questions could spill out. And it was a good thing too. A shudder had seized the Saari, and a wild look came into his eyes, like a beast cornered in the hunt. It made Ky’s fingers itch for his sling. Though at such close quarters, even a sling-bullet wouldn’t do him a lick of good if the man decided to attack.

Fear so often made folks do mindless things.

Birdie rose abruptly, breaking the moment’s tension, and dusted the ashes from her hands onto her ragged, bloodstained leggings. “Let me fetch you something to eat.”

The runners parted to let her pass, almost tripping over themselves in their haste to get out of her way. They acted as if she had the white fever and could doom them with a touch.

Or as if they thought she truly was a witch.

“Here.” Gull dropped a file at his feet. It landed with a dull thump. Rust scored the metal, and the tip had broken off, but it would still do the trick. “As requested.”

Ky nodded absently and motioned for Gull to get to work, attention still claimed by the murmur growing through the ranks of the Underground. The ripple of unease he had felt upon waking was strengthening, becoming a tide that threatened to shatter the balance of the camp. Within the mutterings he caught the words “witch,” “dangerous,” “mad girl,” and he knew he should speak up in her defense. But he didn’t know what to say, and a part of him—the small, cowardly part—hoped that just maybe it would all blow over.

As usual, Gull brought the matter to a head. He broke off from filing the collar and shouted across the gathered runners to Birdie, who had just exited the cave with a bark bowl of food. “Oi, Birdie! Why not put that witchery of yours to good use? Don’t reckon you could’ve just magicked the collar off him while you were busy magickin’ his injuries away last night?”

Heat flared across the back of Ky’s neck. His gaze snapped to Birdie. She stood, frozen, eyes fixed unblinking on Gull like a cornered dune rabbit. After a moment’s dead silence, the muttering started up again.

And grew louder.

“Now see here.” Ky rose. “Birdie is no witch, and I won’t have you calling her such.” It was some satisfaction to hear his own voice ringing out in the gathering quiet as the muttering dwindled. They listened. Maybe not for long. But for now, it was enough. “You lot welcomed her song well enough after the battle of the Underground. Some of you were even healed. I was.”

No one spoke up in agreement, but the muttering had ended, so that was something. Slack snorted, but even she didn’t speak, and Ky was willing to count that as a victory.

With an audible snap, the iron collar split. Obasi reached up and wrenched the split ends apart with his bare hands, muscles standing out like knots in his arms. He eased it from his neck and lowered the twisted metal to his knees. How long had he worn it? Ky swallowed at the thought of how near he had come to bearing such a collar himself . . . and how Paddy most likely wore one now.

Clearing his throat, he turned back to the others and the matter at hand. “She is gifted, yes. But no different than the rest of us.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.” Obasi chuckled, and an unhinged, drunken sound it was. Ky recoiled from the feverish gleam in his eyes. “‘No different’? She is everything different. She is the Songkeeper.”

Murmuring broke out again among the runners, and Ky could sense his feeble grip on the crowd slipping. He was losing them. Had probably already lost them. His chance to question Obasi about the slave camps had certainly already been shot down. Managing this lot was turning out to be far more challenging than he had expected. How had Cade managed it?

His gaze drifted over the clusters of runners to the cave mouth where abandoned bedding sprawled in heaps beside discarded weapons, then beyond to the dwindling pile of firewood and kindling, and then above to the still empty lookout posts. The answer suddenly seemed ridiculously clear.

Cade had ruled the Underground through fear, yes, but also through order. The Ring for enforcement. The raids for provision. The assigned brothers and sisters for some sense of unity. And the rules—the cold, heartless rules that Ky never could get right—for survival.

Order. Work. Discipline.

That was what the Underground needed.

He cleared his throat. “Right, folks, it’s full morning already, and there’s work aplenty to do today, so let’s have a lot less tongue wagging and a whole lot more action. We had a fight yesterday. Let’s get those weapons out now and see that they’re cleaned and properly stowed. Replace any broken arrows, gather more slingstones. You know the drill.”

“Cade’s drill.” Slack spoke up from the center of the crowd. Somehow she always managed to position herself so it seemed like all the others had her back.

Maybe they did.

“Yeah.” Ky refused to rise to the bait. “Cade’s drill. It’s a good plan of action. No reason to stop caring for our weapons just because he’s not around to command it anymore. We’ve seen the danger out here. If we hope to survive, we have to be ready, and the only way to stay ready is to practice.” Out of the corner of one eye, he watched Birdie approach and offer the bowl of food to Obasi. The Saari fell on the food like a famished wolf, and Birdie melted into the background again.

“Practice.” Gull drew the word out. “You mean like in the Ring?”

Ky grimaced at the recollection of the many hard knocks, cut knuckles, and bruised ribs he had received from Cade’s training in the Ring. “Not quite. But from now on we will have weapons training first thing in the morning. Starting today. Fetch your weapons.” He met Slack’s narrowed-eyed gaze head on. “Let’s move.”

•••

The runners didn’t exactly jump to obey him, not like they would have done for Cade. Gull was the first to leave. The others drifted away in twos and threes and trickled back again with their weapons. Grumbling beneath her breath, Dor elbowed past the seated Saari and plunked a cookpot over the fire. Within minutes the smell of sizzling meat set Ky’s stomach rumbling. So long as Dor was willing to serve as cook, he didn’t mind exempting her from weapon practice. And so long as she kept cooking up meals like the one the night before, he was even willing to put up with her sharp tongue and sour attitude.

After all, wasn’t it said that an army marched on its stomach?

The thought jolted him. Not only did it sound like something Migdon might have said—and that was sobering in itself—but since when had he treated the Underground like an army?

It nagged at him as he dispatched two runners to the lookout posts and then strode through the clearing, watching as the rest cleaned and repaired their arms, pausing here and there to lend a helping hand with replacing torn fletching or honing a nicked blade. He could feel the eyes on his back at each step, but whenever he turned the runners bent over their work, pointedly avoiding his gaze. And he couldn’t blame them. This was a new world for the Underground. Forced away from the streets. Exiled from the cavern. Decimated by disease and war. Abandoned by Cade. No wonder they struggled to make sense of it.

To make sense of him.

No pressure.

He blew a long breath through his lips and palmed a sling-bullet from his pouch before taking his stand beside the central fire and calling the runners to attention. Slack was noticeably absent. But the rest of the runners came together more quickly this time, so quickly that he had to scramble to gather his thoughts in order to speak. “Right. Here’s how this is going to work: divide into groups by weapons. Older runners each pair up with a younger runner to show them the ropes.”

“You ain’t assignin’ brothers and sisters, are you?” Gull demanded.

It was an unusually antagonistic tone for him. Ky took in his crossed arms and forced his mind back to Kerby. Gull’s older brother had been Rab—a runner killed in the raid to steal Artair’s sword from the Khelari. That could explain his hostility toward the idea and anything that hearkened to Cade and his way of doing things. He shook his head. “We’re all family here. You’ll each have a new training partner tomorrow. If we’re going to last out here, we’re going to all have to learn to work together.”

That earned him a half-hearted mumble of assent.

“Gull, you take the archers and set up targets against the trees on the far side of the clearing. Try not to shoot the lookouts.” A laugh. Muffled. Maybe he was getting better at this whole speech-giving thing. “Slingers, you can practice knocking zoar cobs off the top of that big boulder to the left of the entrance.”

“The one that looks like your ugly mug?” Gull’s voice rang out, followed by a spattering of laughter.

Ky hid a grin. “Use slingstones only. Don’t waste any sling-bullets. Can’t afford to lose them without lodging them in Khelari skulls first. Swordsmen . . .” He cast one last glance around before giving in and submitting to the demands of leadership. “You’re with me.”

Quickly this time, the Underground dispersed into their groups. Within moments, Ky found himself staring at a disheveled row of runners, all gripping battered swords as a drowning man seizes a lifeline, all awaiting his instructions. Ky took his time selecting a short sword for himself from the weapon stash, trying first one, then another, then discarding both and moving on to a third. Finally, he had to admit that he was stalling. It was high time he chose a sword, knuckled down, and got to work.

Many of the older runners had been taken by both the white fever and the battle for Siranos, leaving few experienced swordsmen. There were one or two among his group he remembered as being decent fighters. It wasn’t difficult to pick them out of the crowd. They stood easily in a ready stance, holding their swords firmly but not in a white-­knuckled grip like the others. He paired those off with a handful of younger runners each and then led them through the basic guard and strike positions, racking his brain to recall everything Cade had taught over the years.

The sword really was not his weapon. But someone had to do it.

“Well, well, well.” Slack sidled up beside him, hatchet in hand. He was in the middle of correcting one runner’s footwork, so he glanced over at her but did not stop. If anything, he was grateful for an excuse to stay busy. It seemed like every time he saw her, the furrow between her brows was deeper. “Hard at work, are we? What, you think we’re your army now?”

“I think that we all want to survive. Best way to do that is to keep training.”

“But you’re too coward to bring back the Ring? Afraid you might be challenged?” Their eyes met, and her face split into an unpleasant grin. “Thought as much. Ring or no Ring, still doesn’t mean you can’t issue challenges. Or have them issued to you.” She swung her hatchet in lazy loops and narrowly missed nicking Ky’s shoulder. “There’s unfinished business between us. What say you we put it to rest?”

Ky wheeled to face her. It was high time he put this nonsense to rest. “Enough, Slack. The challenge is finished. There are more important things to worry about . . . like surviving.”

He moved on to the next runner to adjust his grip, but Slack’s voice chased after him. “Cade proved himself against all the runners in the Ring. Proved he was the best. Proved he deserved to lead. Why should we follow you if you aren’t willing to do the same?”

He bit back the denial that rose to his tongue, but it wasn’t so easy to squelch the frustration. Why not fight her? Why not end the matter once and for all? Sure, there was a chance that she would beat him. Challenges rarely seemed to go his way. But at least then it would be settled, one way or another. In his mind’s eye he watched the conflict unfold: the two of them circling, runners crowding in on all sides, tension rising to a feverish pitch, and then a blinding flurry of blows that knocked her flat, leaving him standing victorious.

Just like Cade.

That thought soured his appetite for the fight. This was one area where he had to stand firm. He might have realized the practicality of adopting some of Cade’s methods, but he wasn’t about to start ruling through force or fear.

Just wasn’t his way.

Or the way of the new Underground.

“Oi!” Slack lunged past him, and he jerked back, groping for his sling. Just because he wasn’t going to challenge her didn’t mean he wouldn’t defend himself.

But she wasn’t attacking him. She seized the wrists of the runner he was helping and adjusted his grip on the hilt, first prying his fingers loose and then repositioning them. “It’s not a club, Jaq! You don’t beat the air with it. If you’re going to call yourself a swordsman, you got to learn to hold your weapon right. Like this.” Still gripping his wrists, she maneuvered his blade through the basic guard and attack positions, moving with a level of skill and ease that Ky envied and somehow making Jaq appear to be doing the same, despite his clumsiness. By the time she finished, the rest of the runners had paused to watch, and Jaq was grinning from ear to ear. He tried a few hesitant strokes on his own, and even Ky could spot the difference.

“See?” Slack clapped him on the shoulder. “It isn’t that hard.” Her eyes flickered to Ky and she pulled away, gruffness seeping back into her voice. “Eh, a little work here and there, and you might be able to avoid looking like an idjit behind a blade. Maybe even survive a challenge of your own.”

No mistaking the pointed gaze that time.

Ky weighed the sword in his hand, silently cursing his own clumsiness. He felt an idjit behind a blade. Felt an idjit pretty much anytime Slack was around. But that was beside the point. Clearly her skill with a sword surpassed his. Cade must have trained her well, whereas little of his time in the Ring with the Underground leader or Dizzier had been spent actually training. With Cade it had been mostly discipline, while Dizzier had always been more interested in seeing how many times he could knock him to the ground. If it came to a challenge with blades, he might be able to win on sheer determination alone . . .

But he wouldn’t let it come to that.

Slack let out a sniff of disgust and spun on her heel. Turn it to an advantage. He groaned at the nagging thought and then broke off, struck by an idea. He turned to his training group, to the folks who mattered—his runners—and addressed them. “That’s all I’ve got time for today, but we all know Slack is a fine hand with a blade. I reckon she’ll do a good job leading you through the rest of the practice session.”

Surprise flitted across the faces of the runners, but they didn’t speak. Still, it was startling how much could be said by silence. Theirs. And Slack’s. Ky’s pride wouldn’t allow him to turn and see if she had stopped, but it didn’t keep his ears from perking up for the sound of retreating footsteps.

Nothing.

No snort of derision. No cutting response. No hatchet sinking between his shoulder blades. But the longer Slack dallied, the less sure he was about his move. Yet another throw of the Fool’s Dice. Seemed like he was gambling more and more these days.

Slack cleared her throat.

He swung around and found her standing with her hands on her hips, feet planted, lips pressed in a scowl. “Slack. What say you we work together for a change?”

He had pitched his voice to reach only her ears, but the rest of the runners were close enough that he was sure the story would be passed along in no time. If Slack treated his move as weakness, the others would too. And he would be done for. But the tilt of her head, the tightening of her lips, even the drumming of her free hand on the haft of her hatchet all spoke to unease. He had thrown her a bone. She didn’t know how to take it. And if he recalled anything about wild critters, it was that they were just as likely to bite the hand as take the bone.

“Together. You and I.” Begging didn’t sit well with him. Soured his stomach. But this too he was willing to endure for a cause. “For the good of the Underground.”

She stared down at him, eyes cold and expressionless, like those of the dead fish that had littered the fishmonger’s stall in Kerby. Then she blinked and glanced away. “Curse you.”

•••

Slack was a bully, no doubt about that—both Ky and his ego had the bruises to prove it. He rocked back on his heels, watching as she drove the runners to repeat the drill again. They fumbled from time to time, and Ky readied himself to interfere if she came down like a hammer on anyone’s head. But it seemed that when it came to teaching, she could be surprisingly patient. Still blunt, of course. Painfully so. If a fellow wanted encouragement, he had to earn it. But even when Jaq overswung and nearly scalped the next runner, she simply knocked the blade from his fist with a neat backswing and went on as if nothing had happened. Made him wonder if there were two sides to her and she reserved the prickly one for dealings with him.

Breaking away from the training group, Ky checked in with Gull, the archers—both Meli and Syd had wound up in their ranks—and the slingers, and then circled back to where Nah Obasi still sat beside the fire. Dor hovered over her cookpot, pointedly ignoring the Saari as she stirred a bubbling mess that smelled far better than it looked and set Ky’s stomach to rumbling. She spared a moment to scowl at him, but he ignored it and eased himself to the ground next to Obasi. He tossed his sword down and rubbed his palm, wincing at the blisters forming beneath the skin. He always thought that his hands were calloused—until he was forced to pick up a sword. Somehow the hilt always managed to rub in just the wrong spot.

“A true warrior treats his weapon with respect.”

Obasi’s deep voice startled him from his thoughts. The Saari’s eyes were fixed on the blade. A cloak of impassivity shielded his face, but there was no disguising the deep longing in his eyes or the way his body canted toward the sword like a tree stretching toward the sun.

“You want it?” Ky nudged the sword with his foot. When Obasi didn’t immediately reach for it, he picked it up and offered it to him hilt first.

Obasi’s blue eyes flashed wide.

“Go ahead. Take it.”

The way Obasi received it into his trembling hands, as if it were a precious gem and not some battered hunk of metal, made Ky feel like he should explain his disrespect. “The sword—it’s just not my weapon.” He slid the sling from around his waist and snapped the leather. “This is.”

“And yet . . .” Obasi turned the sword in his hand, inspecting the angle of the edge, the balance of the blade, the way the firelight played across the battle-worn steel. “A son of the desert learns to see weapons in any and every thing. It is the key to survival.”

Silence lapsed between them, and Ky’s gaze strayed back to the groups of runners now winding down their training sessions. Slack finished it all off by whipping out her sword and running through a series of forms with such speed that Ky found his mouth dropping in spite of himself. At last she sheathed her sword and stepped back. The runners surged around her and the clearing exploded with noise until Dor hammered her ladle against the side of the cookpot and brought them all running, clamoring for bowls, dripping and ravenous from the exercise.

Ky couldn’t help feeling satisfaction at the sight. Order. Work. Discipline. This morning had been a fair sight more difficult than he had imagined, but he couldn’t deny the sense of accomplishment that he felt. Of rightness.

And yet there was something missing.

Things couldn’t be truly right until Paddy was free.

And to free Paddy he first had to discover what Obasi knew of the slave camps. Spurred by the resolve hardening within him, he waited until the line petered out then made his way to the cookpot last. Dor had already taken her seat, so he ladled his own bowl and turned to go.

Only to find Slack standing directly behind him.

He stumbled to avoid treading on her toes and almost dropped his bowl. Lunging to catch it left him wringing a burned hand and staring uncomfortably up at her from inches away. Her face, neck, and the shoulders of her tunic were soaked—she must have dunked her head to wash away the stink of sweat. Wispy strands of hair were pasted across her forehead, trailing droplets of water across skin still flushed from exertion.

“Oi!” She barked at him. “Careful!”

Ky glanced up from the steaming mess dribbling down the side of his bowl and over his fingers. “You eaten yet?”

“Sure, Shorty, I’m just standing here in line for nothing.” She jerked her chin toward the cookpot. “Mind getting out of my way?”

He gnawed his lower lip. Couldn’t say why, but for some reason it seemed important that he eat last. It wasn’t the Underground way . . . and maybe that had something to do with it. “Here.” He set the bowl in her hand. “Take it. I’ll get another.”

She just stood there, one brow raised, not fully taking ahold of the bowl, so he couldn’t just let go for fear of dropping it. Then her hand closed around it and she retreated a step, then spun around with a shrug and stalked off.

“Good work this morning.”

She glanced back over her shoulder, lip curled in an expression that could have been disgust or pity or the barest bones of a smile, and then she was gone. Ky scraped the leavings at the bottom of the cookpot into another bowl and made his way back to Obasi’s side. He squatted beside the Saari and used his heat-numbed fingers to scoop the food into his mouth. But he hadn’t gulped down more than a few bites when he realized the man’s eyes were fixed on him.

“Want some?” He offered the bowl.

The Saari waved it aside and motioned for Ky to continue. Putting aside feelings of guilt—the man had just eaten—Ky returned to his meal, conscious that the Saari’s eyes remained on him still. At length Obasi spoke in a low voice. “You are the leader?”

“Reckon so.”

“It is a big responsibility—leadership.” His voice fell lower still, and his eyes drifted off to gaze into the distance. “You bear the weight of many lives.”

“Don’t I know it.” Ky swallowed hard and set the bowl aside, appetite suddenly lessened. Maybe that explained why he had been sleeping so poorly since Siranos—the weight of the lives that remained and the lives that had been lost. He wiped his hand on his breeches. “That’s why I need to talk to you. My friend, Paddy—he was taken by the Khelari in a battle a few weeks back. The way I figure it, they would have taken him to one of the camps nearby.”

The Saari went stiff at the mention of the camps, poised like a wild beast at the first scent of danger. “What do you want from me?”

“Anything. Where they might have taken him. Where to look first.”

“There are many camps scattered throughout all of Leira. Your friend is gone.” Obasi’s scored features might have been cast in iron for all the expression that showed on his face, but his eyes gave him away. Haunted by fear. As if delving into talk of the slave camps would summon whatever terrors prowled the halls of his memory. But Ky didn’t have time for sympathy. He needed answers. And soon.

“Where were you being kept?”

“With the Takhran’s army.” The words fell flat from Obasi’s tongue, devoid of all emotion and somehow almost more troubling because of it. “Twelve years I spent in a camp—Al Tachaad, they called it—forging weapons and tools to aid their war. When the army marched north, I was taken from Al Tachaad. That’s where I discovered that many slaves never make it to a camp but are bound to the armies themselves. Portioned out like so many livestock.” He weighted the word with the disgust that only a true son of the desert—one of the Saari, tamers and riders of lions—could give it.

But that wasn’t what captured Ky’s attention. “You were with the main army besieging the Caran’s fortress?”

Obasi just grunted in answer.

Unable to contain the eagerness pulsing in his chest, Ky leaned forward, forearms resting on his knees. “Paddy was taken here in the mountains by a company of soldiers that was headed to join up with the main army. Stands to reason that’s where they would have taken him. I don’t reckon you saw him there? Redhead, freckled, about a head taller than me. He was injured in the fight—took a blade to the thigh.”

Obasi frowned. “Your friend, he was skilled? A man of trade or craft?”

Only if thievery counted. When it came to scouting out marks and performing quick slip-in-and-dash-out grabs, Paddy couldn’t be beat. Nimble of finger. Light of foot. Made sense the Khelari had to cripple him to take him down.

“He is . . . one of us.”

The Saari just nodded at that, but there was an unsettling light in his eyes that led Ky to consider his next words carefully.

“I mean to get him back.”

Obasi laughed, a soft, unnerving sound with no humor in it. “That is impossible. He may escape in time. To death, if nothing else. But you shall not get him back.” The words hung between them like a shield, concealing unspoken horrors, hindering further speech. Obasi’s unfocused gaze drifted toward the woods and the shadows beyond.

“But you survived—and escaped.”

“Yes. Yes. I escaped. But I am not Nah Obasi, the man who was first taken.” The Saari closed his eyes a moment, then fixed his unyielding gaze on Ky. “If your friend was injured, then he is already dead. The Khelari have no time to spare for weakness. And neither do you. There are graver concerns facing you now. Dangers closer to hearth than you imagine.”

On impulse Ky’s eyes shot to the woods. But all lay still and silent without, and within the clearing the runners were setting aside empty bowls, rising stiffly to their feet, and preparing for the tasks that still lay before them—a nagging reminder that the day was yet young and he had a score of runners to keep occupied until dark.

“That one is dangerous.” Obasi pointed with his chin, and Ky followed the arc of his glance in time to see Slack disappear into the woods with a group of three runners, all armed. Off hunting, no doubt, without a word. Maybe he should have expected it, but after the morning’s successful interactions it irked him even more. “You underestimate her. The gravest mistake a warrior can make is to expect his enemy to think like he does.”

Ky snatched his half-empty bowl from the ground and pushed up to his feet, trying to ignore the anger prickling the back of his neck. It seemed everyone thought it was their place to question him nowadays. “The gravest mistake a leader can make is not to value the skills of his people. She’s not my enemy, and I’m not going to let my pride keep her from helping the Underground the best she can. We need each other right now. All of us.”

He turned to go.

“Beware, young cub.” Obasi’s voice pursued him. “You simply taunt the lioness.”
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It was not the fear in the eyes of the Underground runners that drove Birdie from the clearing and started her feet wandering aimless paths through the trees that carpeted the slope. Not the whispers chasing after her or the suspicious glances cast her way. Not the talk of witches or powerful magic. It was the sound of laughter.

She heard it in the friendly jests, mock arguments, and boisterous chatter that the runners exchanged as afternoon faded into evening and they wrapped up their assigned tasks, stashed tools and weapons away, and huddled around the fire while Dor finished cooking the evening meal. It was at once a cheerful, engaging clamor . . . and a painful reminder that she stood upon the outside.

Never one of them.

The haft of her axe bit into her shoulder, and she adjusted its position, easing it away from the sore spot. The weight bothered her less than it used to. She was becoming accustomed to it. One could become accustomed to anything given enough time. Pain. Loneliness. Loss. Even heartache. But it was in the moments of contrast that the pain was more difficult to bear.

It had been good of Ky to speak on her behalf when she healed the Saari, and again once or twice over the five days that had passed since then. Even if she was not one of them, it was reassuring to know that she could count on him as a friend. But his words had done little to ease the fear of the runners, and it was clear that he had matters of his own to deal with. It was better for her to slip away and vanish into the background like the little orphan girl who had slaved at the Sylvan Swan.

After he had spoken up for her, she had made her way to the lookout post to relieve the sentry, sending him down to join the weapons training in her stead. She had no desire to stand in the midst of that crowd and make a fool of herself. The last thing she needed was more people gawking.

So the lookout post had become her shelter, and these walks in the woods a relief.

The life of the Underground runners could scarce have seemed normal to anyone else. Perhaps not even desirable. They were orphans, the lot of them. Thieves and beggars, exiled from the only home they had left, fighting to survive against all odds. And yet they had something that Birdie had never known. Something she had longed for all her life.

They had family. Bound together as brothers and sisters by necessity if not by birth, with all the beautiful messes, frustrations, and heartaches that came from living life side by side. And such a life . . .

It was a good normal.

Birdie would have given anything to be a part of it.

She came to a stop beneath the dangling branches of a weeping thrassle and turned a slow circle to gain her bearings. This part of the wooded slope was unfamiliar to her. Wherever she had wandered, it was not on the same line as the path they had taken when gathering. Moss formed a soft carpet beneath her feet. Water trickled somewhere nearby—the creek, perhaps. With the onset of evening, the light filtering through the trees had diminished, leaving a touch of coolness behind that raised a shiver on her arms.

In the stillness that followed the quieting of her thoughts, she became aware of a melody hovering in the distance. And yet, not too distant. The singer must have been hidden just beyond sight. Wild, arcing, and free, the notes were sung by a familiar voice.

It was the griffin’s song.

She sighed as she scanned the woods for sign of him. “I can hear you, Gundhrold.”

He gave no answer, but that came as no surprise. No doubt he was stewing over having been caught, or perhaps hoping to brazen it out a little while more in hopes she would think herself mistaken. If she had been paying attention, she would have noticed his melody sooner. It was unnerving how the tumult of her own thoughts could so deaden her senses to the world around her. She should have expected the griffin to follow. Should have prepared for it and evaded him from the start. His presence now was both a comfort and an annoyance. It meant that she was not alone, despite the gnawing sense of loneliness.

And yet wrestling with one’s thoughts begged for solitude.

It was strange to know that invisible eyes marked her passage, even if the eyes were friendly. The more she thought about it, the more it seemed she could feel the burden of his gaze. But when she turned to look, there was no sign that he was there. So she hurried on, fighting the urge to seek cover. And had to stop and stifle a laugh at her foolishness. This moment was no different than any other time she had walked through the woods. There were nearly always wild things about, lurking in burrows or concealed behind thick branches. Little chance of spotting them, but they always saw you.

As if the thought had awakened their melodies, she suddenly heard the forest humming with the buzzing notes of insects and the sharper, chittering notes of a tuft-tailed squirrel—out of the corner of her eye, she caught the flicker of its tail as it shot up a trunk and raced away through the branches—and the bright, airy, whistling notes of birds flitting through the treetops overhead. The mountain forest teemed with intelligent life, and yet if she had not been attuned to the melodies, she might have thought herself the only reasoning being present.

No doubt that was why the Takhran used ravens as spies. Ordinary folk would be none the wiser. Something about that thought rankled the back of her mind. It seemed the start of . . . something. But she didn’t have the chance to follow it to its conclusion. Nearby, a voice called out in distress, snapping her attention to the direction she had come from.

Back toward camp.

Before she had even fully considered what she intended to do, she was running. Toward the cry for help. With each step, the axe haft jostled against her shoulder, so without slackening stride, she swung it down and held it in both hands. Her injured wrist ached, but the bandage helped support it. She scanned for strains of the dark melody but found no sign of the Khelari. Heard nothing at all, save the pleading voice, backed by a tremulous strand of melody that keened and quivered through the five notes.

It was an unfamiliar voice. Not one of the Underground runners, then.

The voice let out an agonized wail.

Birdie rounded a tree, scraping her elbow on the rough bark in passing, and caught her foot on a root. She fell onto her hands and knees, sending a spike of pain through her wrist, and the axe skidded out of reach.

A flash of autumn orange caught her eye.

She lifted her chin and found herself staring into the wide, fear-flecked green eyes of a petra. It let out a muffled grunt and scrabbled in the loam, clawed hands and feet scoring the earth without finding purchase. The quivering melody was coming from the beast. That realization eased Birdie’s thundering heart. She sat back on her heels, but at the first sign of movement the petra fell back, cowering away from her, sides heaving with the effort of snuffling ragged, wet breaths. Only then did she see the thin cord biting into the flesh of its neck, leaving flecks of blood staining its lighter ruff.

Trapped in a snare.

Slack and her hunting crew must have come through here. The thought sent a pulse of anger through her veins. Irrational, and she knew it; she had enjoyed the fruits of the hunt as heartily as anyone else. And yet to be confronted so clearly with the blood and guts of it, from a beast she knew possessed a voice and a melody of its own, seemed a great and terrible wrong.

It drove her to action.

She shot to her feet and darted to collect her axe. Behind her the petra started thrashing again, and its strangled plea for help broke off in a horrible choking sound. Catching up the axe, she spun around.

“Be still.”

Into those words she poured the force of the Song and the memory of the beast’s own trembling, high-pitched notes, so that the words were somehow less speech and more melody. The petra stilled just in time for Birdie to bring the axe down on the cord. It parted with a snap, and Birdie snatched the noose from the petra’s neck. It scrambled to a tree trunk a safe distance away. Now that the creature was free, she could see it was a female, nearly twice the size of a cat, long backed and short limbed with a triangular-shaped head framed by ears that tripled the size of its face. Folds of leathery skin ran from wrist to ankle—loose now, but when extended it would allow the petra to glide for short distances. Usually nocturnal creatures, they generally spent days in their underground dens, rising with the stars to spend the nights frolicking through the forest canopy.

Birdie took a step forward, and the petra shrank in on itself, presenting a bristling hide and a tail fluffed up like a fireflower. “It’s all right.” She caught a glimpse of the axe in her hands and hastily grounded it. “I’m a friend.”

The beast regarded her in silence a moment and then nodded, a quick downward jerk of the head that reminded her of a bird pecking at a worm. “I know you.” Spoken softly, but with a hint of assertion. “I know you, I do. Yes, yes, I do, little Songkeeper.”

Something about the way the beast said it put her at ease. For once, hearing her name spoken by a stranger did not set her muscles taut with a sense of impending danger. There was no sign that the petra bore the talav, and without it, so far as Birdie understood, there was no way to conceal or fake the melody. But more than that, there was a sense of transparency and innocence to the beast that begged to be trusted.

This was no evil creature.

“You know who I am,” she prompted, “but I don’t know—”

The petra darted suddenly around the tree, made a circle, and came a stop at her feet, tail wagging slightly, causing her whole body to shimmy from side to side. She seemed incapable of sitting still, practically vibrating with an energy that seemed even more unusual when one considered how close she had been to death moments before.

“Khittri.” The petra trilled, meeting Birdie’s gaze full on with a flash of her teeth. “I am called Khittri.”

“And I am called Birdie.”

A shiver shook Khittri’s body from whiskers to tail tip—though from the light in her eyes, Birdie thought it was from excitement rather than fear. The petra broke away, dashed a little ways up the trunk of the tree, and clung there, tail twitching and bristling. Then she dropped, landing on all four feet and scampered away to weave in and out between Birdie’s legs, melody rising up in a cheery, disjointed sort of song that brought a smile to Birdie’s lips.

“Little one?” Gundhrold’s voice sounded nearby, thick with concern.

She spun to look for him. “Over here!”

He loped into view a moment later, wings folded neatly across his back, padded feet making little sound in the supple spring foliage. At the sight of her his pace eased, and the tension faded from his shoulders and hindquarters. But the sternness of his expression as he drew nearer did not lessen—if anything it deepened. “Take care, little one. You should not go alone. How can I protect you if you go dashing heedlessly about?”

For some reason the testiness in his voice only served to lighten her own mood. She couldn’t deny a strange sort of satisfaction in the knowledge that she had escaped his watchful eye, if only for a moment.

More foolishness.

In her mind, it was Amos’s voice that dismissed her actions, and it took all her effort to shake free from the sorrow that came with it. She turned to introduce Khittri, but the petra was gone. Vanished without a trace.

Suspicion shot through her. Had she been fooled yet again by another of the Shantren? Then she caught a glimpse of reddish gold peeking out from beneath the crisscrossing branches of a sage bush and heard again the reassuringly bright and airy notes of the petra’s melody, and the fear dissipated.

“Well, little one?” The griffin settled back on his haunches to unfold his wings, spreading them to soak in the patches of evening sunlight penetrating the trees. He gave no indication that he had seen the petra, but Birdie would have been surprised if he had missed it. Slipping anything past the griffin was no easy task. “What say you? Given your affinity for danger and recklessness, have you considered my plan? Will you try for Cadel-Gidhar at my side?”

And here at last it came, the moment of decision.

Eyes averted, Birdie stepped into the next patch of light, basking in the warmth on her skin and using the delay to gather her thoughts. When Gundhrold had first suggested his plan, it had been fear that held her back. Fear of failure. Fear of defeat. Fear of finding herself wanting, as she had proven wanting against the Takhran in the Pit. And the fear was no less real and terrible now than it had been then. But fear did not hold her back.

Lack of conviction did.

She was hesitant to set out in pursuit of a plan—any plan—without first knowing in her soul that it was the right course of action. If the need arose, she would not shrink from the fight, but she was no warrior like Sym. The skill she had with a blade sufficed to save her own hide, but not to lead soldiers into battle. If the mighty Adulnae could not hold out on their own, what good could she—Songkeeper or no—accomplish trapped in Cadel-Gidhar with them?

She realized then that she knew her answer. Had known it all along.

She had only lacked the courage to speak it.

“What say you, Songkeeper?” Gundhrold turned a narrowed gaze upon her, and the light of battle shone fierce and true in his eyes. “Will you fight?”

“Yes, Gundhrold, I believe I will.” She spoke slowly, letting the words steep in the resolve boiling in her chest. “But not from within Cadel-Gidhar.”

His beak snapped shut. “But the fortress must hold.”

“It is guarded by all the strength of the dwarves. There is more for me to do without.” She gestured vaguely to the wooded slopes surrounding them, still gripped by the promise of an idea as yet unformed. But there was no need to explain to the griffin that she had no settled alternative plan. Not yet, at least.

Feathers ruffling in the breeze, the griffin stood silent a moment and then made a soft, humming noise deep in his throat. “You are firm upon this?”

“I am.” Such confidence conveyed in one little phrase. Confidence she could only hope that she truly had. “I must be.” Whatever doubts she had, they withered as she began to speak. The act of voicing her thoughts completed the transformation from hope to resolution. “If I am to be the Songkeeper, I must find my own way.”

Through the Song, if it was willing, she would find her way and fight in it too.

Gundhrold held her gaze a moment longer—his eyes searching hers as if to unearth the secrets buried within—then nodded, turned about in a flutter of wings and scattered leaves, and was gone. He had sworn to abide by her choice. And come what may, she had made it. Yet all the bluster in the world could not ease the recollection of fear squirming in her chest. She did not want to become again that weak and cowardly thing. Afraid to move. Afraid to act. Afraid that her decisions even now were guided and tainted by that fear.

But denying the fear was only another way to be ruled by it. Admitting it, staring it in the eye, and then striding boldly on anyway—that was true courage. Come what may. She sought the strains of the Master Song and found it floating near at hand. Strengthened by its closeness, she flung herself open to the melody and felt the fear dissipate, replaced by the warmth of the Singer’s presence.

Upon the breath of the Song, she whispered a prayer.

Oh, but let it be right.

“Bir-die.” Khittri trilled, emerging from the bush on shrinking feet. She halted, whiskers twitching as she sniffed the air, and then darted into motion, dancing a blinding pattern over Birdie’s feet and around her legs. She came to a skittering halt, crouched on her forelegs with her head tipped back and a grin on her pointed snout. “Bir-die.”

“Yes?”

“Bir-die.” Khittri drew the word out. She seemed to enjoy the way the name rolled off her tongue. “The way you seek, I can show it to you. Show you the way, I can, if you come with me. Truly, yes, indeed, I can.”

“The way?”

It took Birdie a moment’s puzzlement to realize that the petra was referencing her own words about seeking her way as the Songkeeper. She fidgeted with the haft of her axe. It seemed beyond far-fetched that this wild mountain creature should truly know anything at all about her kind, let alone a way—to what?—as she seemed to imply. But there was no shadow of falsehood behind those bright, green eyes.

So like Amos’s, they were.

And that perhaps was what decided her.

“Bir-die, come tonight.” Khittri sat back on her haunches, glide flaps draping her flanks like the folds of a cloak. “Tonight. Tonight. Come alone. Come by moonlight.”

“Come where?” The notion triggered a hint of the unease that she was trying to quell. Would not a servant of the Takhran seek to draw her out on her own so she could be taken all the more easily? And yet—she cast a glance around—she was vulnerable now.

But the petra just scampered away beneath the low limbs of the sage. “Come by moonlight tonight. I will show you the way.” With a flick of her tufted tail, she disappeared from view, and Birdie ducked to see where she had gone. The sage concealed the entrance to a burrow. She crouched there a moment longer, half expecting the flighty little creature to dart out again, and then returned to camp in silence.

Dare she risk it?

The answer when it came was not a wholly comforting one.

Indeed she dared. But should she?
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The stillness in the cave gnawed at him. Flat on his back in his bedroll Ky lay, heat fading from overworked muscles, sweat trickling down the side of his neck. He turned his eyes to the moonlight leaking through the leafy screens to paint luminous patterns across the floor and highlight the runners sleeping in bundled lines like sausages on a string. The hum of shallow breathing only strengthened the heavy hush, punctuated here or there by a soft moan or a whisper of movement.

It seemed wrong that they could find peace so easily when Paddy and any others who might have been taken alive from the slaughter at Siranos now suffered beneath the lash and chains of the slavekeepers. Only a few ridges away.

Might as well have been a hundred miles for all that he could get to them.

He shifted in his bedroll, suddenly stifled by the closeness of the air, and tossed aside the dwarf cloak that he used for a covering. The desert jacket and leggings were stuck fast to his skin, and he could feel the wet damp of his hair slicked down over his forehead. Maybe it was the thickness of the atmosphere, maybe the reek of so many bodies in close quarters, maybe the aching deep in his muscles that hearkened to past beatings—whatever it was, it brought to mind the hold of the slave ship where he had been imprisoned with Birdie after the battle of Bryllhyn.

Cruel chuckling filled his ears.

He felt again the trailing coolness of a knife’s edge across his eyelid.

He lurched to his feet to lean against the cool stone of the cave wall and shook off the grip of the memory. By habit his hand went to his pouch, palming a sling-bullet to roll between his fingers. He let his gaze rove over the sleeping runners, pausing here and there on a familiar face, unable to account for the sense of pride that crept up inside of him at the sight. They slept soundly—the deep, heavy sleep born of long days and hard work. Gull sprawled out in a wild tangle of limbs, bow and arrows stashed closed to hand. Meli curled like a cat beneath someone’s cast-off cloak. Syd was a lump in the corner, almost indistinguishable from the shadows. Misfits, the lot of them. Maybe not much by anyone else’s reckoning. But they were his.

Not just because Cade had “given” them to him when he passed on the leadership of the Underground, but because he had fought for them, bled for them, endured for them, and was willing to die for them too. Obasi was right. He did bear the burden of responsibility. Like a poorly fitting suit of mail, perhaps. It hung about his neck, threatening to choke the life out of him if he did nothing to relieve the guilt.

Because no matter how you looked at it, Paddy had been left behind.

Ky eased away from the wall. Truth was an ugly, uncomfortable thing to stare in the face, and maybe there wasn’t anything you could do to change that fact, but once you had looked it in the eye, what you did with it was up to you.

He slid the sling-bullet back into his pouch and paused to make sure his sling was wound around his waist, purloined the clunky sword he had used for practice, nicked a handful of dried rustshrooms from Dor’s supply, and then ducked out into the night.

The cool breeze made the cave seem sweltering. He plucked the sweat-slick animal-hide jacket away from his chest and almost instantly found it easier to breathe. The escaped slave, Obasi, sat with his back to the large boulder to the left of the entrance, clearly asleep—body slumped, head dangling in slumber. It was as close as the man would venture to the cave.

Ky chose his steps with care, picking his way across the clearing. Once in the woods, he moved at a bolder, more confident pace. He was no coward creeping away in the dead of night, skulking in the bushes to stay out of sight. There were lookouts posted somewhere about. Chances were he would run into one of them, and so long as he didn’t get an arrow to the side for his pains, he welcomed the chance to explain his plan.

“Off somewhere?”

For all that he had been peeling his eyes and ears for signs of the lookouts, somehow Slack still managed to catch him off guard. The girl materialized from behind a zoar tree, slapping the flat of her hatchet blade against her palm with a dull thwack.

“Done with it all, are you? Couldn’t cut it? Figured.”

“No.” Ky growled. That girl never failed to get his ire up. With an effort, he swallowed it and fell back on honesty. “It’s Paddy. Slack, he’s in trouble. I got to find him.”

It could have been a trick of the moonlight, but he thought her eyes widened at his use of her name. But she just nodded—a long, slow nod—and wrapped her fingers around the head of the hatchet, catching it and holding it still. “You’re mad, you know?”

For some reason folks always felt the need to tell him that. Usually just before a colossal failure on his part—an odd coincidence, if you thought about it. But he didn’t see any reason to dwell on it just now.

“Can you look after them . . . while I’m gone?”

Just the slightest hesitation before speaking this time. “I’m not a nursemaid to watch the younglings whilst you’re off killin’ Khelari.” She near about spat the words at him.

Her anger caught him off guard. He scrambled for a response. “’Course you aren’t, Slack. But they’ll need someone to look to, to organize and lead them until I get back. Reckon it’ll be a day or two at . . .” He let his voice trail off as that same strange expression he had seen a couple times earlier passed across her face. For the life of him, Ky still couldn’t determine what it meant. Whether he should be unsettled or set at ease.

A curt nod. “Reckon I can.”

With that, she faded into the shadows again, leaving Ky to journey on alone.

A waxing moon illuminated the trees, granting Ky sure footing and a clear view of his path up the mountains. He stuck the short sword through his belt and settled into a steady pace, resolutely turning his thoughts from the Underground behind to Paddy ahead. No matter what dangers lay in his way, nothing could dampen the relief of action. Of setting his eyes upon a goal—however mad—and doggedly pursuing it.

But he hadn’t made it far before an uneasy sense warned that someone was nearby. Watching him. Rustling branches within the surrounding woods drew his attention. Closer, he heard the skittering of feet through the brush. That brought him up short, images of the dead hounds and slavekeepers flashing through his head. It stood to reason that they could have been missed by now. Maybe others had come searching. Maybe the griffin had not succeeded in hiding the bodies and the blood trail from the wounded Saari, or in laying false trails to throw off potential trackers. Maybe the Khelari were now on their way to the camp.

The rustling grew louder.

He inched a hand toward his sling then changed tack toward his sword instead. If it was Khelari, chances were they’d be better armored than the slavekeepers had been, and sighting a sling-bullet to the open face of a helmet was no small task, moonlight or no moonlight. The leather grip squeaked beneath his hand.

A dune rabbit shot out of the bushes and almost ran into his feet. He stumbled back and the beast skidded to a halt at the sight of him. He could see the rapid beat of its heart thumping through its rib cage and felt the echoing gallop of his own. The dune rabbit snuffled its whiskers and must have decided he wasn’t dangerous, because it sat back on its haunches, peering up at him beneath a pair of floppy ears, and then lurched away in a set of ungainly leaps.

Ky peeled his fingers away from the hilt of his sword but kept his hand hovering close by. The dune rabbit might have decided that he wasn’t dangerous, but Ky wasn’t convinced. Having Birdie around had made him more aware of critters. Warier too.

“You are late, youngling.” A harsh voice spoke beside his ear.

Instantly, every muscle tensed, like a sling gone taut before release. Adrenaline surged through his veins, a wild, fearful, prickling rush. He didn’t dare turn around but let his hand drift closer to his sword hilt, inwardly cursing his luck.

A wing enveloped him. It trapped his arms to his sides, crushing and smothering in its feathery mustiness. He couldn’t move. Couldn’t reach sword or sling. Could barely breathe. But somehow being deprived of the ability to act allowed reason to burst through the fight instinct hammering in his head.

The wing. The voice.

“Gundhrold?” He croaked out the words with the last air in his lungs.

“Indeed.” The wing loosened slightly, and then the griffin released him completely. He spun around, gripping the sword just in case. But the smug beast just cocked a feathered eyebrow at him, a look of such scalding amusement and disdain that it made Slack’s glares look friendly. “Do you intend to use that?”

Not anymore . . .

Ky pried his hand from the sword and folded his arms over his chest instead, trying to regain some shreds of dignity. “What do you mean, ‘I’m late’? Were you expecting me?”

“Of course.”

“How? Didn’t tell anyone what I was planning—except Slack on the way out. Couldn’t have. Didn’t even know I was planning it until I left.”

The griffin made a strange rasping noise deep in his throat. It took Ky a minute to realize that the beast was chuckling. “Subtlety is not your strong suit, youngling. The signs have been there for the past several days for those who cared to see them—questioning the Saari, setting aside your enmity with the loud one, establishing a system for your tribe that could continue even in your absence. Clearly you were planning to leave. Perhaps a better question would be why you did not see it earlier.”

Ky just shrugged.

But Gundhrold was apparently not one to let matters rest. Those great golden eyes of his narrowed with an intensity that suddenly made Ky understand that bit about the hearts of dune rabbits bursting out of their rib cages. “Do you intend to give your tribe up to her?”

“I . . . Slack . . . What?” He grasped for something to say. “What’s that got to do with anything? And what would you care in any case?”

“Because it would seem the young Songkeeper intends to throw her lot in with you and your crew—grimy, untrained, bedraggled bunch that they may be. It is my duty to see that the Songkeeper is protected. Young Slack”—He gave a rumble of disgust—“is unpredictable. Like a primed packet of ryree powder waiting to go off. You should take care in your dealings with her.”

“So everyone keeps telling me.” Ky scuffed a bare toe through the leaves. “The Underground isn’t Slack’s responsibility. It’s mine. I won’t leave them behind.” He swallowed the lump in his throat. “But I also can’t abandon one of my crew to the Khelari’s slavekeepers.”

Something in the griffin’s face softened. “I know.”

“Doesn’t explain what you’re doing here.”

“No, I suppose it does not.”

And no further information seemed forthcoming. Well, then. “Look.” Ky gestured at the woods. “I’ve got a long walk ahead of me, so—”

“Ah, but what if you did not?” A crafty gleam lit up the griffin’s eyes.

“I don’t understand.”

Gundhrold regarded him critically. “Once I could have borne you into the sky with no more effort than it takes to steal a dune rabbit from its den. Alas, that day is long since passed, and many dark dawns and endless night lie between it and this. My wings no longer have the strength, but it is said that a means is never distant for those with the will to seek it.”

“Are you . . . offering to help?” Ky shook his head, a useless attempt to clear his muddled thoughts. He did manage to latch onto the one thing that had been puzzling him since the griffin’s sudden appearance. “What about Birdie? She’s not hidden somewhere around here, is she? Wouldn’t have thought hailstorms or raging fires could have dragged you from her side.”

“She sleeps with the others. If we are canny and swift, we shall return with the sunrise. I welcome the chance to strike a blow against the Takhran’s cursed brood.”

Sounded like something Cade would say. “Look, I’m just trying to sneak in and slip out quietly, so if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather be on my own.” He turned to leave, but the griffin’s voice stopped him in his tracks.

“The greatest danger to the Songkeeper lies with you, youngling.” Gundhrold’s voice had become a deep, rumbling growl of such rabid ferocity that Ky’s stomach clenched and he had to fight the urge to break and run. “It may have escaped you, but it has not escaped me. You know her whereabouts. The Khelari would pay a pretty price to learn such information. Or force you to pay an unthinkable price as they extract it from your bloodless tongue.”

Ky involuntarily backed away, but the griffin’s forepaw shot out faster than he would have thought possible and hooked a claw through the front of his jacket. The beast dragged him closer until its murderous beak rested against his forehead and he could envision the daggerlike tip slicing through his skin. Heated breath flooded his senses, stinking faintly of animal guts and dead fish. “I shall protect the Songkeeper, youngling, even from you. I shall not let you go with them willingly or be taken alive.”

The beast released him then and shoved him back. It was all he could do to keep standing, his limbs were trembling so. Mechanically, he rubbed at the sting of the cut on his chest.

“Ri-ight. So you’re coming, then. Let’s be off?” He reeled away, unsteady on his feet and made it a couple of steps before realizing that the griffin hadn’t moved but was staring after him with the corners of his beak twisted into a smirk.

“There are quicker ways than walking, youngling.” The griffin spread his wings and arched his back like a cat. The movement made the taut lines of muscle stand out on his chest and haunches like cords. “Climb up. We shall run, you and I.” The fierce pleasure of the hunt flooded his voice. “Run with the night winds beneath our feet.”
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Birdie chased a thin, wailing melody through the night. There was something unbearably familiar about its haunting and beautiful strains, but she could not recall what it was. It brought a shivering of goosebumps to her arms, and she curled in on herself beneath the borrowed cloak, pressing her cheek to the cold stone of the cave floor. Cold. Stone. She found a sense of balance there, of being grounded and secured by those physical sensations and the knowledge of that steady foundation beneath her.

Still, the high, cold melody called to her, and she pursued it through the sea of melodies that made up the vast symphony of the night. It led her a merry chase through sleeping fields, beside moonlit waters, and down long-silent passages beneath the earth. Until the melodies of the runners sleeping around her gradually faded into the background. She had begun making a habit of searching nearby songs as she drifted to sleep each night. Some might consider it paranoid, but if there was one thing Amos had managed to hammer into her skull with all his brashness and bluster and bull-headed kindness, it was never to simply trust anyone.

Perhaps it was thought of the peddler, perhaps it was just the ache of missing him, but she could have sworn she caught an echo of his deep, bluff melody. Instantly, she swung toward it, reaching for him. She had not intended to release the metallic thread of music that she had been following but found herself snapped away from it and plunged beneath a roiling tide of memory. Once again she heard the peddler’s agonized cry. Once again she watched him fall.

And was suddenly falling with him. Tumbling into the depths of the Pit, while the sheer rock walls rushed past and the dry streambed rushed toward her. Only to be jerked to a painful stop by the tendril of music and left hanging suspended in midair.

A steady drip drip fell on her ears.

Ropes creaked against wood. Restraints bit into her wrists and ankles. She forced her eyes open to see the black dome of rock at the far end of the Pit swaying below her—or rather, she was swaying above it. This, she realized with horror, was the vantage point of the slain Songkeeper, Artair.

“It is not long now.” A soft voice spoke from the depths of the Pit, words shivering and bouncing off the opposing cliff faces. Birdie gasped at the sound and tried to jerk away, but the restraints and the metallic strand of melody held her fast. “What are a few more days in the space of eternity? Soon the stronghold will fall.” The voice rang with the strength of an oath. “Soon.”

Little Songkeeper.

The words pieced her chest like a barbed knife, and the humorless chuckle of the Takhran tore through her bones, severing limbs from restraints and leaving her to plummet to earth. The tendril of the high, cold melody zipped after her, and she seized it, dragging herself along its shimmering silver length back to the solid floor of the cave and the warm weight of her cloak.

A weight that was suddenly stifling. She cast it aside, reached for her axe, and ducked out of the cave, noting in passing that Ky’s usual place near the entrance was empty. Once outside, she drew in several deep breaths. Eyes closed. Face turned to the stars. The fear stirred by the Takhran’s voice hung about her still. She could practically taste its sourness seeping down the back of her throat.

On impulse, more for her own peace than anything else, she searched the surrounding woods for any strange melodies or hints of the dark music. Nothing. Except for . . . there. She honed in on the five-noted melody and instantly recognized the flighty, quivering voice of the petra, Khittri.

“Come tonight. Come by moonlight.”

Khittri had promised to show her the way of the Songkeeper. Gnawing on her lip, Birdie glanced back at the cave and the runners sleeping within and then turned her face resolutely toward the woods. Sleep would not find her now. It rarely did after such dreams.

She scanned for Gundhrold but did not see him. Lately, he had been spending most nights prowling beneath the stars, returning with the rising sun bearing the spoil of the hunt. A quiver of uncertainty stirred in her gut. It felt wrong to simply leave without giving him warning, even if it was only for a short while. And yet, he frequently left without so much as a word to her.

With a determined nod, Birdie swung the axe up onto her shoulder and strode into the woods. She listened for the melodies of the lookouts—Slack and another younger boy whose name she didn’t know. Once she heard them, it was an easy matter to slip past the lookouts without being seen. She followed the trail of the petra’s tune along the side of the slope, moving at an easy, unrushed pace, allowing her mind time to still from the terror of the dream. High above, the stars’ song rang out clear and untarnished, hundreds of incandescently sweet and beautiful voices singing the five notes of their melody in perfect harmony. It was strange, was it not, how one could find moments of peace even though the whole world seemed at war?

Between the peddler and the griffin, she had been trained too well to dare relax her guard fully, but she allowed the melody to hum through her veins and reveled in the sense of comfort—of the Master Singer’s presence—that it brought. As she neared the petra, a second melody came to the forefront of the symphony. A male voice. Soft as a lamb’s fleece, gentle as a misting rain, cool and sweet as a morning breeze in the mountains, the sound of it alone was enough to bring a smile to her lips and banish the last shades of the Pit from her mind.

Ahead, the trees came to an abrupt end. Through low-hanging branches of gnarled hallorm and long-fingered zylph, she saw the two singers, standing on a moss-crowned hillock covered with moondrop flowers that glowed white with Mindolyn’s reflected beams. The petra, Khittri, seemed even less capable of sitting still now than when Birdie had seen her last. She darted back and forth, chittering to herself.

But it was the second singer that caught Birdie’s eyes and finally convinced her to forsake the shelter of the trees and step out—out into the open, out into the moonglow. Ever gracious, Mindolyn cast a softer, gentler light than her harsh consort, Tauros. But here neither softness nor gentleness was needed. Birdie could not imagine a lovelier creature. A downy gray beast with the head and build of a horse, though slim legged and sleek like the stags that wandered the Midland hills. Cloven footed instead of hooved. Antlers rose from the downy thatch of his forelock, and beneath his whiskered chin sprouted a beard like that of a goat. A short flyaway mane rose in wispy white hairs from the crest of his neck.

But the eyes—oh, the eyes—were the most entrancing things. Birdie couldn’t tear herself away. The dark bluish-brown of a woodland pool, lit by the moondrops below and half concealed beneath soft, white lashes like a dusting of snow. Birdie let the beast’s eyes draw her forward. With each step her feet sank into the moss—so light and springy underfoot—until she stood at his side, head level with his chin. And she felt not the slightest tremor of fear—not with the pure innocence of the creature’s melody sighing upon the wind and aligning itself with the vast array of notes in her head.

Clawed feet scampered across her toes. Birdie instinctively drew back. “You came. You came!” the petra shrilled, twisting between Birdie’s legs in a tight figure-eight weave that would have made any other creature dizzy. “Good. It’s good. We must be off, we must.” Her voice fell into a strange, crooning sing-song. “We must away, away, away with Frey, away to seek the Songkeeper’s—”

Khittri froze midword and suddenly dashed off into the woods, leaving Birdie alone with the strange creature. He dipped his head at her, and though there was nothing but welcome in his gaze, she felt painfully aware of her ragged clothes and the filthy bandage around her injured wrist.

“Welcome, Songkeeper, and well met. I am called Frey.”

Yes, but what are you?

The blunt question rose to her tongue, but she couldn’t bring herself to utter it. In all the travelers’ tales and fireside stories told before the hearth at the Sylvan Swan, she had never heard of such a beast. But the world, she was learning, was a wider, wilder place than she had imagined. “Are you what Khittri wanted to show me?”

His smile deepened. “I think not, Songkeeper.”

Khittri’s sudden reappearance kept Frey from saying anything more. She darted from the woods to Birdie’s side and sat back on her haunches, whiskers twitching, peering inquisitively up at them. “Well, then, it is settled, is it not? Shall we be off? Won’t get any closer standing here, no, we won’t!”

“What do you mean, ‘closer’?” Birdie scanned for signs of other singers. If it was a trap, Khittri could have gone into the woods to summon reinforcements. They could even now be closing in—

Her palms stung, and she realized she had started to tighten her grip around the axe haft without realizing it.

Khittri started to rattle off an answer, but Frey’s gentle voice cut over her chattering. “Only if you wish it, of course. There is one you should meet. But we must wander a ways to see him, and four legs go faster than two.” As if his words needed clarifying, he tipped his antler-­clad head toward his back.

Offering a ride.

Birdie’s first impulse was to walk away—no, to dash away at full speed back into the shelter of the woods. Her heart beat a restless, uneven pulse in her chest as she looked from Frey to Khittri and back again. What did she know about these two save their melodies? It was true they bore no sign of the talav, but the Takhran was cunning. Who knew what deceptions he could concoct?

And yet she was the Songkeeper.

Within, a tendril of the Song stirred as if awakened by the thought and whispered peace into her soul. Strangely, she heard her own voice speaking as if it belonged to another. “I must return to the camp before dawn. I will be missed.”

Frey dipped his head. “Before dawn.” Then he sank down on one bent foreleg with his other foreleg outstretched, bringing his back within reach. Still hesitant, she started forward, but his voice stopped her. “You can leave that behind.”

Startled, she followed his glance to the axe still clutched in her hand.

“Or not, as it pleases you,” he amended. “But you shall not require it where we go.”

For all that the axe was an odd weapon for her, she had grown attached to it. Venturing forth without any sort of protection seemed utter foolishness and worse than foolishness. And yet there was a sense of aversion in the beast’s expression that made Birdie reconsider the weapon. With chipped blade and scarred haft, it bore the marks of many battles and—soaked so deeply into the wood that it seemed a part of the grain—the blood of its former owner. It was a tool of destruction, an instrument of death.

It was a reminder. Of the cost of this war into which she had blundered. Or been impelled, really. Thrust by her own blood, by the force of the melody in her veins and the Song that had called her.

Birdie did not reply, just cradled the axe in the crook of her injured arm and, seizing the beast’s mane with her good hand, swung up and onto his back. He rocked up to his feet, and her legs instinctively squeezed his sides. The antlered head twisted back toward her, and she caught sight again of those dark eyes veiled beneath white lashes. “You are ready?”

“Yes.” It came out a bit breathless, because honestly she had no idea what she was doing. But if nothing else, at least she had courage, so she repeated it again. Louder. Stronger. “Yes, I am ready.”

Frey gave a humming sound of assent, tossed his head so that his mane rippled along his neck, and then broke into a gentle, rocking lope. Khittri scampered alongside, progressing over the ground in gliding leaps that enabled her to keep up with Frey’s longer limbs. At first his cloven hooves made little noise in the moss, but then they swept down the side of the hillock and onto the wooded slope beyond, and the moss gave way to harder earth peppered with rocks and tree roots, and Frey’s hooves marked their passage with a sharper ring.

The melody of the night swallowed them, a chaotic symphony of star song, tree voices, grass whispers, and the sighing of the wind. Still gripping Frey’s mane, Birdie closed her eyes and gave herself up to the tune and to the cadence of her steed. There was a sort of an echo of the melody in that too. It felt all pervasive. All encompassing. As much to be heard in the stolid immovability of the mountains as in the rhythmic fall of Frey’s hooves and the faint huff of his breath, the muted grunting in his throat as he sped up a slope and the swish swish of his short, downy tail. To a Songkeeper, breath was melody, and melody was breathing.

•••

“We are here, Songkeeper.” Frey’s voice roused her from a sort of half slumber. She blinked away the fog of weariness and slid down from his back—nearly treading on Khittri by accident, but the petra scuttled out of the way just in time. Only after she landed did she take stock of her surroundings. They had come down a narrow defile between two offshoots of the mountain, angled in such a way that Mindolyn’s beams kept the shadows at bay and a line of moondrop flowers lighted the path before their feet. The flowers grew regularly enough so as to seem intentional and yet not so regular as to appear unnatural. The defile twisted away behind them, cutting the entrance off from view. Steep slopes rose on either side, coated with masses of dragon’s tongue vines sporting a new spring growth of pale-green leaves with pink centers not yet darkened to their usual blood red. It was a damp, green place, with moss-covered rocks underfoot and small rivulets of water trickling through them.

Frey motioned her forward with a tilt of his head. The path ahead ended in the mouth of a cave. Water trickled down the rock face on either side of the opening and fell with a gentle patter across the threshold beneath a veil of moondrops that cast light over their surroundings.

“Come on, come in,” Khittri trilled, scampering from rock to rock with ease. “You are most happily welcomed! All are welcome to Quillan’s cave, but you are especially welcome. Welcomed and anticipated. They cannot wait to meet you.”

As if the petra’s words had awakened Birdie’s senses, she suddenly noticed the melodies—nearly a dozen of them—scattered along their path. And then she saw them too—a dozen creatures, eyes reflective with moonlight, peering out from beneath rock and vine and shrub. Two karnoth birds, feathers the color of slate with blue-tipped wings and crests, squinted down long beaks at her from a twiggy nest that rose from the moondrops above the cave entrance. Three dune rabbits crouched behind a rock to her left, twitching their whiskers, while a petra clung to a dragon’s tongue vine level with her head and a pair of goats hop-skipped down the slope. Meanwhile, Khittri danced on blithely toward the cave, apparently unaware or at least unconcerned that Birdie was not following.

Frey gave a soft, musical snort. “You must forgive them for staring. Legend speaks of the little Songkeeper. It is strange to find oneself face to face with an ancient promise.”

And even stranger to find oneself considered an ancient promise. And yet here she was.

She turned to the beast. “What is this place?” But even as he opened his mouth to respond, another voice answered instead.

“This place, such as it is, is my home.” It was a man’s voice, strained from exertion, Birdie thought, and yet undeniably cheerful. “And Khittri is right, of course, my dear. You are most welcome.”

With his voice in her ears, isolating his melody was a simple matter. Locating him proved more difficult. At last her roving eyes spotted something moving in the shadows above the karnoth nest, just beyond the glow of the moondrop flowers. She strained her eyes and could just distinguish the figure of a man moving spread eagled across the face of the rock. He had a large reed basket—nearly as long as he was tall—strapped to his shoulders with another strap that passed over his forehead to hold it in place. His descent carried him into the moonglow, and he paused to peer down at her beneath the forehead strap, giving her a glimpse of a face wrinkled with a merry, rosy-cheeked grin. Only for a moment, though, because his foot slipped and a muffled grunt sounded as he scrambled for a new hand- and foothold.

“Will you sit, Songkeeper?” Frey tipped his head toward a moss-­covered rock near the cave entrance. “Quillan will be down in a moment.”

Another grunt from the man—Quillan, apparently. Birdie couldn’t be sure if it was in agreement or simply because he had nearly fallen again. Still, she refused Frey’s offer of a seat with a shake of her head. Despite the atmosphere of stillness suffusing this place, anticipation and tension had keyed up her nerves until it felt as though every fiber of her being jangled like the tautened strings of a lute. In vain she tried to recall the sense of peace that she had felt in the Song when she decided to follow the petra.

To distract herself, she tracked Quillan’s progress. For the most part he moved with surprising agility and meticulous care, testing each new handhold before trusting it with his weight, which, given the number of times he had almost fallen since she arrived, only served to highlight how difficult a task it must be.

“Does he often climb at night?”

“Not often.” An amused smile flickered across Frey’s muzzle. It seemed to hint that although such strange behavior might not occur “often,” it certainly occurred frequently enough so as to be of little note.

“Only when the risk to my neck is far outweighed by the gain,” Quillan called down as he eased his way around the karnoth nest and then stopped to peer inside. “Lovely eggs there, my dears.” The male karnoth puffed out his chest feathers and fanned the crest on his head, while the female honked softly and murmured, “But of course, Quillan.”

Chuckling, he moved on, talking all the while, sentences broken as he navigated particularly difficult sections. “Had I known you were coming tonight, I should not have ventured it. We have been expecting you, you see. They brought me tidings of your arrival in the mountains weeks ago, and I have been praying ever since that Emhran would align our paths.”

Khittri fairly wiggled with excitement and bounded back to sit upright at Birdie’s feet. “And he did. He did. And I did too! I brought her to you, I did. Didn’t I?”

“Steady, Khittri.” Frey’s gentling voice settled the petra’s jitters to more of a vibration than an outright bouncing. It had a calming effect on Birdie too, quelling the knot of anxiety rising in her throat. The way that Quillan seemed around the creatures—so at ease, so friendly—could simply be the way of a man who lived alone with naught but the creatures for companionship. She had seen it before with travelers at the Sylvan Swan. And yet it seemed to point to a greater level of understanding than that.

As if he could hear them as she could.

Which left only a few explanations for who and what he was. Another Songkeeper, perhaps, or a Songling.

Or one of the Shantren.

“Ah, there we are.” Quillan skidded down the last few inches and dropped to the ground into the light. He ducked his head out from beneath the forehead strap and eased the basket from his shoulders, setting it down with a thump by his side. Delicate strands of some lacy silver vine filled the basket halfway. Dusting off his hands, he approached her.

Given his propensity to scamper along cliff faces in the middle of the night, Birdie had expected a younger man. He was tall and slightly stoop shouldered with pale blue eyes. Soft, curling white hair provided a thin covering for his age-spotted skull, and a bald swath ran from the center of his forehead—still reddened from contact with the strap—to his crown. Water from the rock had soaked the front of his blue woolen robe, causing it to hang damp in the middle where he had it belted over earth-stained trousers and sandals. A thick, knitted yellow scarf provided a brief patch of color around his neck.

She looked up to find him scrutinizing her face with such intensity that heat rose to her cheeks and she involuntarily stepped back, nearly tripping over Khittri again.

“Forgive me, Songkeeper.” Quillan’s expression relaxed into one of warm welcome—wide smile, crinkled eyes, cherry cheeks, and all. “They told me that you were young.” He gave a short laugh. “And yet I did not know what to expect.”

“They?”

He waved a vague hand around him, indicating all the creatures that were slowly creeping out from behind rock, bush, and tree, and spoke offhandedly, as if he were only half focused on his own words. “The wild ones. Mogrinvale—this little valley—is always open to them, and they come and go as they please, wandering out over the mountains and valleys and returning as they will—” He broke off. “It is true, isn’t it? You have spoken with him. With Emhran.”

There was such desperate longing in his voice that it took Birdie aback a moment. Gundhrold had hinted once that this in and of itself was an unbelievable gift, but Quillan’s question still surprised her. All she could do was nod dumbly.

“I thought as much. There is something of him about you. Tell me, Songkeeper, what is it like?”

“It’s . . .” Birdie fumbled for words to describe the experience. Terrifying, as if her bones were melting beneath her skin. Comforting, as if she were drowning and the voice in the Song was her lifeline. Humbling, as the vastness and incomparable might of the voice revealed her own smallness and feebleness. Awe inspiring, as she remembered the first words the voice had spoken: Birdie. Songkeeper. Beloved. You are mine.

“It . . .” She looked at him. “It just is.”

“Ah, a foolish question. How could you describe it? How could anyone?” Quillan brushed the matter aside as if it were nothing, but there was no denying the desire in his eyes. Or the tinge of disappointment. “But I am a poor host to leave you standing. Forgive my manners. We should move within.” Abruptly, he turned and seized his basket, tugging it over to set at his feet, allowing Birdie to see inside. She could have sworn it was half full before, but now it appeared to be on the verge of overflowing.

But if there was anything odd about that, Quillan didn’t seem to notice it. He adjusted the shoulder straps, talking as he worked—the slow, easy speech of one old friend to another. “No doubt you are hungry, my dear. Weary too, most like. We can put the kettle on, and I’m sure there’s a spot of something tucked away . . . I’m called Quillan Holt, by the way. And this”—he spread his hands wide to encompass the little valley—“is my home, Mogrinvale.”

“I am called Birdie.” Such a pale, tiny name it seemed, all alone like that, without a surname to back it up or a place to call her home. Gundhrold had known some of her family—had at least heard of them if not met them all personally. Perhaps he knew her family name. And yet if he did, what would she do? Lay claim to it now? Family names meant little if the family itself was forgotten. At the end of the day, she was Birdie . . . and she was the Songkeeper.

That would have to be enough.

“It is an honor to finally meet you,” Quillan said. “You have become acquainted with Khittri the petra, of course, and Frey the saif. The others you will doubtless meet in time.”

He kept talking, but she was only half listening now. Something about the basket drew her gaze again. It was fuller than it had been. And the silvery vines—they seemed to be moving. Even as she watched, tiny tendrils, fine as hairs, extended and began to work their way into the weave of the basket, lifting the heap even higher.

Quillan gave the basket a thump with his foot, and the tendrils withdrew. He went on talking as if he hadn’t even noticed.

She interrupted him. “What is that?”

“What?” His brow crinkled as he glanced down. “Oh this? Sylfweed. Have you never seen it before? It emerges from clefts in the rock only in the light of a full moon, so gathering it is not for the faint of heart. But once it has emerged, it grows quite rapidly. Tremendous stuff when it’s distilled too. Makes a fantastic potion for treating wounds.” He slung the basket up over one shoulder and winked at her as he started toward the cave. “And it adds remarkable flavor to a tankard of mead. Should you like to try some?”

“I . . .” Birdie glanced up at the sky. Whatever time of the night it might be, Mindolyn showed no sign of yielding the dance to Tauros just yet. She should have a little time still before her absence was noted and the griffin began to fear the worse.

“There is much we can talk about, you and I.”

That decided her. “I cannot stay long.”

“Excellent. Come in then, my dear. Come in.”

Frey and Khittri remained behind as Quillan led the way. He paused by the cave entrance to collect two earthenware pots full of moondrop flowers, light shimmering from their nearly translucent, teardrop-shaped petals. His purpose became clear as they entered the cave and the glow lighted their way. All well and good for a few hours on a night with a full moon, but beyond that—or if there was cloud cover—it didn’t seem a very practical way to light one’s home.

Birdie said as much, and Quillan laughed. “Sometimes I must make do with the sputtering of torchlight, like everyone else. But until then I see no reason to waste such beauty.”

Nor did she.

Just beyond the entrance, the cave widened into a small circular room from which three other passages broke off, openings shielded by woven reed mats. Immediately to her left, two sheathed swords rested against the wall. At the sight of the weapons, Birdie fell into a readier stance, axe held before her in both hands to be easily brought up to strike or block. It was a subtle move, a matter of instinct more than any real feeling of alarm, but it did not go unnoticed.

Quillan lifted a calming hand and nodded toward the swords. “It is the custom for all guests to set aside weapons when entering here. I myself have none.”

“Who do these belong to?”

“Other guests.” His eyes narrowed, considering her. “But you need not meet them now. I have some skill as a healer—not like you, doubtless. It is not my gifting. But those who are injured or sick often find their way here.” He surveyed her axe. “A dwarven weapon, I take it. A gift from a friend?”

She shook her head. “I claimed it from a battlefield.” The words came out harsher than she had intended and with less explanation than perhaps should be given, but she had no desire to revisit the scene in her mind. So many dead. So many dying. So many melodies fading into silence.

“Ah.” Quillan abruptly turned away and gestured for her to follow with a jerk of his head. “Come in, Songkeeper. The night is fading fast.”

•••

“I am a Songling, of course.” Quillan gave his tankard a gentle swirl so that the liquid sloshed just below the rim. He smiled hesitantly. “But no doubt you have already perceived that.” A single drop spilled and soaked into the table—a round of wood from a massive stump, with bark still shielding the edges. The mead left a stain in the space between two rings.

He had led her through the left-hand passage, ducking beneath the reed mat into a narrow space that clearly served as his kitchen. It was a rugged, earthy space, with rushes covering the floor, reed baskets lining the walls, and earthenware pots, bowls, and plates stacked atop a low log bench. Rough-hewn stumps served as stools for the table. In a matter of moments, he had disposed of his basket of sylfweed, poured two tankards of mead, set out a plate of berry scones and clotted cream, and gestured for Birdie to sit.

He now shifted in his own seat, rushes crackling beneath his feet, and rested his elbows on the table. “Not a very powerful one, I daresay, but I strive to put such as I have been given to good use. Wild speech is my gifting—the grace to understand the speech of all living creatures. And already the wilds are humming with rumors of your deeds, of healings, flood waters, and storms. Of a gentle voice that sings the passing souls to sleep. You bring hope, Songkeeper.”

Birdie broke off a piece of scone and dipped it in the clotted cream, taking the moment to gather her thoughts. She had set the axe close to hand, haft resting against the table. “I have not met a Songling before. Or rather, I suppose I have,” she amended and then felt that she must explain. Oh, but where to begin? “He was no longer a true Songling. He had taken the talav of the Shantren, and I didn’t know it . . . until he betrayed me to the Takhran.”

Quillan stiffened at that and set his tankard down suddenly, questions strong in his eyes. “And yet you do not bear the talav. How then did you survive?”

“The Song was willing.” She chose the words carefully, and yet, as true as they might be, somehow it did not seem enough. Something about Quillan made her want to trust him. Something more than the knowledge that this man was a Songling, that he was her kin in a way that Inali with his secrets and treacherous plans never could have been. Perhaps it was time to tell the story as she had been unable to tell it to Ky or recall with Gundhrold. To relive those moments of doubt in the Pit, the horror of the twelve sleepers, the terror of the hatred she had discovered coursing through her veins, and the unbearable sorrow of Amos’s loss. To tear back the shield she had built to cover the aching and let the hurt bleed from her with the telling.

She found herself talking, and once she had begun, she could not stop. Spilling thoughts and hopes and fears as she had never been able to do with those closest to her—with Gundhrold or even Amos. She wondered at her openness to a stranger.

And yet, perhaps it was because he was a stranger that such openness was possible.

When the words ran dry at last, she sat back, unshed tears in her eyes. Quillan sat with his long legs stretched out before him, one arm folded across his chest, the other cupping his chin. His tankard was empty. For a long moment, he said nothing. Then he took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “So the sword is lost, then? A pity.”

“It was a . . . strange weapon.”

“A Songkeeper’s weapon.” Some of the tension lifted from his face, and a tinge of light crept back into his eyes. “A blade forged through the Song. That axe you carry is nothing but a tool, an instrument to be used as its wielder decrees. It may strike for good or ill intent. But the blade, ah, the blade . . .” His voice fell, became reflective, almost dreamlike. “It was said that there was a connection between the Songkeeper and the blade, a strand of melody that bound one to the other regardless of distance. It is a weapon crafted to be wielded only through the strength and power of the Song, so that it judges the thoughts and intents of its bearer’s heart and lashes out at those it deems unworthy.”

A tremor seized Birdie’s hand and ran along the bone to her shoulder. She clenched her fist, trying to forget the icy blast that had come from the sword as she stabbed the blade into the Takhran’s chest. The heat of anger had driven her to it. And still a small voice twisted inside her, stoutly refusing to regret the deed, only its failure. Unworthy, perhaps. But wrong? She was not convinced.

Still, that was one question answered. It explained the reactions of so many of those she had seen attempting to handle the sword. Until that moment when she wielded the blade against the Takhran, she had not understood their pain. And now she knew why.

Quillan sighed and refilled his tankard from a jug. He offered it to Birdie, but she declined. “It is said that few can withstand the Songkeeper wielding the force of the Song with the sword in hand, and if Tal Ethel itself were to be released at the same time . . . Well, the Takhran would surely have cause to fear. But if the sword is indeed lost . . .” He lifted the tankard as if toasting an invisible companion. “I suppose Emhran alone knows the path before us.”

“That’s just it. I don’t know the path before me. I am the Songkeeper. But I don’t know what that means. Not really. Am I meant to destroy the Takhran? To release Tal Ethel? The sword is lost. Am I meant to march into Cadel-Gidhar with Gundhrold and make a last stand with the Adulnae against the Khelari there? What can I do against the Takhran’s armies?”

She realized then that she was babbling, the words pouring from her like a flood tide, and suddenly the turmoil within seemed too great to be faced sitting down and she surged to her feet to pace around the small space. “Everywhere there is pain and suffering and loss, and I can hear it—all of it—pounding inside my head. And . . . I don’t know what I am meant to do.”

All was silent in the wake of her outburst.

She returned to her seat, scarce daring to look Quillan in the eye. But she could not avoid it. She forced herself to meet his gaze and whatever harshness and judgment resided there, only to find him smiling gently at her.

“The world, my dear, is a desperate, broken place. We cannot fix it, we Songlings and Songkeepers. We are not the Master Singer, capable of weaving the shattered threads of this world together. What can we seek but to do good with the moments and the gifts allotted to us?”

“‘To do good.’” Birdie repeated the words dully. They meant so much . . . and yet so little. Weak and feeble words compared to the weight of the decisions before her.

Quillan reached across the table and seized both her hands in his own, so intent upon speaking that he didn’t notice the end of his scarf trailing through his tankard and dripping mead onto the tabletop. “Yes, to do good.” Passion imbued his words with such force that Birdie’s gaze jerked to his face, and she felt a tinge of guilt for having been distracted by the damp tail of his scarf. “You hear the voice of Emhran. Listen to the Song. Yield to it. To be a Songkeeper or a Songling is not to possess power and control it, but merely to serve as a conduit, a passage for the Master Singer’s work.”

Releasing her hands, he gestured toward the pot of moondrops sitting in the center of the table. The fragile petals still hung in luminescent curls and spirals from the thick, milky stalks. From the look of it, the light would last several more hours before it faded. “We are like moondrops. The flowers do not possess Mindolyn’s light. They do not force Mindolyn’s light to shine where they will. They are merely vessels. And so it is with you . . . and with me.”

She stared into his eyes, searching the truth of his words, and the course of his melody blended with the depths of emotion roiling within, filling her with an overwhelming sense of urgency—and at the same time, an unbelievable sense of peace.

“We know so little of what is to come, Songkeeper. Little more than the loose threads that those with the gifting of foresight have heard and recorded over the years. But in your coming so many of those threads seem knotted together. I fear that the great battle is coming, and soon.”

His words chilled her. “Gundhrold says that it is a Songkeeper’s duty to fight.” He nodded gravely at that. “And yet Frey seems to abhor the idea of war or bloodshed.”

“Frey will not condone violence, regardless of the provocation or the peril. I am not a violent man, Songkeeper, and I do not condone killing. But I am a firm believer in the need to stand and fight, even shed blood, that wrongs may be ended and right restored. Some Songkeepers were chosen to bring peace, little one. Some to bring war. To face the terror of battle, wade into the fray, and bloody their hands so that peace might come in the end.”

“Peace.” Birdie whispered the word, and then found her courage and her voice. “I should like to bring peace.”

“Seek peace, then, little one.”

He spoke the words, although a part of him had to know—just as she knew—that peace was not likely to endure long in this world. She studied the bloodstained haft of the axe, seeming even redder and more lurid in the pale, white light from the moondrops. “And if I must fight?”

“Then fight well, Songkeeper, and may Emhran guide you.”
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The griffin came to a bone-jarring stop that lurched Ky’s stomach and flung him forward against the beast’s feathered neck. He scrabbled for a handhold and barely kept himself from flying off head over heels. The air expelled from his lungs with a forceful whoosh that left him gasping.

“We are here, youngling,” the griffin whispered.

He didn’t even seem breathless after the long run. Ky hadn’t been doing any of the work, but every bit of him ached as if he had taken a beating. He pushed himself up enough to peer over the feather-tufted tips of the griffin’s ears. Gundhrold had crouched halfway up the side of a slope, concealed beneath the shelter of a stand of trees. The slope rose above them, peppered with boulders, trees, and thickets of sage and heather. But Ky saw no sign of the dwarven fortress or the Khelari army.

A sneaking suspicion wormed its way through his mind. What if the griffin had been lying about helping him? What if Gundhrold truly thought he meant to betray Birdie to the Khelari and planned to do away with him instead?

Foolish, really. The griffin could have easily killed him there in the woods outside the camp rather than carry him for countless miles to this forsaken hillside simply to do the deed.

He swallowed hard. “So . . . where is ‘here,’ exactly?”

“The Khelari encampment lies in the valley beyond this rise.” The griffin spoke so softly he almost breathed the words rather than whispered them, but Ky still felt the rumble of his voice through his rib cage. “We have circled the valley so we are approaching from the west and not from the direction of your camp. No need to guide the Khelari hunt should we be discovered. From a strategic outlook, the peaks encircling the valley offer an incredible vantage point to rain down death upon the army and are undoubtedly crawling with spies and patrols. We must move on silently now, and singly, and we must be wary.”

Nodding, Ky slid from the griffin’s back, landing on bent knees to cushion the impact. But his legs were weak and trembling from the ride, and his knees gave out and almost spilled him at the griffin’s feet. He caught at a wing for support, drawing a soft growl from the creature. He hastily released the wing and got to his feet on his own.

“Stay close, youngling.” Gundhrold fixed him with a steely-eyed glare. “Do not think to leave my sight, else my vengeance will find you far swifter than the blades of the Khelari.”

No, siree. Wouldn’t dream of it.

Once again he swallowed, nodded, and crept after the griffin. Stiff-fingered with weariness, he eased the sling from his waist and loaded a sling-bullet into the pouch. He kept his eyes peeled for telltale movements around them—shadows in the wrong places, eyes glinting in the trees, winged shapes silhouetted against the night sky. Odds were there were ravens aloft, but at least cover wasn’t an issue. They drifted from boulder to tree to sagebrush, taking care to stay low and step silently. The carpeting of spring growth actually made the task more difficult; while the spongy leaves deadened the noise of footfalls, they also concealed the unevenness of the ground.

It didn’t take Ky long to find himself envious of the griffin’s limber form and four-legged surefootedness. He felt a blind and hapless thing in compassion. Give him the streets of Kerby any day—filthy crowds, rubbish-strewn alleys, blind corners and all—over this strange and unpredictable wilderness.

“Be still.” The griffin’s hiss brought him to an abrupt stop midstep.

Wings fluttered above. A raven?

Ky felt sweat beading on his forehead and trailing down his jawline. The flapping gave way to a soft croak of alarm and then grew louder, more harried. Cursing, Ky planted his feet and set the sling rotating, casting about for signs of the raven. There. To the left. He lined up the shot, gauging angles and distance.

Before he could release, the griffin reared back on his hindquarters. His extended foreclaws raked the raven’s tail feathers, but the bird shot out of reach, and the griffin’s wings were slow to unfurl. No way he could launch into flight and catch it in time. Still whirling the sling, Ky sighted in on the bird. It would be a hasty shot. Risky. His mouth went dry at the thought of it. Not even within sight of the army yet and already discovered.

Doomed to fail Paddy again.

The leather strap slipped through his fingers, releasing the stone into the night. Something about the shot felt right. He knew then, as he always did with a clean release, that it would strike true. Sure enough, the sling-bullet cracked against the raven’s skull, and it dropped to earth in a spray of blood and feathers, straight into the griffin’s open mouth. Gundhrold’s beak snapped shut with a satisfying crunch.

Shaking off the horror of the griffin’s feeding—and the knowledge that those same jaws could easily remove his hand or tear his head from his shoulders—Ky reloaded his sling and crept on up the slope. He dropped to toes and elbows as he neared the crest and wormed his way up to see the bowl-like valley sprawling before him, awash with firelight from the massive army encamped in a half ring before the far cliff face and the fortress of Cadel-Gidhar. Even in the moonlight, the sight was enough to make his jaw drop. Near as he could tell, the whole of Kerby could have easily fit within the enormous stone fortress that looked to have clawed its way out of the mountain to rear its proud head toward the sky. And yet, it wasn’t a piece of the mountain—not like the dwellings of the Saari. Cadel-Gidhar was clearly the work of skilled hands, and a fine work at that. Or it had been before spoiled by war.

The reek of battle and death filled the air. Smoke rose in patches from the valley floor and mountainside and from within the fortress. Here and there the dull glare of residual fires burned. Only a short while since the Khelari had arrived and already they had managed to set the world aflame. Seemed like it was the one thing they were good at.

“Well, youngling. You have seen them. What now?”

“Seeing’s not good enough,” Ky muttered, more to himself than to the griffin. “Got to get down in there, figure out what’s really going on, and try to find Paddy or any sign of him.”

“I trust you have a plan?”

Ky stifled a chuckle. ’Course he didn’t have a plan. In instances like these, having too much of a plan was almost certain to get you killed. Better to trust to instinct and not box yourself in with expectations. “Sure I do: Sneak in. Find Paddy. Sneak out again.”

“Admirable plan. Well considered, yet brief and direct.” Sarcasm was one two-legs skill that the griffin had just about perfected. If he hadn’t felt that twinge of suspicion in his gut, Ky might have believed Gundhrold was sincere. But given the fact that nobody ever liked his plans, he thought chalking it up to sarcasm was a safe bet.

“Obasi said something about the dark soldiers keeping most of the slaves on the front lines at night—called them ‘arrow fodder’ in case of an attack from the fortress. Reckon that’s a good place to start.”

“Front lines, eh? An even better plan.”

Ky started to rise, but the griffin’s wing blanketed him, knocking him flat again and giving him a mouthful of grit to boot. “And if you find young Paddy, your friend, what then, youngling?”

He spat out the dirt and shoved the griffin’s wing out of the way to free his head. “If I find Paddy, there’s no power on earth than can force me to walk away and leave him here on his own.”

That earned him a nod and, dare he say it, a glint of respect.

“So be it.” Gundhrold pulled back, allowing him to rise into a crouch. “There.” He jerked his beak toward a patch of blackness interrupting the steady lines of campfires and torches, just below and to their right. Ky tracked with him. It stood to reason that less light implied fewer soldiers and less chance of being caught. “Follow me, carefully, and I will guide you through the sentries. Be wary.” 

Ky nodded and they were off again, creeping down the slope toward the firelit valley.

Only a few steps in, shadows melted together, and the world darkened. Ky glanced up in time to see Mindolyn disappear behind a blanket of clouds rolling in from the north coast. He bit back a muttered curse. The loss of the moon would make no difference in the fire-dotted camp, but here in the pitch dark covering the slope, it left him in grave danger of missing his footing and breaking his neck. Not to mention stumbling across a Khelari patrol. He had run across the tiled rooftops of Kerby in rain and sleet without a smidgen of fear in his gut. Now he was forced to choose his footing carefully and slow his pace, even while the griffin forged steadily ahead. He soldiered on—blundered, really—aiming for the spot Gundhrold had indicated. He paused now and again to listen for sounds of the griffin’s movement, but the beast moved so silently he might have been nearly on top of him and never known it.

A rustle of movement came from somewhere on his left. Ky froze, senses prickling, and strained to see. Was it the griffin? Sentries? Sweat trickled down his forehead. The noise didn’t come again, and the griffin did not appear. So much for not leaving his sight. Teeth clenched, he inched forward again, dreading with each step to feel the sting of a Khelari blade. He reached the break in the line of campfires, a hollow in the earth that dipped below the level of the rest of the camp, and crept down into it. It was longer and wider than he had expected. Desperate for movement, he settled into a crouching half jog, scanning for signs of the enemy as he went. But even though he couldn’t see anything, the place didn’t feel empty, though he couldn’t have said exactly why that was. A heaviness in the air? A rustle of movement that might have been wind and yet wasn’t?

Maybe it was the griffin.

Halfway across, he caught a whiff of some eye-wateringly foul stench. And then stepped squarely into a pile of something warm and sticky. It squelched between his toes and slurped up the back of his ankle. Bile rose in his throat as the stench grew stronger. No mistaking the reek of fresh animal dung . . . and lots of it. He didn’t want to meet whatever massive beast could have left a pile that size. He slogged free of the mess and scrambled out of the hollow and up the other side, crouching in the tall grass just within the outskirts of the Khelari camp.

Snatching a handful of grass stalks, he silently scraped as much of the mess off his foot as he could and chunked the soiled wad back into the hollow. Great. At this rate, the Khelari wouldn’t even need to send hounds to track him down. Any foot soldier with a decent sniffer would be able to pick up his trail.

Just his luck.

Even at night, activity droned through the Khelari camp as he crept alongside. Sentries paced along the border of the camp, weapons glinting in the light of the campfires. He easily avoided them. It was the ones you didn’t see that you had to worry about. Soldiers marched from place to place. Horses neighed and nickered, and here and there the roar of a lion blended with the grunts and rumbles of other strange beasts. The camp itself hearkened to a city, laid out in blocks of squares divided by roads and walkways, with any number of dark “alleys” and hidey-holes within, the whole thing so massive that a fellow could easily get lost.

Or just as easily lose himself in the chaos.

Across the way, just beyond bowshot reach, the Caran’s fortress loomed: stolid, silent, and seemingly unconcerned with the horde gathered before its walls in this lull between assaults. And yet a line of tension ran between the two forces, like a bowstring drawn to its farthest reach. Having recently endured a siege—albeit on a much smaller scale—Ky recalled the strain of anxiety constantly heightened by the endless waiting and watching and dread of the next attack, warriors sleeping on their weapons, ready to leap to the defense at a moment’s notice.

A muffled cough drew his attention, and he pressed himself flat in the grass. Up ahead, in a quieter, darker section of the camp, a lone firepot guttered on a stand before what looked to be a large pen—more of a cage, really, since it had a roof—formed of long poles lashed together and fastened to stakes in the ground. Shadowy forms milled about within, indistinct even with the wavering light. Something about that seemed strange, but Ky couldn’t quite put his finger on it.

The cough came again, and then a lone soldier appeared around the side of the cage. He moved with an odd, rolling gait that seemed better suited for the deck of a ship than a battle in the mountains. Whistling a jaunty tune, he came to a halt beneath the firepot, keeping time by tapping a coiled whip against the side of his leg.

A slavekeeper.

The realization made Ky’s blood run cold. Because the thing that had been bothering him about the creatures in the pen suddenly made sense. There hadn’t been any reflection of eyes in the light of the firepot. Most animal eyes glinted at night. Human eyes didn’t. Sure, there were some exceptions on the animal side of things, but it was a safe bet that it wasn’t cattle or horses or hounds or anything of the like caged in there.

It had to be the slaves.

What were the odds that he would happen upon them so soon after reaching the camp? Maybe his luck had finally taken a turn for the better.

He waited until the whistling slavekeeper continued pacing his rounds and then started toward the cage, staying low to the ground. Three steps in, a twig snapped beneath his toes. He jerked to a halt, heart hammering painfully in his throat, and his fingers slipped to the haft of his sword. Too late he tried to duck back out of sight.

The slavekeeper twisted around and broke off his tune with a curse that would have made even Slack blush. The man flung his head back and opened his mouth. Ky didn’t wait. No time to get off a shot. Or even draw blade. He charged straight at the Khelari, clutching his loaded sling in one hand, dropped his shoulder, and hit the man low in the gut.

Down he went, and Ky with him. The man might not have been a soldier, but he moved well in a fight, managing to control his fall and twist around, longer arms and legs snaking around Ky and throwing him down. The crushing weight of the slavekeeper settled on his chest while the blood rushing to his head beat a panicked tempo through his ears. Wriggling like a fish on the line, he managed to keep his arms free, but scraped the healing burn on his right arm painfully across the ground. He rammed an elbow into the man’s thigh, sling straps whacking his own face with the force of the motion.

Sling.

The Khelari seized him by the shoulders and slammed his head against the ground. Jarring pain shot through his skull. He went still, and the Khelari relaxed slightly, sitting further back on his chest to let out a shout. “Hoi—”

Ky lashed out with the sling, cutting him off. The loaded end swung up and snaked around the man’s neck. He caught it in his free hand. Used it pull himself close. Cinched it tight. Twisted. His weight dangled from the strap as veins bulged on the slavekeeper’s face and neck. Even in the dark, Ky could see the flash of fear in the man’s eyes.

And the cunning.

The slavekeeper flung himself to the side, bringing Ky with him and sending them both rolling in a wild scramble of flailing limbs. Ky’s heel struck something hard—wooden—and as if from a distance, he heard the clatter of the falling firepot. Burning embers scattered across the ground. One singed his calf in passing. But there was no time to give it thought because the wind had been knocked from his lungs, and a fist hammered against the back of his head, and one leg lay twisted painfully beneath himself. He gritted his teeth and clung on.

Tightening his grip.

The blows weakened, the slavekeeper’s limbs trembled, and then he collapsed, mashing Ky to the ground beneath his limp form. He shoved the man aside, lurched to his feet, and bent down to release his sling. Breathing raggedly, he hunched over with his elbows resting on his knees. 

Smoke drifted toward him, followed by the pop and crackle of flame. Even before he turned to look, he knew what it was—the fallen firepot. The embers must have landed in the tall grass and taken hold. Pockets of fire crawled toward him, and one patch caught a breath of wind and ran down into the hollow. Within moments, the smoke thickened and spread.

Well . . . wasn’t luck a fickle thing?

Ky started toward the flames, not sure what he intended other than to put them out somehow. Then he remembered his bare feet and paused to take stock of the situation. An animal’s bellow sounded from the hollow. Deep, harsh, infuriated. Clearly something huge. The slavekeeper was stirring, already beginning to come around again, and within the camp, the alarm was spreading. There wasn’t much time.

Throwing caution aside, he dashed to the cage and seized the bars in both fists. A tug yielded nothing. Solid, of course. And the lashings were made from thick, new rope. Given enough time with the short sword, he could break through . . . But time was one thing he didn’t have. Still, it was worth a try if Paddy was here.

“Paddy?” He pressed his forehead to the bars, whispering at first, then calling out as loud as he dared. “Paddy? You in there? It’s me . . . Ky . . .”

Figures shifted within. The firelight behind him cast a long shadow and painted the lines of the bars in stripes across the slaves. Ky risked a glance over his shoulder toward the rest of the camp. The nearest tents teemed with activity motivated by the fire burning unchecked. What was it Migdon had said? Something about chaos being the friend of the desperate? Seemed true enough. He slid the sword from its sheath and knelt to saw at the ropes.

“What in blazes are ye doin’?” One of the captives separated from the mass within the cage and approached the bars, moving with a halting step that wrenched his body in a way that looked unbearably painful. “D’ye mean t’ get us all killed?” Fire glow fell across him, revealing an old man with a face weathered by years in the elements and a body diminished to little more than bone and sinew.

Ky straightened from his work and met the slave’s accusatory glare. “Not killed. Free.”

“That’s a fool’s hope.” The old man spat. “Don’t you know what fate they’ve threatened to any who are caught escapin’? Not a man here will risk it. Be gone while you have the chance.”

“He’s right.” Another voice broke in. This from a woman with a narrow, pinched face half covered in dried blood from a gash in her forehead. “There’s no hope for it. Leave us be. Don’t you go causing any more trouble than you already have!” Her voice bordered on hysteria.

Ky glanced down at the clunky blade in his hand. Hacking at the ropes that held the cage together had accomplished little. There wasn’t time to cut through enough to make a difference. From the shouts rising behind, it could only be a matter of seconds before the whole camp broke over his head. He had to act fast or not at all.

“Look.” He dropped the sword and seized the woman’s elbow through the bars. She stared at his hand, aghast, but he didn’t let go. “Help me and I can help you. Looking for a friend of mine—freckled, red hair. Goes by the name of Paddy.”

“Can you destroy every last one of these filthy dogs? Unless you can, there’s nothing you can do to help us.” She twisted free from his grip and retreated a step, darting wide-eyed glances past him. “Don’t know no Paddy. Don’t know nothin’. Leave us be.” Her voice fell to a harsh whisper. “They’re comin’. They’re comin’!”

The shouts behind grew louder, and Ky risked another glance over his shoulder. Dark figures approached at a run, buckets in hand, movements harsh and jerky in the unsteady light. In the hollow, the beast bellowed again—an enraged roar—joined a moment later by a second bellow, higher in pitch.

Time to be gone.

But he couldn’t give up. “He would have been injured. Leg wound.”

The woman just shook her head, not even looking at him now. Her clawlike hand darted to her neck, grasping a fistful of her dress and pressing it to her chest, giving him a clear view of the iron collar fastened tightly around her throat and the pus-oozing sores surrounding it. She backed away, melting into the mass of figures huddled just beyond the reach of the light.

“Wait!” Ky darted along the side of the cage, trying to catch sight of her again. “Wait. Are there any other slave pens in the camp?”

No answer.

With a groan, he slammed a fist against the bars, and the whole cage rattled. He could hear the slaves within, could dimly make out the shadowy outline of figures clustered as far away from him as possible. No help here.

He let his forehead rest against the bars.

“Hoi! Over here!”

The hoarse shout brought him spinning around to see the slavekeeper he had strangled lurching to his feet and pointing a trembling arm in his direction. He jerked into action. Bent down to snatch up his fallen sword and then raced for the confusion raging beside the fire. He dove headlong into the action, weaving through the smoke and the rush of slavekeepers and soldiers with buckets. Mustering every ounce of courage in his gut, he leaped over a patch of low flame—heat searing his bare feet—tumbled down into the hollow, and rolled upright, wincing at the prick of blistered skin.

He took off at a flat run across the hollow, finally grateful for the lack of moonlight. If anyone had seen his desperate exit through the fire, their eyesight would be hindered by the light, so they shouldn’t be able to spot him now. Of course, it meant he was running blind too, and it wouldn’t keep him from being spotted by any sentries patrolling the ridges surrounding the camp. He hadn’t seen any on the way down, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. And the fire would make them more alert. He was still a long ways from being home free. By his reckoning, he was about halfway to the slope now, and from there it was a quick jaunt down the other side and then a several-hours-long, bone-­jarring ride on the griffin’s back to the cave.

The griffin . . .

The thought crashed through his head, interrupting his stride. He eased to a walk and tried to recall the last time he remembered being with Gundhrold. On the way down, he’d assumed the griffin was somewhere ahead of him. Now he strained his senses for any sign of the creature. That’s when he noticed it: a whisper of air movement that washed over him, too strong and rank to be a breeze. Followed by the huff and wet snuffle of a breath.

He braced himself for the exhale, dread prickling its way down his spine. There was something in front of him. Something big. It shifted with a massive rustling of grass and crackling of shrubs. So close. Too close. He had stopped just in time. Another couple of steps, and he would have rammed into it.

The beast snorted, blowing out a blast of warm air that smacked Ky in the face. He gagged at the reek of it and fought to stand still. Silent. Eventually, though, he would have to move. He couldn’t just stand here all night, waiting for the beast to move or for a Khelari sentry to spot him. He peered into the dark, racking his brain for a way out.

And then he found that he could see. Whatever clouds had been covering the moon must have chosen that moment to roll back, releasing pale light into the hollow and revealing a monstrous beast with a body roughly the shape of a bull, only about four times as large. Ky had to tilt his head back to see the thick, stony carapace covering its head and running down along its neck and back, wrapping around to cover its chest like an ingrown suit of armor. Sleek leathery skin covered its flank and limbs. It stood as still as a statue, blocks of muscle taut like cut stone. Oddly enough, it wasn’t looking at him but past him, toward the camp . . . and the fire.

It let out a trumpeting bellow that reverberated through the hollows of its throat and rib cage, loud enough that Ky’s eardrums ached with the pain of it. He crouched, clapping his hands over his ears. Sword and sling were of no use here. It didn’t seem to have noticed him, but a beast that size could crush him without a moment’s thought.

Head lowered, the beast snorted and stamped one massive leg, and the impact shook the ground. Bellowing low in its throat, it took off in a wild, earth-shattering charge. Ky threw himself flat on the ground as it careened past and felt a hoof skim the air above his head. Then it was gone.

And still he didn’t dare move. Just lay with his face in the earth as if his bones had melted, breathing in the strange, musty scent of springtime soil, feeling the cool hand of a breeze rifling through his sweat-slick hair, grateful to find himself still alive.

Something brushed his shoulder and awareness flooded him again. He remembered where he was and what he had been doing, and that Khelari could be close behind. He lurched to his feet, groping for his sword.

It was the griffin.

Gundhrold cocked an eyebrow at him and scanned him from head to toe, then turned away. “Come, youngling.” He spoke in a soft rasp. “We must away.”

Blood glistened on the griffin’s neck feathers and stained the curve of his beak, and the tip of one ear was missing, but for once Ky didn’t bother with questions. Just brushed the dirt and soot from his trousers, settled his sword more firmly into his sheath, and swung up on the griffin’s back.

“Let’s go.”
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By the time they completed the bone-jarring, muscle-aching return trip and reached the outskirts of the Underground camp, Ky had made up his mind. And all things considered, he honestly wasn’t sure which would prove more painful—the trip or his decision. He tightened his grip on the griffin’s neck feathers when they reached the creek, bracing for the halt.

“Can we stop here?”

The griffin came to a plunging stop, breathing heavily, and cocked an ear back at him. Not yet ready to answer the unspoken question, Ky slid down behind the trunk of a tree and peered across the creek at the clearing and the cave behind it. They had halted far enough from the camp that they remained beyond the line that had been cleared, so there was plenty of undergrowth to serve as concealment. He was grateful for that and the extra time it would give him to figure out how to break the news to the others and how to deal with the mess of the night’s mission. They would be in danger now, but that was nothing new.

How much danger remained to be seen.

Dawn was but a memory, shredded by the onslaught of the sun. Gundhrold had taken a crisscrossing return route, nearly twice as long as the first journey. From the look of things, the Underground had been up and working for some time and had already accomplished much—food cooked, bedrolls stashed, newly cut wood stacked beside the entrance. Slack had them all at fighting practice now, and she marched up and down the lines and in between the groups, tossing that hatchet of hers from hand to hand without missing a stride and issuing commands like she had been born to it. It was a natural, familiar scene—for the Underground, at least. Trade the woods for the red-rock walls of the cavern, swap blue sky for a soot-stained ceiling, and replace Slack with Cade, and it might have been any other morning, any other day of the year, before that cursed raid had brought terror and death upon the city.

Leaves rustled behind him, and the griffin’s nearness set the hair bristling on his neck. He shifted his footing to look the creature in the eye and leaned one shoulder against the trunk for support. “Those slaves back there . . . at the Khelari camp. They were so far gone. It was like they didn’t even want to be rescued. Didn’t believe it could happen. Wouldn’t see it if it did.”

“Fear can do strange things to a man, youngling.”

“I know it.”

And he did. He’d felt a touch of that fear in the hold of the Langorian slave ship. The atmosphere there had reeked of it—a stench that clung to your clothes and followed you no matter how you tried to escape it. It was a fear that made you crawl into yourself, like a rat into a hole, to try to block out the rest of the world. A part of him—the part that still shivered at the memory of Fjordair’s knife—understood. But the part of him that had survived the hold, journeyed the desert, fought Cade tooth and nail, suffered the white plague, and escaped the slaughter of Siranos . . . That part that just wouldn’t give up couldn’t help but be frustrated at the slaves. All of them too consumed to see the chance for freedom staring them in the face. When the time came, he would have to make them see.

Wake them up.

Somehow.

“I have to go back.” The words escaped before he realized it. But once he had spoken them, he knew he had to say them again: a vow. “I will rescue the slaves. All of them.”

A soft, hissing noise sent a shiver racing down his spine. He jerked around to see the griffin with his chin tucked against his chest, shoulders shaking. Laughing. Only laughing. But it had to be one of the most unnerving sounds he had ever heard—and the most disappointing.

Did the griffin think it all a jest?

“I’m serious.” He ground the words between his teeth.

The griffin quieted, studying him. “Forgive me, youngling. I am no longer as skilled at identifying the manners of speech utilized by two-legs. I take it this was not sarcasm?”

“No.”

“How do you plan to rescue the slaves from beneath the watchful eyes of the entire Khelari army?” Gundhrold had his own watchful eyes trained on Ky, and he found himself withering a bit beneath the intensity of that stare. “These matters are beyond your skill, youngling. You strayed from my side in the dark. I know not how you evaded the sentries on the way down, but it was well that I came across them and not you.”

That explained both the blood on his feathers and why they had not met any patrols on their retreat from the encampment after Ky’s plan went up in flames. He felt his respect for the griffin growing, while a tinge of shame at his own clumsiness burned in his gut. Somewhere in the back of his head, he could hear Dizzier mocking him again.

“Though, perhaps, had you stumbled into the sentries, you would not have made it to the camp to cause such havoc.” Gundhrold’s voice hardened. “By the time I located you again, youngling, you had alerted the camp, lit the valley afire, and were about to be crushed beneath the hooves of a quimram. You were being followed by a slavekeeper—did you know that? One who bore your scent upon his hands and the marks of your sling around his neck. I slew him. It may be that the others will assume our night’s work was the result of a sortie from the dwarves within Cadel-Gidhar. May Emhran make it so. As for the safety of your camp, I laid such layers of false trails behind us, I trust that it remains safe. But we must lie low until the threat passes, like dune rabbits in their burrows.” Disgust tinged his tone. No doubt, “lying low” seemed a distasteful thing to a predator. “Hardly a successful mission.”

“It could have gone better.” That much Ky could admit, though he found it hard to meet the griffin’s gaze. Putting the Underground at risk was the last thing he had wanted to do. “The next one will.” He seized upon the chance to change the course of the conversation. “You said that thing was a quimram? What is that?”

“Nothing to be trifled with.”

Ky glared at him.

The griffin relented. “Quimrams are monstrous beasts possessed of incredible strength and rage when roused.”

“Yeah. I gathered that.”

“It has been long since one has been sighted anywhere in the world, though I suppose now that the Takhran has been concealing them in the putrid holes beneath Mount Eiphyr, breeding them to strengthen his army for such a time. No shield line can hold against the force of their charge, and even gates and walls cannot withstand their pounding forever.”

“So they’re, what, trained to be weapons?”

The griffin snorted. “Trained? Certainly not. One does not train a bow. One simply aims and releases, and the impetus of the string speeds the arrow on its way. So it is with the quimram. The beastkeepers stoke their fury, aim them where they will, and the beasts’ rage does the rest.” He dipped his head in a gesture that could easily pass for a shrug. “Or so the old tales say.”

There was something in that, something that could be useful . . . Ky’s brain latched onto the piece of information and held it tight, but he was too weary to unravel all the possible implications just yet. Maybe tomorrow, after some sleep.

“Next archer!” Gull’s voice rang out.

Ky snuck a glance around the side of the tree he leaned against. On the edge of the clearing to his left, a familiar dusty-haired figure skipped to the front of the practicing archers and took up her position on the firing line beside Gull. Meli. He was near enough to make out how her brow furrowed in concentration and the tip of her tongue poked out of the corner of her mouth. Her arms trembled at the strain as she drew back to shoot. Still such a little thing.

The string thrummed, followed a moment later by a solid thwack. He couldn’t see the target, but from the sound of it and Gull’s praise, it had been a good, clean shot. Not bad. He mouthed the words to himself. Still a little thing, yes, but no longer the tiny, helpless wisp he had taken on his first independent run.

She would be okay.

Mind made up, he pushed up to his feet, straightened his shoulders, and turned to walk into the camp—only to find the griffin once more studying him intently.

“You truly mean to leave them?”

The words stuck in his throat, but he managed to get them out. “I have to.” And somehow just saying it gave him the confidence to carry on. “I can’t just walk away and leave all those people caged up like that, and Paddy with them. I have to go back. I have to do something.”

“Go back where?”

Ky stiffened at the voice behind him and turned around. Birdie stood a few paces away, axe low at her side, dark hair lying in a tangled mess about her shoulders. She seemed breathless, and her cheeks were flushed, almost like she had been running. Come to think of it, he hadn’t seen her when he surveyed the clearing, and she had come up from behind them, away from the camp. Could’ve been nothing—she could have been on sentry duty—but he thought he caught a faint gleam of defiance in her eyes. Made him wonder what exactly she had been up to alone in the woods.

He cast a sideways glance at Gundhrold to see if the griffin had noticed, but the griffin was preoccupied with preening the dried blood from his feathers and only lifted his head to nod a quick greeting as Birdie drew nearer.

“You have been gone all night?” Birdie glanced from him to Gundhrold and back again. Understanding dawned in her eyes. “You have been to the war camp.”

It was a statement rather than a question. Ky resigned himself to admitting the truth. Might as well. He had made his decision after all. The others would find out soon enough. “Yeah, to scout the slave camp.” He eased himself to the ground—wincing at the stiffness that had gradually claimed his muscles—propped his elbows on his knees, and gestured with his head toward the empty spot between him and Gundhrold.

She hesitated before accepting his invitation, eyes flicking between him and the griffin, weighing the signs, trying to figure out what was going on. Only a moment, but enough that Ky noticed it. Life on the streets taught a fellow to be a master of reading subtleties in actions and expression. Just one of those things that was necessary for survival when choosing the wrong mark could get you strung up . . . or taken by the Khelari.

In halting words, Ky explained about the trip to the war camp and his decision to rescue the slaves. Birdie said nothing. She sat with her head cocked to one side, eyes downcast, an intent expression on her face as if she was listening to something in the distance. Her song, maybe? He didn’t know exactly what he had expected from her—disbelief, surprise, encouragement? Something more than silence at least.

Gundhrold sighed heavily. “Your determination comes from a stout heart, youngling. Have no doubt about that. But a stout heart is no shield against the weapons of the Khelari. They will have doubled—nay, even tripled—the watchers after this night. And if it should come to blows, what can your sling and sword do against the numbers that will surround you? You cannot hope to succeed on your own.”

“I’ll figure something out. I always do.”

Birdie stirred, blinking as one awakening from a dream. “I will help.”

“You, little one?” The griffin sounded surprised, and after a night on the hunt with him, Ky got the feeling that he wasn’t surprised by much.

She nodded. “It is a Songkeeper’s place to seek to do good, isn’t it?”

“It is.” A softness crept into the griffin’s voice, and he stooped to look Birdie in the eye, wing hovering around her shoulder. Ky suddenly felt an outsider in his own plan. “And it has long been the Songkeeper’s mission to free the captives and release those in chains.”

That stirred up a flash of memory. Manacles biting into his wrists, grit in his teeth, pirates and soldiers at his back. Birdie’s song had freed him from chains then. But her strange powers seemed inconsistent at best. She might have freed them that day on the beach, but they had spent weeks in captivity on the Langorian ship. Maybe she had learned a mite more since then. Maybe she could control it better now.

But it wasn’t something he counted on to have his back in a fight.

Gundhrold’s furrowed brow only confirmed his doubts. “The Songkeeper’s aid is not an insignificant thing, youngling, and yet it will not be enough. This is no small raid you are undertaking. Are you prepared to risk all? Are you prepared to risk them?”

“Them?” Ky started to his feet. It brought him face to face with the griffin, with that fierce, hooked beak only inches away from his eyes. But he wouldn’t back down. Not on this. “Hold on just a minute. They’re not going to be involved. I mean to do this on my own.”

“And yet you cannot succeed on your own.”

Then I’ll die trying.

The words blazed through Ky’s mind, but he halted them before they reached his tongue. Sometimes dying seemed the easy way out. No more responsibility. No more driving need to protect. No more burning shame when he failed. But what good would dying do the slaves or the Underground? If he died in the fight, he would have failed them all.

He folded his arms across his chest, trying to imitate the belligerent stance that Hawkness had been so good at. “I won’t force them into battle.”

“But you will need their help.” Gundhrold sat back on his haunches, head cocked to one side, blinking at Ky. “Why do you train them in the arts of war if you do not wish to lead them into battle?”

“So they can protect themselves.” He wasn’t naïve enough to believe that they could find some hole in the ground in which to hide while everything burned around them. But preparing them to defend themselves was a far cry from leading them into battle.

“But they are your army, are they not?”

Ky resisted the urge to laugh at the bitter irony of it. Because wasn’t that how Cade had viewed them—as his personal army? And wasn’t that what had led to so much of the conflict between the two of them? Cade had trained his runners, hammered and shaped them, and then unleashed them in his own personal vendetta against the dark soldiers, counting the lives lost as the expected cost of achieving victory.

That wasn’t what Ky hoped for the Underground. The streets might have honed them into something more than mere kids, but they were not warriors. And yet, who was he to decide which lives were worthier of saving? The Underground? Or Paddy and the slaves?

Hang it all!

“Archers, retrieve your arrows.” Gull’s voice snapped Ky back to himself.

Slow, plodding footsteps crashed through the woods, followed by a lighter, fleeter step. Ky pulled away from Birdie and Gundhrold and pressed his back against the trunk of the tree, hoping the surrounding undergrowth grew thick enough to shield him. He motioned for them to get down too. The griffin’s face wrinkled in distaste, but he hunkered down behind a thicket of sage on the bank of the creek, and Birdie crouched at his side. Maybe hiding was foolish, but Ky’s mind was still too muddled to answer questions.

The clumsy footsteps drew nearer and then came to a stop. He heard a long intake of breath . . . and then silence. The second set of footsteps moved on, starting and stopping in short bursts. But the seconds ticked past and still there came no sound from the closer runner. Cursing himself as a fool, Ky pushed up just enough to peer through the thick foliage—and saw Syd standing only a few feet away, mouth open, white-blond hair falling in a tangled thatch over his forehead, bow and empty quiver in his hands. He was looking right at Ky. There was no curiosity in his gaze, only puzzlement.

“Syd!” Meli called from deeper in the woods. “I found one. Did you find the other?”

Syd blinked once. Twice. Then he clapped his mouth shut, gave Ky a solemn nod, and crashed away through the undergrowth. He dipped down into the creek bank, emerged a moment later with a dripping arrow in his hand, and then was gone. Seconds later, Gull gave the command to fire again.

Ky rose and brushed himself off. He had already spent too much time skulking in the woods, and he was no closer to an answer than when he had arrived. Or maybe he was close to it—sitting right on top of it, in fact—but he just couldn’t stomach it yet. “Come on. We should go. I need time to think.”

Claws stung his shoulder, halting him. “And to lie low.”

Right. Lying low. Just what he was good at.

•••

The faces of the slaves in the pen haunted him. He couldn’t forget the deadness of their eyes or the empty expressions on their faces. He saw them in the embers of the evening cook fire and saw them in the encroaching shadows when Mindolyn dipped behind the trees. He saw them when he closed his eyes to rest and when he bent over the creek in the morning to wash the sleeplessness from his face. And when spurts of sleep did come, their faces melted and blurred until a dozen Paddys stared back him, eyes blazing with accusation.

Calling him a coward because he couldn’t bring himself to leave.

Not yet.

So he threw himself into work, pitching in alongside his runners from sunup until sundown. Simply living from one moment to the next. Lying low, while Gundhrold patrolled beyond the camp. Completing one task and moving on to the one that followed. No weighty decisions. No life-and-death plans. Just hunting, gathering, training, maintaining—the life of a runner. With all of them working side by side, in a matter of days the cave was no longer just a cave. It had sheltered lookout positions, secret paths through the woods, a true fire pit inside the cave in addition to the cook-fire ring in the clearing, and the beginnings of a set of shelves to hold food supplies and a rack for weapons—it was well on its way to becoming a functional hideout that Hawkness would have been proud of, replacing the cavern that had been their home.

It should have satisfied him. But the restlessness only grew.

Ten days after his visit to the slave pens, he found himself pacing through the woods, rolling a sling-bullet through his fingers. He was not far from the camp—only a short walk beyond the lookout stations. An empty supply sack was slung over his shoulder. He’d told Slack that he would be out gathering. Hadn’t had much luck yet. Pity collecting thoughts didn’t count.

The harsh croak of a bird stopped him short. A mountain hawk sprawled in the loam a few feet away. Wings bent, neck limp, the wicked tip of a Khelari quarrel protruding from its spine. Ky crouched beside it. He plucked a loose feather from the earth and held it up to his eyes. Banded rust and gold with flecks of black. Tip glistening with blood. A baleful light filled the bird’s eyes. It shrieked at him, and its wings fluttered in a pitiful attempt to rise.

“Easy, easy. It’s all right.” Ky scooted back.

The bird settled again. Twitched feebly. And then its head flopped back, emitting a short, raspy croak before it shuddered and was gone. Ky stood, unable to account for the rush of anger in his chest. Hawks weren’t meant to end up like this, helpless and flightless on the earth. Grounded in death. They were meant to soar the skies, fierce and wildly free. Like Hawkness. He had lived up to his name, a true freedom fighter and every ounce the legend the Underground had believed in for so long. It was why they had chosen the hawk as their symbol—because the Underground had stood for freedom too.

Then.

Ky paced beside the dead bird, stepping around the scattered feathers. He weighed the sling-bullet and the feather in opposing hands. Over the past week, the Underground had started pulling together. The issues with Slack hadn’t completely disappeared—she still had her set of followers, and he had his, and navigating the division between them was a dangerous maze—but things were beginning to run smoothly. They ate. They trained. They posted lookouts. They laughed and shared stories around the evening campfire. They slept.

They were safe.

But it was all so pointless.

Order, work, discipline. All of this, he had given to them. But the Underground needed more. It needed a purpose. Cade had known that, even if Ky had a hard time seeing it then. In Kerby, they had existed to spite the dark soldiers who had tried to crush them, whether it was petty raiding like pilfering cheese from the garrison kitchen or simply surviving when all the odds foretold their death. They had taken what they needed to survive, but they had also taken a fair amount of pride in bearding the lion in his den and living to roam the streets another day.

Out here, what pride was there in simple survival?

This comfortable safety would tear them apart. He had to give them something to fight for. Something to believe in. As surely as he needed to find it for himself.

Across the way, dull red berries dangled from the thorny limbs of a chita, reminding Ky of his excuse to come out here. With a sigh, he got to work. He pocketed the sling-bullet and the feather and started plucking berries from the bush and stowing them in his sack. At least he needn’t come back empty handed, though the berries were at the far end of ripe. The scarlet flesh was already bursting through the dull skin, mushing between his fingers as he picked.

Staining his skin.

His mind went back to the feather tip dyed in blood, and an idea struck him. The answer to both his problems. On impulse, he shed his lion-skin jacket and spread it out on the ground. This—this was taking a page from Migdon’s book. At the very least, it was just theatrical enough to be something Migdon would have condoned.

He gathered loose feathers from the ground, then emptied his sack of chita berries and crushed them between his fingers until the juice ran down into his palm. Dipped a finger in and studied the broad canvas of his fringed jacket. He wasn’t much of a hand at drawing, but it wasn’t about the craftsmanship so much as it was about the symbol.

Hawkness’s symbol.

•••

Myriad melodies danced around her. Birdie could see them when she closed her eyes, like miniscule luminescent orbs weaving in and out of the hazy afternoon sunlight filtering through the trees. The melodies of Underground runners working in the clearing, insects droning through the spring grasses, wild creatures roaming through the woods beyond, and the griffin sunbathing beside her. She knelt on the bank of the creek, damp earth seeping into her worn leggings as she slowly unwound the bandage from her wrist and lowered her hand to soak in the coolness. It was fortunate that Gull was a fair hand with needle and thread; otherwise her tattered clothes wouldn’t have survived this long. As it was, both leggings and tunic were a patchwork of seams and scars. An odd picture of the world she lived in.

“Your wrist is healing well, Songkeeper.”

She nodded, twisting her fingers and wrist through the gentle current. It was soothing. The bite wounds had long since scabbed and begun to heal, pale pink flesh showing through ragged tooth marks. The bone did not ache as it once had. It was more a lingering weakness now—one that she still found endlessly frustrating.

Ky’s melody alerted her to his presence before the first crackling twigs announced his arrival. He dashed up to the opposite side of the creek a little ways down and paused on the bank, breathing hard. Birdie bit back a gasp at the sight of him. Hawk feathers intertwined with the fringe of his lion-skin jacket and trousers. The hide itself had been painted with a series of symbols in the shapes of predator birds in flight and claws marks, all in a dull red that looked like blood. His hands were stained with the same dye. He looked a fearsome, savage creature.

Head thrown back, his gaze roamed the woods until he saw her and the griffin and sloshed across the creek toward them, a sack slung over one shoulder. “I have a plan.”

“Indeed, youngling?” The griffin lifted his head and flicked one lazy eye in Ky’s direction, but if he noticed anything unusual about the boy’s appearance, he obviously didn’t consider it worth rising. He let his head fall back and huffed a long breath through his open beak. “Past time, isn’t it? Spending weeks skulking in the woods may not be unusual for a band of ragged street rats, but it is hardly the course of action for a Songkeeper.”

Birdie ignored the rebuke in his words and stood back from the creek, wiping water from her hand onto her damp leggings. “You have a plan to free the slaves?”

“You both sound so surprised.” Ky dropped the sack at his feet and folded his arms across his chest. “The pieces have been rattling around inside my head since I first set foot in the Khelari camp. Trying to sort them all out, though . . . Well, that was the tough—”

“I trust it is a better plan than last time, youngling.”

Ky just rolled his eyes at that. “We’ll need fire. Lots of it. And noise. Flaming arrows and a couple dozen of those battle horns we took from Siranos should do the trick.”

Gundhrold’s eyes narrowed with comprehension. “You mean to bait the quimram.”

His words made no sense to Birdie, but Ky gave a confident nod and rocked back on his heels. “Yes. Nothing like a decent distraction plus a solid ounce or two of misdirection to get any raid off to a good start.”

“You play with fire, youngling.”

“Maybe.”

Birdie picked up her discarded bandage and carefully wrapped her wrist. Extra support made it easier to trust the limb. And if it was to be a dangerous raid, she would want both hands to wield her axe. She glanced up at Ky. “Why are you dressed like that?”

His shoulders twitched in a shrug, but his jaw was set. “Gundhrold’s right. Leaving isn’t the answer. I’m going to need help from the Underground to make this work. And maybe they need me to make this work for them too.”

A note of iron determination coursed through his melody. Gone was the tremor of indecisiveness, of anxiety. It was the strongest—and hardest—she had ever seen him. It worried her. Using her teeth, she tied off the bandage and let her hand fall to her side. “What do you mean to do?”

He had already started marching toward the camp with a long, loose-limbed stride that reeked of confidence. He didn’t bother turning around, his answer floating back over his shoulder. “What I have to.”
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It sounded great in theory. Not so much in practice. Standing on the boulder with the sack at his feet and all the Underground runners staring in astonishment at his outlandish gear and the short sword belted at his side, Ky found himself at a loss for words. The plan of action had seemed so clear in the woods. Both the slaves and the runners mattered. He couldn’t ignore one or the other. So he would recruit the runners to his mission, and together they would free the slaves, and by uniting the two, he could protect all of them.

But when it came down to the meat and bones of it, he knew he wouldn’t be able to protect all of them. And what he was about to ask—it was far more than Cade ever had. He fingered the hawk feathers on his jacket as he scanned the crowd. Near the front, Slack and her crew glared up at him. The suspicion in their eyes grounded him. He drew a deep breath.

It was time to be bold.

“I know we’ve all heard tales about Hawkness. He was a hero in Kerby, a legend.” As the words began to flow, he sought Birdie in the crowd. She stood with her head lowered, hair veiling her eyes. Maybe he should have warned her that he planned to talk about Amos. “But I traveled with him a bit, and I got to know him. And I realized that he was more than that. He was something we can all be. Just an ordinary man who fought oppression. One of the first rules of the Underground has always been to look out for yourself . . .”

The runners muttered agreement, but he cut them off. “But that’s not our way anymore. Sure, we got a good place here. We’re safe, but there’s many who aren’t. Paddy, Dizzier, all those who’ve been taken by the Khelari and turned into slaves.”

Over the heads of the runners, he caught sight of Obasi lurking at the back of the crowd, but the Saari wouldn’t meet his gaze either. No support there, then.

Ky drew in a deep breath, squared his shoulders. “Maybe you can forget about them, but I can’t. I mean to do something about it, and I’m offering you the chance to join me.”

Slack’s snort cut through the crowd. “Oh, that’s just grand.”

“No one will be forced to fight. Choose for yourselves. Anyone who wants can stay behind with the young ones.” Another snort. “But this is your chance to stand for what is right, like Hawkness and the outlaws of old.” He reached for the sack at his feet.

“Hold on, just a moment.” Gull shoved his way to the front. “You’re talkin’ about scads more’n nickin’ a few loaves of bread, Ky. Even more’n robbin’ the Khelari supply wagons—and we all know how that went down. This is beyond us.”

“It’s dangerous, sure, but I have a plan.” This wasn’t turning out like he’d hoped. Absently, he palmed a sling-bullet form his pouch, squeezing it as he tried to instill every ounce of the confidence he had felt in the woods into his voice so he could talk over the muttering. “We’ve trained. We know how to work together as teams. We aren’t just street rats anymore—”

“Delian’s fist!” Slack’s shout cut across both his speech and the murmuring in the crowd. That girl had a fine pair of lungs, no denying that. She flung up her hands and marched up to the base of the boulder, elbowing Gull out of the way. “I can’t listen to this pack of lies anymore. This what you’ve been after all along? Your own little army? We all know you stood against fighting the Khelari when it was Cade’s idea, but now that it fits in with your plan, all of a sudden we’re supposed to just march blindly in your footsteps?”

“What? No—”

“You’re a fool, Ky. A worthless fool playing at being Cade.” Her voice shook with anger in a way that surprised Ky. He had half believed it all an act—just another attempt to undermine him and make him look the idjit. “He was worth twice of you, you lying, snake-tongued hypocrite.” She swung to face the runners and shook her hatchet in the air. “You lot can stand around and put up with the sort of drivel he likes to spout, pretend it’s not all a load of hokum, but I’m done with it.” She spat and turned away. “I’m done with the lot of you!”

It was all spiraling out of control.

From the top of the boulder, Ky watched her words take effect, dissolving the runners into confusion and division. All the things he had been trying to defeat. His speech, the hawk feathers, his plan to unite the Underground to a greater purpose—Slack had blasted it all to bits. Her words hammered his chest like sling-bullets. He tried to shrug them aside. Knew he shouldn’t let her get to him. But hang it all, they were just so close to achieving something good. To having a mission again. Couldn’t Slack look beyond herself for five minutes?

The warning echoed in his mind. Shouldn’t let her get to him. Shouldn’t . . .

His fist tightened around the sling-bullet.

“Wait.” He vaulted over the edge of the boulder. “Slack, you need to understand.” The runners cleared out of his way. He managed to get one hand on her shoulder—the hatchet arm—but she jerked free and let fly with a punch.

He saw it coming. Just enough to duck his head so her fist cracked against the bridge of his forehead instead of the tip of his nose. It stunned more than hurt. Slack let out a hiss of pain and pulled back, shaking her hand, but it didn’t slow her down. In seconds she was back and coming for him—this time with the hatchet in play. He had the short sword belted around his waist, but there wasn’t time to draw it. And it wasn’t like he wanted to try to kill her. Not really.

She brought the hatchet arcing toward him, and he dodged. Just in time. It whistled dangerously close to his ear. Seemed she didn’t share his view on the whole no-killing thing. He lashed out with one fist then the other, more to ward her off than to cause any real damage, but somehow she ducked the first only to lunge right into the second.

Her head snapped back, and Ky pulled back, a twinge of guilt in his gut. She dabbed at her mouth with the back of her hand, and her glare hardened.

Now she really looked ready to kill.

“Enough!” The griffin let out a roar and leapt through the crowd, bowling over a dozen runners in his way, but Ky shoved himself between Gundhrold and Slack.

“Wait!” He held her gaze. “This what you wanted, Slack? A challenge?”

She grinned down at him, and a sickly sort of grin it was too, with the blood from her split lip staining her teeth. “So, what, now you’ll accept? Winner takes the Underground?”

A hand touched his shoulder. “Ky, surely there’s another way . . .”

Birdie. He forced himself to swallow past the lump in his throat and gave her a slight shake of his head. This had gone on long enough. He couldn’t ensure the safety of the Underground and rescue the slaves while battling Slack every step of the way. It had to stop. Could he beat her? He had to.

“You want a fight, Slack? You got it.”

“Right-o!” Gull clapped his hands. “Come on, runners. Form the Ring!”

Ky started to object but bit his tongue instead and watched as the runners lined up side by side, forming a circle around him and Slack. What did it matter how he fought her? He had tried to do things his way. Time and again, he had tried. But maybe the only way Slack could understand was Cade’s.

Opposite him, Slack bounced on her toes. She swung her hatchet, then let go of the handle with a flick of her hand and let the weapon spin up and around her wrist before catching it again.

Ky eyed the curved edge of the blade. “It’s a bare-knuckles fight. No weapons.”

“Getting a bit ahead of yourself, aren’t you?” Slack spun the weapon again, this time letting it spin up and around one wrist and then up and around the other, before catching it and falling into a ready stance. “Way I see it, I’m the challenged party, and the challenged party gets to choose the manner of fightin’.”

“You challenged me first.”

“And you refused. Which means this time you challenged me.” She gave the hatchet another spin and sneered at him over the blade. “So I get to choose, and I say we go with weapons. Not picky about what kind. You’re going to lose either way, so arm yourself, Shorty, and let’s get it over with.”

Ky rolled a curse over his tongue but didn’t give voice to it. Weapons it was, then. Pulling punches in a fist fight was one thing, but when it came to an armed fight, well, it was a foregone conclusion that someone would get hurt. Maybe killed. Pride was a poor thing to cost your life.

But what choice did he have?

“Any day now.”

Ky sucked in a deep breath and unbuckled the sword belt from his waist, letting the sword drop to his feet. Gull pounced on it and dragged it clear of the ring. He wouldn’t need it, and in any case, he didn’t want it. He had never managed to win with a sword against Cade. And anyway, this was between him and Slack, his way and hers, sling and hatchet. It was the only way to go.

He checked the pouch at his waist, selected a stone—not a sling-bullet—and slipped it into the sling’s pocket. “Ready.”

“Right-o. First one to lose their weapon forfeits. An’ go.”

The words had hardly left Gull’s mouth before Slack lunged at him. Clearly she meant to make quick work of this fight. He couldn’t agree more. He had to disarm her quickly. Catch her off guard.

She cut left and then right, and he leapt wide of the strikes, blade whipping past his chest. He ducked to the side below her third strike, letting her momentum carry her past him, and then lashed out with his sling as she wheeled. The loaded pouch wrapped once around the haft of her hatchet and locked against itself.

Setting his feet, he yanked back on the straps, hoping to jerk the hatchet from her grip. But she clung on like a limpet, and he only succeeded in pulling her forward. Into striking range. Her fist smashed into his jaw, hard enough that his teeth clacked together and the ache ran up the side of his skull. But he shook off the pain. Didn’t let go of his sling, just pulled it in tight. Anchored it against his side. Tucked his chin, like he should have done at the start—like Dizzier had drilled into him again and again—and managed to get his free hand up to block.

To hit.

The moves ran though his head, and his body reacted, muscles responding as trained, without conscious thought driving them. He had always fought so outclassed against Cade and Dizzier, both much bigger and stronger than he was. With Slack, most of that weight advantage was gone. And for once, the fight felt natural. Just his sling and his fists. No clunky sword to get in the way. It was strange . . . and glorious. Because he wasn’t fighting for himself. He was fighting for Paddy, for the slaves, for everyone he could help protect if he continued to lead the Underground.

And maybe he was fighting just a little bit for himself too.

Because Slack—more so than Dizzier, even more so than Cade—knew how to get under his skin and nettle him, make him feel small and useless and unworthy of this trust.

He peppered her with light blows and then landed two solid hits, and Slack screamed with rage. She had never been able to see him as anything but Cade’s punching bag. How could she know that each time he’d been knocked down, it had made him that much more resilient? She was fighting the one who had survived those fights and emerged stronger.

Slack rammed in close, fast, pummeling his side with her free hand, then hooked her leg behind his knee. His back struck the earth, and her weight slammed into him, driving the air from his lungs. Still he kept his grip. But her fingers tore at the sling, and without his pull providing tension to the line, she’d soon have her hatchet free, and then where would he be? Pinned to the ground. An easy target. She wouldn’t even have to aim.

Quick as the thought struck, Ky let one of the strings slip through his fingers so that her next tug pulled the hatchet free. It surprised her. Threw her off kilter so he was able to kick her knee out from under her and roll out and away. The fall had left him winded enough that it took some effort to get his limbs under him. He paused on hands and knees, head hanging, gulping in air. Caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye but didn’t so much see the coming attack as sense it.

Slack let out a yell.

He lunged back onto his heels just in time to see her hatchet slam into the earth where his hand had been resting a moment before and split a root neatly in two. The severed end stuck up out of the earth, pale and oozing sap. A wash of cold anger swept through his gut. Could have been his fingers she’d lopped off without a thought. Or even his hand.

The anger drove him to his feet a safe distance away. She lurched to her feet as well, loose strands of hair hanging in a leaf-strewn tangle around her face. Without breaking eye contact, he readied his sling. It dangled limp from his hand. The stone had fallen out in the struggle. He pawed through his pouch for a replacement. Fingers closed around an iron sling-bullet. Passed over it in favor of stone. Stone would get the job done and do less damage.

He wasn’t crazy. Not like her.

She eased toward him, and he backed away, keeping the distance. It took an experienced hand to get off a skilled shot at a moving target at a short distance—or any distance, really. Too close, and he wouldn’t have enough time to react. She must have had the same thought, because she chose that moment to lurch toward him. He swung a rapid loop and released, shutting his eyes for the instant the stone shot free. It would be close, but it felt right.

It would strike true.

Slack let out a hiss of pain, startling his eyes open as the hatchet slipped from her hand, landing with a dull clank beside her toes.

“Weapon down!” Gull swooped in and seized the hatchet, raising it above his head for all to see. “Weapon down. I declare Ky the winner.”

Slack clutched her injured hand. His stone must have struck her wrist. Probably just numbed it, though there was a chance it was broken. Sure beat having your fingers lopped off. But from the look on her face, she didn’t see it that way. She let out a shrieking war cry and hurtled forward, knocking Gull out of the way.

There wasn’t time to throw up his fists, reason with her, or even turn tail and run. She slammed full body into him, and down they both went. Her hands clawed at his throat, trying for a choke hold, but he broke free and shot back to his feet, fists raised. Circling. Weaving. Striking. The fight dissolved into the wild onslaught of blows and the moments between—the shock of a solid hit, the burn in his knuckles, the air expelled across his lips. With each punch, he felt the cold anger in his gut rising. He put more and more force behind his blows, letting his frustration with Slack drain from him, until he was panting for breath. She stumbled back, tripped over her own feet, and wound up flat on her back.

He looked down at her over his cut and bleeding knuckles. Saw the steel behind the pain and the fury in her eyes. Watched as she tried to push herself up, wincing from the blows he had landed. And he knew. She wasn’t the sort you could beat by fighting. Knocking her down would just make her more determined to get back up and have another go, and another, until she knocked you down too, or wore you out trying. She was determined. Dauntless.

She was him.

And he was Cade.

That thought washed through the last of the anger, extinguishing the burn and leaving nothing but a cold hollow inside of him. He stumbled back, swaying a little on his feet as all the aches and pains rushed through him, and surveyed the crowd. The runners had broken the ring and were scattered in clumps, eyeing him warily.

He must look a fright. Battered, bloodied, and bruised. He had taken as good as he had given, but he had soiled his hands, become the bully he had always despised. And for what? This hadn’t fixed matters. If anything, it’d no doubt made it worse.

But there was nothing for it now. Nothing but to put a bold face on it, stake his claim to the Underground, and press on for the sake of the good that he could do. It wasn’t such a terrible thing, was it, doing a little evil to achieve much good?

His heart told him that it was.

Wincing, he limped over to the sack and upended it on the ground. Hawk feathers and chita berries spilled out around his feet. He sucked in a ragged breath. “This is your chance to be more, Underground. Fight with me to bring freedom to the slaves. Fight with me and be worthy of bearing Hawkness’s sign, of being one of his Raiders. Fight with me—”

With a groan, Slack started to rise, and he turned to offer her his hand. Dor elbowed past him and got there first. And then Birdie was there too, eyes cast away from him as she bent over Slack from the other side. Slack shoved them both away and levered up to her feet on her own power, but then might have fallen if they hadn’t both gotten a shoulder under her arms. He jumped to help and got a hand beneath her elbow before she yanked away.

It gave him a good look at the bruises forming from his handiwork. The fight had been provoked—demanded—and he had fared no better, but that empty feeling in the pit of his stomach churned all the same.

“We leave tomorrow at dawn.”

Then he turned and fled into the woods.

•••

He didn’t look up as Birdie approached, just sat slumped on a rotting log with his elbows on his knees and his chin cupped in his hands. Blood and dirt stained his desert leathers and made his hair stick up in ragged spikes around his head. It made him look even fiercer and more savage than he had before. Midmorning light cast slanted rays through the trees on all sides, but he and his log were in shadow. It was like he had tried to find the one spot that matched his own dark mood. That, or his mood had drained the light from the spot.

She scuffed her feet as she neared, trying to give him some warning that someone was approaching. Either he didn’t care, or he was so far lost in his thoughts that the noise meant nothing to him. His melody was the truly troubling thing, though. She couldn’t recall ever hearing such a roiling, confused sound from him before. It was a melody at war. Not quite sure what to say or do, she lowered herself to the ground beside him and wrapped her arms around her knees. For a long moment, they just sat there in silence.

“That was a . . . mess.” He spoke without lifting his head, and his melody thrummed with shame.

She just nodded. “Are you all right?”

His shoulders twitched in a half-hearted shrug, and silence fell between them again—such a long pause that Birdie shifted uncomfortably and cast an anxious glance back toward the camp. She was intruding. She should go back and join the others in the work that Gundhrold had given them to prepare for the raid. Eleven of the runners had stepped forward and claimed the hawk feathers Ky had scattered on the ground. The rest were either too young and had to be turned aside by Gull or were members of Slack’s crew.

“It’s just . . . I don’t know why Cade left the Underground to me.” Ky fingered his swollen, bloody knuckles. “What do I know about leading?” With a harsh laugh, he brought his head up, chin jutting as if daring her to defend him. Then he blinked, and it seemed the anger drained away, and there was something so wholly lost and helpless in his gaze that Birdie wanted to do nothing more than gently pat the top of his head like she had seen Madame do to her sons back at the Sylvan Swan and whisper that everything would be okay.

But she hesitated, and he turned away, voice and jaw hardening as he visibly steeled himself, locking out the pain and confusion and slipping back into his usual self as one dons an old set of clothes. “You should look in on Slack. Make sure she’s all right.”

“What about you?” She reached for his hands. The Song had not urged her to heal him, but perhaps it would come as she worked. At the least, she could wash off the blood and bind up his wounds. “Let me see to them for you.”

He jerked away. “No.”

She drew back, a twinge of hurt in her chest. Did he not trust her anymore? Did he think her a witch, like the others?

“Don’t worry about me, Birdie.” Weariness flooded his voice. “I’ll be fine. You will help Slack, though?” At that, a glimmer of hope came into his eyes, and she couldn’t just dash it without a second thought. No matter what Slack thought of her and her gift.

“I’ll try.”

“Good. That’s good.” He slumped back over his knees and let his head droop, clearly done with the conversation. Every line of his body pointed to an exhaustion that went deeper than mere lack of sleep and overexertion. It was a feeling Birdie knew well.

She rose and turned back toward the camp. Almost unconsciously, she hummed a few notes of the Song in passing and felt Ky’s melody stir in answer, awakened by the Master Song, only to abruptly withdraw. Retracted and stifled, as if beneath a cloak.

Clearly her comfort was not wanted.

Back in the ordered chaos of the camp—a maze of runners loping this way and that, dispatched on errands by Gundhrold—it took her some time to find Slack. She fetched a clean bowl of water and bandages and then trailed Slack’s melody to her location. The older girl sat by herself, huddled at the back of the cave, visible in the dim light that filtered through the entrance. Knees drawn up to her chest, back pressed against the stone, hatchet clutched in her hands as she gazed firmly ahead. Dor and the rest of her crew were gone. Sent away or called away by Gundhrold, no doubt.

To all outward appearances, Slack looked fierce and spoiling for a fight, despite the blood and bruises mottling her skin. She was the image of defiance. But Birdie caught the aching hitch in Slack’s breathing, the dampness of tears clogging her throat. And the girl’s melody itself dimmed beneath the weight of a soaring note of frustration and pain, for once overwhelming the walls of pride and strength that she had erected.

Slack’s eyes glossed over her as she approached, and Birdie didn’t speak, because to speak would force Slack to acknowledge her presence and would give her the chance to refuse. Better to be ignored yet able to help.

She knelt beside Slack, setting the bowl and bandages between them, and gently reached for the girl’s hand. Slack stiffened but didn’t pull away as she dabbed at the wounds there before moving onto her face. A thin tendril of the Song thrummed through her, guiding her hands and easing the flurry of anxiety in her own heart. Before she knew it she sang quietly as she worked—scarce more than a breath of music, but even so, Slack tensed at the sound.

But the melody was already at work. Birdie could sense it pulsing through Slack’s veins, sealing wounds, binding cuts with new skin, mending the little bones that had been chipped or broken, and healing the countless aches and pains within. Slack gave a little gasp, and Birdie knew that she had felt it too. But oddly enough, Slack didn’t shove her away. Instead, she seemed to relax into the melody, the tension leaching from her muscles with each successive note.

Finished at last, Birdie sat back and wrung out her rag, leaving Slack to run her fingers across her hands and arms and face. Slack’s dark eyes lifted toward her. “What was that?” Her voice was dull, not edged as usual, so Birdie could not tell if she was pleased or angry or simply hurting.

“That was the Song, the melody of the Master Singer.” Birdie hesitated and then took a wild leap into courage. “You have a melody too. I can sing it for you, if you like?”

A shrug.

It would have to do. Birdie reached for the girl’s melody and let it seep into her. Softly—so softly her voice couldn’t possibly carry out of the cave—she began to sing the five broken, grasping, pain-ridden notes. Slack gasped at the sound and started back, staring wide-eyed at Birdie. And in the depths of her eyes Birdie caught a flicker of images: young Slack, littlest in a family of brothers; creeping up on a snared dune rabbit, her first kill; hunkered down with her hands pressed to her ears to escape the shouting, shouting, never-ending shouting; the clink of coins; hands lifted in anger . . . and hands that lingered too long.

Birdie blinked the images away, sickened at the depth of Slack’s hurt. But the girl didn’t flee, and she didn’t attack, so Birdie kept on singing. Through the five notes twice, and then taking those same five notes and piecing them into the greater melody. Brokenness restored. Rooted. Established. Made whole. Free from pain.

Breathless at last, she fell silent.

The older girl’s face had turned immobile as stone, but a tear shimmered along one eyelid. “I never was good enough for my da. Never good enough for any of them. Reckon it was a right smart trade for them—rid the crew of a worthless girl and pay off their debt all at once.” She barked a short, humorless laugh that trailed off into silence.

“I . . . I am sorry.”

Slack grunted and drew herself up straight, forcing her shoulders back in a way that made Birdie sense that she was collecting herself just as Ky had, repairing the walls she had lowered. Shielding the vulnerability, hiding the weakness. Her voice hardened. “Yeah, well, there’s nothing you can do.”

And she was right.

Wordlessly, Birdie gathered the bowl and bandages and left, heart aching with echoed pain. Was this what it meant for a Songkeeper to seek to do good? Because for all that Slack and Ky had revealed to her, it didn’t seem like she had done anything. Perhaps she would have a chance to change that on the morrow, on this mission to rescue the slaves.
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The sounds of battle filled Birdie’s ears long before they crested the rise overlooking the bowl-like valley that housed the Khelari army. She heard it first through the dark melody, striking with a force that slowed her steps and caused her to lag behind the others, who she located and identified more by their melodies than the shadowy figures they appeared to be in the moonlight. But as she jogged cautiously to catch up with Ky at the front of the line, she could see that the others had begun to hear the distant noises as well. Their steps shied when she passed, and pale faces turned to her, looking for answers and for comfort.

Marching side by side again with Ky, she dared to look over at him. Lines pinched his brow, but his jaw remained set. A day and a half had passed since his fight with Slack. They had spent the rest of that day preparing for the mission, traveled all the next, and found a safe place to sleep the afternoon away before rising at dusk to journey on. Now it must be nearing midnight.

“Ky—” She began in a whisper, but he cut her off.

“Gundhrold is scouting ahead. He’ll take care of any sentries. We press on.”

And they did. Onward and upward, moving stealthily and with weapons drawn as the noises of the battle grew steadily louder and more distinct. Birdie glanced over her shoulder at the runners spread out over the hillside behind them. Before leaving, Ky had seen to it that they were all issued bows and quivers stocked with arrows wrapped in strips of cloth coated with flammable sap. A few had battle horns as well, though not as many as Ky had hoped. Birdie still had her axe, but Ky had helped her create a sort of sling so she could carry it on her back. The young ones had stayed behind—Meli, Syd, and a few others, and Slack with them. She hadn’t emerged from the cave since the fight, and there had been no talk of her joining them. Better she and her followers stay back to guard the young ones than for the trouble between her and Ky to spill over into the mission. That would be a sure way to get everyone killed—or worse, captured.

That left eleven runners to follow Ky, battle gear decked with hawk feathers and stained with chita juice. The Hawk Raiders, they called themselves, laughing and jesting quietly as they went. A flock of sheep following their shepherd, anxious but trusting still. And that thought sent a twinge of anger spiking through her as Ky marched resolutely up the mountainside toward the clamor of war. He bore their lives upon his shoulders as much as the lives of the slaves he sought to rescue.

She hoped he remembered that.

“Stay low.” Ky motioned her down, and she passed the message on to the next runner and heard the rustling of the words traveling from one to the next and on down the line. They made their final approach at a crouch, darting from shrub to shrub. At first all Birdie had been able to hear was a chorus of bellowing roars and a thunderous pounding that reverberated through the earth beneath her feet. But as they drew nearer the noises became more distinct, and beneath them rang out the clangor of weapons and the screams and wails of the dying.

Ky abruptly raised a fist, and the runners came to a halt. Dropping to his belly, he wormed his way to the crest of the final rise overlooking the valley, and Birdie followed him, tilting her chin up to see over the grasses. Her heart sank at the sight.

Campfires and torches still marked the location of the Khelari camp, but in the moonlight it seemed all but deserted, guarded by a token force more than anything else. The bulk of the soldiers formed a teeming mass along the base of the steep slope that upheld the Caran’s fortress. Massive war engines stabbed their arms toward the sky, unleashing blocks of stone or balls of fire that hurtled through the air and struck against the crumbling walls of Cadel-Gidhar with mighty cracks like bolts of lightning. Fires burned within the fortress, lighting the stonework with an eerie orange glow. And the white road that switchbacked up the mountainside from the valley to the massive gate was clogged with strange, dark shapes.

An enraged bellow, followed by an echoing boom drew her eyes to the gate. Moonlight glanced off the stony back of an enormous beast as it reeled back, gathered itself, and then charged with lowered head at the gate. Another boom.

“Quimram.” Ky muttered.

Lower down the road, a burst of flame revealed the hideous, three-headed shape of a monster Birdie remembered all too well—a chimera. There must have been dozens of them, cutting across the switchbacks and leaping up the steep slope with all the agility that resided in the goat portion of their blood.

Birdie shivered. “We should not have come here. Not tonight.” And yet the words felt a betrayal to the mission she had agreed to aid. Ky did not respond. Perhaps he had not heard. She hoped he had not.

Heavy wings stirred the air behind, and then Gundhrold dropped between her and Ky, landing with his surprising grace. He must have circled back below the level of the ridge so he could approach them without being spotted by sentries in the valley. “The fortress is in grave danger. I flew as near to the walls as I dared without fear of drawing fire from either side and heard fighting from within the innermost sections of the keep. I fear the Takhran must have had allies within who were waiting for this final assault, now that the war machines are completed.” His gaze dipped to Birdie, and she winced as the meaning of his words sank in.

Shantren. Hidden among the defenders in the fortress.

Perhaps if she had been there, if she had entered Cadel-Gidhar as he wished, she could have helped the dwarves root out the traitors. And yet, if they had been gifted as Inali or George had been, if their songs were silenced or the sound altered, she would never have known.

“What of the slaves?” Ky demanded. “Are they still in the camp?”

The griffin hesitated and then nodded, a harsh, downward jerk of his head that clearly conveyed his reluctance to speak. “They are. Caged, as you said. Nearly thirty of them.”

“Good, we can press on—”

Gundhrold’s wing muffled the rest of his sentence. “No, we cannot. Think, youngling. It is not wise to go charging into the midst of a battle without a plan.”

“I have a plan.”

“You had a plan,” the griffin hissed, eyes rimmed with white in the light of the moon. “But matters have changed. We would not be creeping into a sleeping camp under cover of a mild distraction—”

“You call stirring a herd of quimrams mild?” Ky snorted. “Look at that mess down there. It’s a better distraction than I could have dreamed, not to mention that there are fewer soldiers left in the camp. What more could we ask for?”

“But . . .” Birdie surprised herself by speaking. Ky and Gundhrold too, by the way they twisted around to look at her. “But the ones who are left behind will be more alert. Won’t they?”

Ky just shrugged and gestured matter of factly with his hands as he spoke. “Well, you know what they say: ‘There’s no man left alive who has created a plan that . . . remained . . . unchanged . . . after the first . . . enemy . . . sighting?’” He stumbled through the end but waved it aside, intent on his point. “I messed it up. Migdon said it to me once. It means—”

“Battle plans must be fluid if one hopes to survive. Yes, I have heard it before.” The griffin nodded with just a tinge of annoyance in his voice. “But one must still have a plan.”

“Well, Migdon also told me that ‘Chaos is the ally of the desperate man.’ I don’t know about you, but I’m feeling a mite desperate.”

There was something wildly exhilarating about the grin that split his face. Not to mention the to-death-and-glory attitude he had adopted. Birdie found her own courage rising to meet his. “I can keep us clear of sentries or stragglers on the way down,” she said. Of course, that was supposing none of them were Shantren. One thing at a time. “But you will need to follow my lead.” 

“I’ll tell the others.” Ky slid backward down the slope.

A faint growl came from the griffin’s throat. “I do not like this, Songkeeper.” He lowered his head to her level. “We should regroup and plan again before attempting this. You two-legs are too slow. In one night I traveled this distance twice. It has taken you twice as long to travel this distance once. Should you be discovered, the hounds will be at your heels, and I cannot bear all of you to safety.”

“I will not leave them, Gundhrold.”

The growl filled his voice. “I may not give you a choice, Songkeeper. It is my task.”

And doing this is mine. And even as the thought came to her, she knew that it was true.

“Are we ready?” Ky slithered up beside them.

“A moment.” Birdie closed her eyes and listened. She sifted through the songs of the Underground runners and cast them aside, followed by Gundhrold’s and Ky’s. In her mind, it seemed she wandered through a forest of melodies, both light and dark, blanketing the mountainside and the valley below. With a sweep of her hand, she stirred up the melodies, selecting individual songs and releasing them and homing in on them to see where they fell. There was a sentry stationed about two hundred yards to their left, and another a little further down the slope toward the valley almost directly in their line of travel. And beyond him, a third and a fourth about fifty yards apart at the base of the slope. It would not be easy, but the runners were canny and street smart, if not necessarily woods and wilds smart. With her to guide them, they should be able to weave their way through unseen.

She opened her eyes. “Tell the others to follow me. We need to stay low and be silent.”

The message moved along the line as she led the way down into the valley and started their winding course through the obstacles below, moving cautiously over the uneven ground. Her abilities would not help conceal them if one of the runners stumbled and fell. Gundhrold stalked at her side and did not take to the sky again. She kept one ear tuned to the sentries—hearkening if one seemed to be drawing closer or changing positions—while the other listened for movement from the camp or watchers in the sky. The concentration required to isolate so many specific melodies from the tremendous din of the battle and the voices of the fighters made her head throb.

Twice she dropped to her hands and knees and motioned for the runners to do the same while she planned the next portion of their route. At last they reached the base of the slope and moved out across the valley floor, crawling to keep from being spotted by the sentries above as they skirted a shallow hollow and approached the camp.

A hand gripped her forearm. Ky’s. “Across this hollow and to the right, that’s where the slaves were.” He spoke into her ear. “Before, the hollow was full of quimram. Do you hear anything?”

She closed her eyes again to focus on the music without the distraction of what her eyes strained to see. In the direction Ky had pointed out, buried within the music of the encampment, she perceived a group of melodies unlike the others. Untainted by the dark melody, but so full of hopelessness and despair that the echoes of the Song were almost lost. But the hollow itself was silent. No traces of any melody belonging to man or beast.

As she pulled back, she felt a faint nudging of the Song, directing her attention back toward the camp. She gasped. One of the dark melodies had broken off from the mass in the camp and was coming straight toward them.

She gripped Ky’s arm in turn. “Don’t move.”

He stiffened and went still, and she could only hope the others would do the same. The soldier seemed to be moving at a steady pace. Neither rushing forward to attack nor moving warily. Perhaps he was only on his way to replace one of the lookouts. But in another dozen steps, he would stumble across them.

Ky shifted beside her, body tensing. His hand crept to the sword at his waist.

Birdie pressed herself flat against the ground and let her forehead rest in the spongy grass, breathing in the mustiness of the earth. It was a strangely peaceful scent, out of place against the roar of the battle. She blocked her ears to the din and focused on the soldier’s melody. In his notes, she sensed an insatiable hunger, a hunger that no riches, honor, or glory could ever assuage. And in the wake of the hunger, sorrow. And beyond the sorrow, relief. Relief to stand in the coolness of night beneath a star-strewn sky, with the wind on his face, rather than being stifled in the throng of soldiers mustered before the fortress walls. And buried beneath the relief, shame. Shame at finding relief while his comrades suffered and died.

The soldier’s melody sputtered and cut off suddenly. Birdie’s head jolted up in time to see a dark figure stumble and then collapse beneath the griffin’s pounce, falling flat with his outstretched arm only inches from her face. The griffin backed away from the body, a low growl, so soft it could scarce be heard, still rumbling in his throat.

So swift, the passage from life to death.

Suppressing a shudder, Birdie led the runners on and halted at last on the edge of a burned area just outside the ring of light surrounding the war camp. She traced the melodies of the slaves to a large cage not fifty yards away, and though her heart burned with anger at the thought of those imprisoned within, she didn’t see a clear way to them. This section of the encampment bustled with activity. Soldiers marched to and fro between the tents, some hastening to the battle with weapons drawn at the heels of silver-cloaked officers bellowing orders, while others kept up a steady stream bearing litters of the wounded from the front lines. Some came within thirty feet of their hiding place but seemed so intent upon their tasks that Birdie had little fear of being seen, and yet she could not help but see. Broken and crushed bones, missing limbs, blood dripping down the sides of the litters and watering the ground.

They were not invincible monsters in hideous black steel, these Khelari. They were human soldiers, men and woman who could feel hope and fear and pain. The pain was overwhelming. It drew her in, threatened to swallow her.

Birdie took a deep breath and shook herself free of their songs. It was a strange thing to feel pity for her enemies while they slew her allies in the fortress and kept slaves imprisoned in a cage.

Ky’s voice startled her back to the present. “Those are the slave cages over there. We’ll need two—no, four—runners to go in and . . .” He paused, obviously considering options. “And cut the cords holding the bars in place.” He nodded to himself. “Yes, that should work. We’ll do that.” Until that moment, she hadn’t realized how much of this he was making up as he went along. And that was a terrifying thought. “With this much activity, we’re better off releasing a few at a time and leading them back here while the other runners cover—” He broke off, eyes wide and staring straight ahead.

Birdie tried to follow his gaze but saw only the chaotic scene before her: two soldiers rushing past with a litter bearing a man screaming in pain, a hound loping at the heels of its handler, and . . . There. She caught a glimpse in the narrow gap between two torch-lit tents a little ways off, of a redheaded, lanky-limbed boy.

“Paddy . . .” His gaze oscillated to the cage and then back again, and she knew what he was thinking as clearly as if the words had been spelled out upon his face.

“Ky, no, wait—”

Still intent upon his target, he neatly evaded her restraining hand. “Wait here. Don’t move until I get back.” Without another word he dashed away, and she didn’t dare raise her voice to call after him. Of all the insane things to do! Where was Gundhrold? He could have stopped Ky in his tracks. Or Amos, with his endless supply of insults. Because she could think of a choice name or two she would have liked to use, and the peddler could have easily thrown out another half dozen to make the point really sink in.

“Oi, where’s Ky off to?” Gull whispered across the intervening runners, and she motioned for him to be quiet while racking her brain for an answer that would satisfy him without being too far from the truth.

“Scouting.”

That seemed to settle him, for the moment. But she was painfully aware of the ten other runners beginning to shift uneasily in the damp grass while the rumble and roar of the battle grew louder every second and half second, until the crack of the stones and the bellowing of the quimram and the clash of swords seeped beneath their skin and left them shivering. If they waited much longer, the mission would be lost before it began. And each time they dared to sneak this close to the Khelari camp, they danced with disaster. How many times could they try before the sentries discovered them?

Just beyond the cage on the campward side, a silver-cloaked officer dashed up on a lathered horse and bellowed a command. The nearest tents emptied, soldiers seizing armor and weapons. In a matter of minutes, they had fallen into rank and file and quick-marched away behind the officer.

Birdie didn’t know what it meant for the dwarves in the fortress, but for her and the runners, it was an opportunity. Following the departure of the officer and his men, there was a lull in the activity directly ahead. The closest melodies were now a fair distance away. The time to act had come. She turned to the others behind her, took a deep breath, and then dove headlong into Ky’s madness. “First three, with me. Gull, you wait with the others and cover us. We’re going in.”

Murmurs broke out behind, but she didn’t wait to let them argue it out. Either they would choose to follow her or not, and there was little she could do about it. It was best to act as if they should obey her and hope for the best.

She pushed up to her feet, motioned for them to follow, and took off at the now-normal crouching half run. Blood hammered in her ears. With an effort, she quelled the thunder of her heart and focused on the melodies. At any moment she expected the alarm to spread. Not until she reached the cage and had flung her back against it, breathless, did she feel her heart settle. The three runners knelt beside her. Both a surprise and a relief. Perhaps they were just used to jumping to obey orders, but they had followed her, and that gave her the confidence to carry on.

One jerked his chin up at her. “What now?”

“The cords.” She slid her axe from its sling and gestured at the tight lashings that bound the poles of the cage together. “We need to make an opening—and we need to hurry.”

No sooner had the words left her lips than a horn call rang out. Sharp. Brash. A call to arms. She spun around and scanned their surroundings, but she knew already it had nothing to do with them. None of the dark melodies had drawn any closer to them. For the moment, at least, they were in the clear.

But what about Ky?
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Trying to ignore the fear clenching his stomach as they traveled deeper into the Khelari camp, Ky kept to the shadows as he trailed Paddy through the maze of tents. At least he hoped it was Paddy, because if not, it had been a pretty rum thing to do, dashing away from Birdie at the start of his mission. If he could just close the distance enough to know for sure, then he could rescue Paddy and hightail it back to the others before it was too late. But no matter how fast he tried to go, he couldn’t seem to catch up or get more than a glimpse of red hair between the two flanking soldiers. Wherever they were taking Paddy, they were in a rush to get there. And that thought conjured up all sorts of horrible speculations and far too vivid images in his mind’s eye. He could just see Paddy, defiant to the last, being dragged by the Khelari to an unthinkable end.

Not if he could get there first . . .

Voices neared. He ducked low with his back to a tent and waited for the coast to clear, chafing at the delay. Migdon would have favored a bolder approach. Probably would have stolen the first suit of armor that he could get his hands on—maybe even knocked off a soldier or two to get it—and then marched, bold as a karnoth in his nest, through the middle of the camp, chatting it up with every soldier he met along the way. But Migdon wasn’t here, and with Ky’s desert leathers proclaiming him an outsider for all to see, it was best that he stick to the shadows.

He peered around the edge of the tent to plan out his next move. Only he didn’t see any sign of Paddy or the two soldiers. Couldn’t have lost them for more than a few seconds, but they were gone. A muttered curse slipped from his tongue. Keeping to the shadows was a decent way to stay alive, but not at the risk of losing Paddy or leaving Birdie and his crew hanging. Because this was the true mission—truer even than rescuing the slaves—and it had been from the start: find Paddy, bring him home.

There wasn’t time for caution.

He readied his sling, took a deep breath, and darted out around the tent. The lane between the tents was deserted. Almost eerily so. Still doing his best to keep out of the light cast by sputtering firepots and campfires, he sped down the row, dodged into an alleyway, paused at the next row of tents to peer up and down it, and then raced on, repeating it at the next row and the one after that. In the fourth row he caught sight of them, Paddy and the two soldiers, standing just beyond the fire glow at the edge of camp with their backs toward him.

It was Paddy.

Even without seeing his face, Ky knew it. Knew it from the way his head cocked slightly to the left, knew it from that unruly mop of hair and the lanky limbs that had always been able to leave him behind in a long-distance run. It was Paddy, and he had found him. Already on the move, he set his sling whirling. His limbs were wound up so tight with resolve and adrenaline that he slung faster and sharper than he ever had before. The first sling-bullet slammed into one soldier’s helmet and dropped him instantly. Didn’t have enough force to actually penetrate the metal, but it would scramble his brains a little, knock him unconscious, and keep him out for a while. At the crash, the second soldier spun around in time to catch Ky’s next throw in the teeth. He went down too, and from the way he fell, odds were he wouldn’t rise again.

“Oi!” Ky raced toward Paddy, and the feeling of relief mingling with the shame churning in his gut was so strong that he could barely force the words out. “Paddy . . . it’s me.”

Paddy turned around.

Ky instinctively slowed. Something was off. He felt it like a weight pressing against his chest, although it took him another moment to realize just what it was. Paddy’s hands weren’t bound. A little thing, but it bothered him. Bothered him enough that he jerked to a stop, because there was no way on earth he could imagine Paddy submitting tamely, no matter what the Khelari had threatened.

Paddy’s clothes were wrong too. A quilted leather vest over a shapeless blue robe, thick leather gloves covering his forearms, and a crimson jewel that gleamed from a chain about his neck. All much too fine for a slave.

Paddy stepped forward into the light cast by a nearby firepot, and Ky’s heart just about stuttered to a stop. It wasn’t Paddy. The resemblance was strong, no denying that. Similar high cheekbones and spattered freckles, same hair and build. But Paddy’s face had never worn such an unpleasant smile—the kind that didn’t reach the eyes—and this fellow was definitely older, with more than a wisp of scruff shadowing his jawline.

It’s not Paddy. Not Paddy.

He repeated the words to himself, waiting for them to sink in.

For a long moment the boy just stood there, scrutinizing him, and then he tilted his head back and let out a long, clear whistle. That snapped Ky out of his stupor. His hand shot to his belt for a sling-­bullet, but the boy didn’t move to attack, just stood there watching, and he didn’t dare waste a shot. Not with his supply running low and the mission hanging in the balance. Not with Birdie and the other runners still awaiting his signal at the edge of camp. He cursed himself for a reckless fool and hoped they were still waiting. Odds were good. Birdie wasn’t the reckless sort.

Without breaking eye contact he slowly backed away . . . and felt the blast of a heated breath on his neck. Every muscle prickled at the feeling, because whatever crouched behind him, it was big. A hiss sounded beside his ear. He flung himself flat, catching a glimpse of the boy’s smirk on the way down. Something struck the side of his shoulder in passing, throwing him off balance. He landed with a jolt that snapped into his skull and gave him an instant headache. Blindly, he shoved himself back to his feet, blinking to clear his vision, fingers already flying to load a sling-bullet.

That’s when he caught sight of it.

Most nights, he reckoned himself a brave enough fellow. But this thing—it sent a chill through his veins. It was a three-headed monster—part snake, part lion, part goat. And if that wasn’t terrifying enough, fire and smoke smoldered in the back of the lion’s throat. Fangs exposed, the snake’s head was just pulling back out of striking reach. Was that what had hit him? He worked his arm around, fighting back panic. No pain, other than the dull ache of a forming bruise. Maybe its fangs had missed.

The boy whistled again—a shrill, ear-piercing call—and the beast stalked toward him, a growl rumbling in all three throats. Escape wasn’t an option, not with the camp at his back and the monster in front. Fighting wasn’t much of an option, either, but he didn’t have a choice. He whipped off a shot. Too slow. The sling-bullet whizzed harmlessly past the snake’s weaving head and clacked off one of the goat’s horns with an audible crack.

All three heads fixed him with a murderous glare, and the beast charged.

Ky fled, staggering backward in an attempt to get off one more shot, but the beast was too fast. It was on him in a moment, and he lashed out with the loaded sling, just managing to knock the snake’s head out of the way before one of the goat’s horns hooked the straps and tore it from his grasp. The other horn scored a cut across his side. Gasping, he fumbled for the hilt of his sword then dropped flat as the lion’s open maw lunged toward him. A burst of flames singed the side of his head. He could smell his hair crinkling in the heat, and the healed burn on his arm blazed anew with pain.

Half blinded, he scrambled forward on hands and knees through soft grass that clung to his limbs and slowed him down. Claws raked his ankle, and he let out a yell. He managed to free the sword this time and lash out behind. Struck something too, because the beast let out a roar and the blade sank in. He had to yank it free. Then the goat head rammed him in the chest, striking with the flat of its poll, sending him flying a dozen feet before he crashed into the side of a tent and brought it to the ground around him. Light spiked across his vision, and for a moment all he could do was lie there and blink and gasp for breath while the canvas fluttered down over him.

A roar and a blast of heat brought him surging back to his feet, fighting to break free of the smoldering canvas. No flames licked around him, but the edges of the canvas charred and smoked. The beast crashed into him, and its claws and horns ripped the canvas away, leaving him scrambling for the sword that had been knocked out of his hand. He pounced on it and surged upright just in time to catch the lion’s claws across his chest.

He screamed at the sudden blaze of pain. The blow sent him reeling backward. One leg gave out, and he dropped to his other knee.

Panting, he brought his sword up. One look at the beast as it crouched to spring, blood dripping from a wound in the neck connected to the lion’s head, and his limbs felt weak beneath him. This was beyond him. Odds were he wasn’t dead yet only because it was the sort of beast that enjoyed the kill more than merely killing. And the boy who had summoned the beast—the beastkeeper—he seemed like he enjoyed the kill too.

The camp loomed behind the hulking form of the beast. A harsh horn call rang out nearby. Once, twice, and then a third time. An alarm. He was sunk. If the beast didn’t slay him, the soldiers would. Though the likelihood of his surviving until the soldiers arrived was pretty slim. Still, defeat had never come easy for him. He could thank Dizzier for that. Before the echoes of the horns had died away, Ky pushed to his feet, gritting his teeth against the pain. At least he had struck a blow against the monster. That was something, even though he couldn’t win this fight.

The boy whistled again, and the beast pitched toward Ky. He gasped in a breath that caught in his parched throat and tightened his clumsy grip around the hilt of the sword. “Come on,” he muttered. “Let’s finish this.”

He yelled as he charged toward the monster . . . only to be bowled aside as a shrieking fury plummeted from the sky and struck the beast from above with the crack of a catapult. It was the griffin. The monster’s knees buckled under his weight. Gundhrold’s beak stabbed at the unprotected skulls of all three heads, and the monster let out a roar of pain and lunged over onto its back, trying to pin Gundhrold to the ground. The griffin flared his wings and soared free at the last moment. He circled once and came back around, diving in for a quick strike before pulling back again.

Not fast enough. The monster sprang, farther and faster than Ky would have imagined possible. Its foreclaws sank into Gundhrold’s haunches. He let out a roar, wings beating the air, but the beast dragged him down. And down they both went, in a tangle of slashing limbs, bared teeth and beak, and torn feathers and scales, rolling away from the camp.

The savage ferocity of the fight tore his breath away. Ky had seen the griffin in battle twice before, and he had never thought to find an opponent to match him. Until now. It made it all the more obvious that Ky still breathed only because the beast had been taunting him.

Gundhrold seized the snake’s head in his jaws and held it fast, beak cutting into the writhing neck, hind claws raking the monster’s underbelly. But the beast was no dune rabbit to die of fear at the mere sight of the griffin. The goat’s horns left gashes of torn, shivering flesh on Gundhrold’s side, while the lion’s teeth snapped at his neck and missed, hindered more by the attacks of its other heads than anything Gundhrold could do to defend himself in that position. Weak puffs of smoke gushed from the lion’s mouth, but no flames.

Maybe Ky had done more damage to the lion’s throat than he’d thought?

Shivering with the pain in his chest, the blood-dampened jacket clinging to his skin, he sheathed the sword and cast about for his sling instead. There! He snatched it up from the ground and fitted a sling-­bullet into the pouch. Getting off a clean shot wouldn’t be easy. Not with the way the two beasts were thrashing about. But a sling-­bullet could dent armor from more than two hundred yards away. Surely even a monster’s skull wouldn’t be immune to its force.

The beastkeeper’s shrill whistle rang out again, and Ky twisted to let off a hasty shot in his direction. He knew the moment that it left his sling that it would miss. Didn’t bother looking, just loaded another sling-bullet and spun back to Gundhrold’s fight. The griffin and the monster were well beyond the outskirts of the camp now, crashing through the shrubby underbrush that peppered the valley floor.

Jogging toward them, Ky started the swing looping as he waited for an opportunity. It came sooner than he expected. With a muffled roar, Gundhrold flung the beast back, still clenching the snake’s head in his jaws. Muscles stood out like cords along his neck and shoulder, and his wings beat the air. There was a horrible ripping sound as the snake head separated from the rest of the body and the griffin rolled over backward with the sudden loss of opposing force. The thick column of the snake’s neck went limp, and the beast hunkered down low, both remaining heads focused on the griffin struggling back to his feet. Ky took a step closer, tightening the loops of his sling, and the lion flicked its ears in his direction, then raised its head to roar at him.

An opening.

He let fly, yelling through the pain that tore through the claw marks on his chest. It would strike true. He felt it in the snap of the sling and the way the loose end whipped around behind him. Didn’t wait to see it hit. Reloaded on the run and slung again, and again, and then came to a stop at last, breathing hard. A spray of blood had blossomed between the lion’s eyes. The beast faltered, and the lion’s head drooped while the goat’s head swung to face him. But before it could take a step, Gundhrold’s claws sank into its spine, hauling it back on its haunches and baring its neck for his beak.

The monster collapsed in a heap. The griffin emerged from the tangle of limbs, chest heaving in great, gasping breaths. His narrowed eyes slid past Ky, and he let out a roar that shivered in Ky’s veins. A startled exclamation rang out behind. Footsteps raced away. Ky lurched around to see the redheaded boy fleeing back toward the camp, now a good hundred yards away. He felt in his pouch for a sling-bullet, then let his sling trail limp.

It didn’t matter now.

At the edge of the camp, a score or so of soldiers clustered, moonlight and firelight glinting off their armor. Whether they’d been drawn by the alarm or by the sounds of the fight made no difference. They were here. And they were ready. Crossbow cranks creaked and swords hissed from sheaths, the sounds unnaturally loud in the sudden quiet following the fight.

“Gundhrold . . .” Ky rasped.

“I see it, youngling.” The griffin limped to stand in front of him. His limbs trembled and blood gleamed wet against his fur, but his stance was firm. “There are too many for us. We will be overwhelmed.”

“Really?” Ky winced and pressed a hand to the wounds on his chest. He pulled it away sticky with blood. “But we were doing so well.”

At least Meli was safe, back at the cave. For all her faults, Slack would look out for the young ones. Birdie too, if she and the other runners made it back from this ill-fated mission. Anger flared within him, strong enough to drive away the haze of pain, if only for an instant. This was all his fault. He had led them here. Slack had been right from the beginning.

The Underground would have been better without him.

A command rang out, and the soldiers raised their crossbows. The swordsmen still hung back—waiting for the volley, Ky realized. Or maybe they were just a bit wary of the griffin who had managed to take down one of their fearsome monsters. But it wouldn’t help either of them now. Nothing left to do but square his shoulders, stare that line of death in the face, and grin. Grin like the idjit he was.

It had been a good run.

“The light.” The griffin hissed in his ear. “Ready your sling. Take out the light.”

Ky’s hands moved before his mind finished processing the command, selecting a sling-bullet from his pouch and fitting it into his sling, then starting it looping before he had even found his target. The light. A firepot flamed in the space between them and the line of soldiers. That must be what Gundhrold meant.

He dashed off a stone just as the command came to fire, and for once he had no idea if it would strike. The next second seemed to last a lifetime. He took off at Gundhrold’s side, expecting in the next breath to feel the bite of a bolt in his spine. The light blinked out in a shower of sparks. A chorus of bowstrings twanged.
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Deep within, the camp stirred as the alarm spread, but the area surrounding the slave pen remained strangely quiet. Forgotten in the commotion. Perhaps with the imminent end of the siege evident in the cracking walls and the fighting within the fortress, slaves were regarded as less important. Birdie set her teeth and swung the axe again, hacking through another few strands of cords and loosening one of the poles. One of the runners had scaled the cage and hung by his knees, sawing at the cords that bound the poles at the top. The cords were tarred with some substance that made them strangely difficult to cut and meant that the brute force of her axe was more effective than a knife.

A dark melody intruded upon her thoughts.

“Get down!” Birdie dropped flat beside the other two runners. The climber was stuck, unable to come down without drawing attention. He pressed himself flat against the cage top, and Birdie held her breath until her chest ached as the measured tread of a Khelari watchman came nearer, nearer, nearer . . . and then passed by.

She waited until his melody dwindled and then hastened back to work. Within the cage, the slaves had begun to gather round, and she heard the rumble of their anxiety and their anger as from a distance. They were right to fear. Time galloped onward, and each second that they tarried increased their chances of discovery. Already this had taken too long.

With a snap, the cord parted, and the pole wobbled and fell. She caught it and shuffled it aside. Three down. Only a few more to go, and then the opening would be wide enough.

“Leave us be.” A hand shot through the bars and seized her collar, dragging her close to a burly, bearded face. The man babbled in her ear, his hot, rank breath flooding her senses. “We don’t want to die. They’ll send us to the graves. To the graves.”

Someone in the cage shoved the speaker aside, breaking his grip on her. But his unease clung to her, like a spider’s web. Shaking off the fear, Birdie bent to her work beside the other three runners. Soon, three more poles lay at their feet. She pulled back, gauging the distance. Barely room enough for one to pass at a time. Wouldn’t be enough. Biting back the urge to hurry, hurry, hurry, she willed her hands steady and turned to the next pole.

Somewhere in the camp, a goat bleated.

The sound made her blood run cold, because it was a far stranger and more menacing sound than any ordinary goat bleat had a right to be. “A chimera . . .” The whisper fell from her lips before she could halt it. She locked eyes with the nearest slave. His eyes were huge, wild with terror, and a wordless cry spilled from his lips. That’s when the rush broke. Like a stampeding herd, the slaves shoved and pushed and squeezed their way through, half falling over one another in their haste. She caught the cry of a girl being trampled and dove into the fray. It was a tumult of flying elbows and fingers like claws and the thick scent of sweat and fear. And she was swept away by it, too small to force her way through to the girl. Too small to do anything to stop it.

Berating herself for a fool, she stumbled free of the melee. What had she expected? A slow, orderly departure with everyone falling into line and waiting their turn? Not even the travelers at the Sylvan Swan had been so polite—and they had only been waiting for a turn at the ale barrel or stew pot.

Breathless, she seized the nearest runner. “Get out in front! Lead them to the others.”

But the ones who were free were already scattering, mad with fear and hope and the promise of freedom. Within the cage, a wild hysteria seized control. The slaves tore at one another and slammed against the bars, desperate to get out. She cast a panicked glance around. Somehow, the ruckus had not yet been noticed—no doubt thanks to Ky and whatever trouble he had stirred up—but unless the slaves settled and followed her, it was unlikely to last long.

She waded into the throng. “Be still. We have to get out of here. You must follow me.” But she might as well have tried to stop the tide for all they heeded her.

A chorus of discordant music slammed into her, brought her to a lurching halt. From seemingly nowhere, three slavekeepers charged into the fray, lashing out with their whips. Birdie’s ears rang with the snap of the leather across bare flesh and the screams of the injured. Instantly, the flow outside the cage reversed, slaves cringing away from the whips and scrambling to get back inside, while the remaining slaves within still pushed to get out, to be free.

The onslaught slammed Birdie against the side of the cage. She seized the bars and held on, watching helplessly the utter wreck and ruin of their mission. Slaves scattered. Runners lost in the scuffle. Gull’s half of the team broke cover and came up at a run in a vain attempt to help restore order that only added to the confusion. Ky was missing, maybe captured. And she was trapped here, with more Khelari sure to arrive any moment.

Was this what it meant to seek to do good?

The tip of a whip snapped across her shoulder, and she instinctively ducked her head to shield her eyes, peeking back over her arm to see a wildly grinning, wrinkled face. It belonged to a bent and crooked man, shuffling along with a sort of lurching half step that aligned with the strange rhythm of his distorted melody. Birdie shoved away from the cage and found herself standing face to face with him. Up close, lines of crooked bones were evident throughout his body. A deep cleft split his chin, his grin twisted his entire face, and his eyes were sunk in deep hollows. He chuckled and let the whip fly again, forcing a cry from a woman beside Birdie. Revulsion churned within her for this broken creature who was even more twisted within than without, but the Song whispered her name, and she felt the echoes of the melody resonate like a voice in her head.

You are all broken, Songkeeper . . .

But not beyond repair.

Urged by the Song, she reluctantly began to sing the notes of the man’s melody. Broken, filthy notes that formed an incomplete melody reeking of squalor, hatred, and hardship. She felt tainted even giving it voice.

At the sound, the slavekeeper’s eyes burned with hatred, and he let out an animal-like growl of rage and snapped the whip at her. Mind consumed by the melody, she felt the burn of the lash as if from a distance. Louder, she sang the notes again, this time weaving the brokenness into the great melody, until both ugliness and filthiness were swept away by that vast, unfathomable beauty, swallowed up and made whole, and the two became one.

The slavekeeper came to a lurching halt, and his whip arm fell to his side. The savage grin slipped from his face. His head cocked forward as if tracing the echo of something he had once heard. Birdie felt that she stood upon an island in the midst of that swirling sea of slaves and slavekeepers jostling on all sides, and yet in this moment there was nothing but her and this man and the Song.

Now sing . . . sing to set the captives free.

With the command blazing through her, she turned from the slavekeeper and his whip, seized the bars of the cage, and gave voice to the Song. It seemed the world fell silent. Like a river of light, the great melody swept through her, and she felt the shock of it in her hands as it coursed through the bars and blazed across the cords. Broken strands fell away. The cage shuddered and then collapsed, blown outward by the force of the music so that the slaves within were unharmed.

In the Song’s wake, the silence was all but deafening. Huddled within the wreckage, the slaves gaped at her. She twisted around, unsteady on her feet. The slavekeepers’ melodies rang with horror and shock. Not one of the runners would meet her gaze.

At her feet, the axe.

She bent, and the world dipped with her, spinning a moment before it resumed its normal course. Her fingers wrapped around the axe haft, and it steadied her as she arose. “Come with me.” Her voice rang out in the quiet.

And to her astonishment, they came—not all, but most, stumbling after her, a filthy, bloodstained crew. She led them past the unmoving slavekeepers, and there was a part of her—the part that rang still with the echoes of the Song—that hearkened to their melodies and hoped someday these twisted men would find peace.

Then the first melody cut out in a gargling cry.

Birdie spun around in time to see the crooked slavekeeper fall in a spray of blood, skull broken beneath the force of one of the poles that had formed the cage. A burly slave sneered down at the body at his feet and purposefully trod across him.

“No!”

Her cry came too late to save the other two. A chorus of blows rang out, and then their melodies dwindled and were gone, and their moment of passing rang with such emptiness that it made Birdie want to be sick. She knew that it was dangerous to linger, knew that she needed to move on to lead the slaves to safety, but the determination that had borne her thus far seemed to have gone from her limbs.

“Oi!” Ky staggered up alongside, sword in one hand, sling in the other. He was a mess of smeared blood and dirt. “What are you lot waiting for? There’s no time. We got to move. Now!” He seized her hand, but she snatched it away.

“Where’s Gundhrold?”

Shame flashed across his face. “He stayed behind.” Hollow words. He wouldn’t meet her gaze. A sick feeling stirred the pit of her stomach. “Look, I’m sorry.” Impatient words now, tinged with fear. “This is all my fault. My mess. But we got to go. He wants us to.” Ky reached out again, but she knocked his hand away.

He drew back, jaw clenched.

She wasn’t sure which one of them was more surprised at the force of her fury. But he was right. This was his mess. He had brought them here, dreamed up this mission, and then abandoned them in the middle of it.

“Come on.” Ky took off in a lurching run to lead the mass of released slaves, brandishing his sword like a general marshaling his troops. “We’re moving out!” And whether it was the sword or his tone or simply the need for someone to take charge, they fell into line at his heels and stumbled off without a backward look.

But Birdie had to look back. Not one but two of the fearsome three-headed monsters—chimeras—charged toward them along the outskirts of the camp. The last time she had encountered them had been in the Pit. On the night that Amos fell. The sight of them now was enough to summon to mind the horror and the sorrow of that night and blend it with the terror of this one, until the cumulative weight was overwhelming.

Close upon the heels of the beasts surged a roiling mob of soldiers, a score of them clad in battered armor and stained clothing, the dregs of the army left behind to tend the camp. Weapons gleamed in their fists. Swords and spears and crossbows.

And swooping and diving in the space between, the griffin.

•••

“Keep up!” Ky’s hoarse shout rang out over the line of runners and slaves toiling up the slope with the valley a gray and formless thing below them. As one, they surged onward, heads down, backs hunched, lungs gasping in pained breaths. Birdie brought up the rear, running though every thread of her being longed to stand at Gundhrold’s side. Running though the shouts of the pursuit echoed with a nearness that made the clamor of the siege and the wail of thousands of voices screaming and dying seem a vague and distant thing. Running though the axe thudded against her shoulder with each stride, begging to be wielded, and the blaze of the Song within was a fire that demanded to be unleashed.

The melodies of the Khelari and the two beasts howled at her heels, spurring her on, wailing of misery and death, misery and death, misery . . . and death. She glanced back. They were gaining on her, a hateful tide almost within reach. And what then? Their intentions blazed through their melodies with a strength that stole her breath. They would slaughter one and all. They were consumed by bloodlust, fueled by the roar of battle, enraged by the mindless fervor of the two beasts.

The chimeras sprang up the slope with all the agility of their goat blood and the speed of the lion and the sinuous grace of the snake. Gundhrold’s wheeling attacks were the only thing holding them back. He was a storm. A whirlwind. Soaring in on widespread wings, dodging spurts of flame, winging beneath the striking snake head, darting in to stab or claw and then lunging away out of the reach of horns or tooth or fang.

It was enough. Barely. The runners and rescued slaves continued climbing, and the Khelari’s rush was impeded by the griffin’s worrying of the beasts. But Gundhrold could not last for long against the two of them. Birdie could hear the desperation in his melody, the sense of looming failure, of muscles stretched beyond their limit, heart pounding so hard it shook in its cage, wings stiffening against the knowledge of imminent defeat. And then a wild determination to stop them here, whatever the cost. His melody changed, softened into a prayer for strength, for peace, and for rest in the land beyond the dawn . . .

“Gundhrold . . .” Birdie spun around, axe settling into her hands. “Gundhrold!”

The griffin shot away from the beasts and winged higher and higher, spiraling into the sky. There he collected himself, hung for a moment spread eagled against the pale light of the moon, and then dove.

“Gundhrold!” Birdie sprinted toward him, knowing in her heart that it was already too late, that nothing she could say or do could stop him.

His melody rang with purpose.

He crashed into the first beast with such force that the two went tumbling together, wing over beak over horns over tail, into the second beast, and all three dissolved into a roiling mass of flying feathers, fur, and scales. Their roars blended with the wild cacophony of their melodies, until the sound was deafening, eclipsing even the noise of the siege. But through it all, Gundhrold’s melody pulsed on, throbbing peace, peace, peace with every beat of his heart. And the beautiful hope of it whispered through Birdie’s veins even as she charged back toward him, hands clenched around the hilt of her axe.

A resounding boom echoed through the valley, but it was the shock of the quiet that followed that brought Birdie to a halt, eyes drawn despite herself to Cadel-Gidhar on the opposite bluff. Even the pursuing Khelari halted and turned to watch. The fires blazing along the ramparts cast the fortress and its surroundings in a ghastly glow. Dwarves lined the ramparts, silhouettes—tiny at that distance—bristling with weapons. Below, Khelari clustered at the base of the walls.

All had gone still.

No weapons sang. No catapults loosed their fury. Even the mass of quimram had gone silent. The gates shivered but did not fall. Behind her, Birdie was vaguely aware of the gasps and the thumps and the savage tearing of the griffin and the monsters locked in combat, but she could not look away from the ravaged fortress. Could not shake the sense that something was about to happen.

A long, dissonant note floated across the valley, and the lone figure of a man emerged from the mass of soldiers and walked up the curving, white roadway to the fortress. Wreathed in early morning mist, the figure moved with slow, purposeful strides until he stood before the battered gate and the dull blaze burning beyond in the crumbling gatehouse towers.

“The Takhran?” Ky’s voice drifted to her ears from farther up the slope. In the dead silence that had fallen, his voice sounded as loud as a shout.

Birdie shook her head. It was not the Takhran. She could not say how she knew, but there was no denying the certainty she felt. It was someone else. Someone no less frightening. A powerful Shantren? Her mouth had gone dry.

“Earthshaker.” The quiet, measured voice of the saif fell suddenly upon her ears. So soft spoken she did not startle so much as catch her breath. Frey stood at her side, a creature of the night. If she did not focus her gaze upon him, he melted into the shadows. She did not question his appearance here. In the same way that she knew it was not the Takhran upon the road below, she knew that Frey’s coming was right.

As if a strand of melody had suddenly shifted into place.

“Beware, Songkeeper—”

The figure below began to sing, cutting off Frey’s words. At the first deep notes of his voice, the earth trembled. Earthshaker. Only a tremor at first, a faint rumble that grew until the foundations of the fortress shivered, though the mountains themselves did not move. They remained firm and unyielding beneath Birdie’s feet, and yet she could feel the terrible echoes of the rumbling through her bones. It stole the strength from her limbs, left them feeling weak and useless beneath her.

Soft fur brushed her arm. Frey pressed against her side, steadying her.

Once. Twice. Thrice, the figure sang.

The third note strengthened into a resounding blast that sent a shockwave through the gatehouse towers and gate, tearing mortar from stone, rending wood from iron, and sending the shattered pieces flying in a cataclysmic explosion. It swept dwarf warriors from their feet and flung them out over the valley, melodies trailing off into panicked wails and then silence. Chunks of stone whistled through the air and landed with a crash below. Another wave of melodies snuffed out. A chorus of voices silenced, gone in a breath.

And in that breath the resulting quiet was unbearable.

The night breeze was strangely cool and wet against Birdie’s cheeks. Only when the strangeness of the sensation struck her did she realize that her face was wet with tears.

She did not try to wipe them away.

With a final rumbling, the earth stilled, the dust settled, and the last echoes of the note died away. Below, the Khelari army sprang into action with a deafening roar, monsters at the forefront, surging up the white roadway to clamber over the piles of fallen debris and the twisted bodies of the slain. Fighting broke out on every level of the fortress. The dark shapes of the quimram ran rampant through the lower streets, trumpeting and bellowing, demolishing walls as they went, and the screams that rang out over the clatter of falling stones were like a knife thrust to Birdie’s heart.

A strangled sob sounded behind her. The runners had come to a halt, scattered beneath the stands of weeping thrassle that peppered the slope above her. Closer than the rest, a dwarf girl clutched her hands to her face, cheeks glistening with tears. Somehow, the sight of another’s anguish was enough to draw Birdie back from the brink, back to herself and to the peril clustered below. Their pursuers were regrouping, rallying for a final charge up the slope.

Frey tensed at her side, muscles quivering and taut as a bowstring.

“Ky!” She sought him across the intervening runners. He was hunched over with his back to a tree, a hand clutched to his chest. In pain or shock, she could not say, but at her call he drew himself erect. “Get them out of here!”

His voice rang out. “Runners, with me!”

Clenching her axe in both hands, Birdie dashed down the slope toward the griffin. Frey hesitated and then skittered after her. His trust warmed her even as it stirred the ache of responsibility, for he followed her, and she did not know what she intended. She knew only that she could not leave Gundhrold behind.

Even if it meant falling by his side.

No longer locked in battle by tooth and claw, the griffin crouched before the two beasts, wings trailing in the dust, exhaustion and pain drawn in every trembling line of his body. And yet, he still stood. And still the Khelari hung back, not daring to venture within his reach. But the chimera were bred to boldness and brashness. Bred in the horrors beneath Mount Eiphyr to brave greater perils than the griffin. Roaring their fury to the skies, the two monsters charged, and Gundhrold staggered forward to meet them.

“No!” Birdie broke into a run, his name on her lips and his melody on her tongue. But it was too late. Already too late. He fell before their onslaught, borne down beneath their weight and their fury. “No!” The icy tide of her anger pooled in her grip on the haft of her axe.

A tendril of the Song beckoned to her as she crashed down the slope, trampling sage and flattening heather. It touched her mind, but she turned from it, heedless in her rage, intent upon the weapon in her fist and the destruction she would unleash. She did not know if Frey followed still, nor did she care. She was the Songkeeper.

But the axe felt suddenly heavy and unruly in her hands. A dull weight. A hapless thing.

Her steps faltered.

The Song beckoned to her again. No gentle whispering this time, no soft voice singing a melody of hope and comfort. This was a raging fire. A turbulent flood. A howling gale.

It demanded that she give it voice.

The axe slipped from her nerveless hands. Scarce an arm’s length from the horror of the fight, she halted, lifted her face to the sky, and poured forth the Song in an anthem that rose to greet the distant stars. And it seemed that the stars and the moon and the very rocks on the hillside sang in answer.

A long, hollow note rang out from her own throat, and the hair stood up on her arms at the sound of it. The mountains themselves trembled, shivered to the very core. Rocks cracked. Trees split in two. A rift tore through the earth before her feat, and an enormous geyser of water burst from the ground. Like a pillar, it rose, a wall of churning white that trapped the moonlight and the dull glare of the burning fortress and dispersed it in a thousand falling rainbows.

For a moment, there was nothing but the roar of the water and the trembling of the earth and the ceaseless force of the Song flowing around and through her. Then the geyser dwindled and died, and when she came to herself, she found that she knelt, soaked to the bone, in a stream of water that trickled away down the slope between the skeletal shapes of shattered rocks and uprooted trees. Of the chimera and the Khelari who had been pursuing them she saw no sign. Perhaps they had been swept away by the flood. Perhaps they had merely fled.

In the end, it did not matter.

They were gone, and Gundhrold . . . Gundhrold . . .

She staggered upright and caught sight of him lying on the riven ground not far away. Numb legged, she stumbled to his side, ignoring the terrible fear that pulsed through her with each beat of her heart. Moonlight painted a harsh picture of his wounds. Savage claw marks raked his sides interspersed with the scoring of deeper wounds where the goat’s horns had stabbed into his flesh. Pitted fang marks oozed venom that hissed and bubbled against his tawny coat. His wings lay broken beneath him, a twisted mass of feathers.

His beak was open.

Breathless, she knelt beside him, sliding her hands beneath his limp head to lift it into her lap. It was so heavy she scarcely managed. A pained breath escaped his parted beak, and his eyes rolled back to meet hers, but he did not try to speak. She did not even know if he saw her. But there was a light behind the dullness in his eyes that seemed to point to a vision of a far different place.

With a shudder, his eyes turned to the sky, and a note of that incomprehensible sense of peace, peace, peace washed through his melody and through it to her . . .

And then he was gone.
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Birdie left her axe where it had fallen, blade bitten into the shattered earth, not far from where Gundhrold lay. It was a piece of her that she could leave with him—a hard, cold, bloodthirsty piece. She wanted no more of it. And yet it seemed fitting, somehow, given the way that he had died. Torn to shreds by the monsters of the Takhran, torn to protect her, the Songkeeper that he dreamed that she could become.

What use was an axe against monsters such as those they faced?

The Song alone had been able to save him, and yet it—or Emhran—had chosen not to.

A mist clouded her vision. She blinked and found that it was just tears welling up, turning the world into a watery blur. She whispered a silent farewell to Gundhrold and swung up onto Frey’s bowed back, gripping his narrow rib cage tightly with her thighs. His lithe limbs carried them swiftly up the slope, past the slaves and runners standing once again in stunned huddles, past Ky’s slumped form—bowed over his knees, shoulders shaking—to the front of the line. The saif’s cloven hooves made little noise as he assumed the lead and forged onward into the night, fleeing the slaughter in the valley below and the attention her song must have drawn. But she saw no pursuit, and Earthshaker did not sing again. Birdie did not attempt to guide the saif, nor did she wonder if he would lead them true. It did not seem to matter anymore.

Little did.

Stifling a groan, she clenched her fists in the saif’s downy mane and lifted her face to the crisp night air. She had not sung Gundhrold’s soul to sleep. Had not been able to bring herself to yield voice to the Song that whispered in her soul—an echo of the peace and joy that had swept through his melody in that breath before the end. For in that instant, she had realized that she was drowning, but he was not. She was lost. He had found the way.

She could not sing.

But his song had begun anew.

And oh, how she had longed to join him in it. Soft footsteps had whispered behind her, and Frey’s melody had washed over her. But she had thrust the knowledge of his presence aside, not wanting anything, even comfort, to disturb the sorrow and sanctity of the moment. She had buried her hands in Gundhrold’s ruff, stroked the curve of his russet feathers, bent to kiss behind one tufted ear, and at last let the tears fall freely upon his coat.

Death had reigned in the fortress across the valley, and the dark melody had soared in triumph, a hideous clanging noise that reveled in bloodshed and broken corpses strewn across soiled earth. But there, upon the hillside, something else had been at work. A hidden thread of music that somehow reached beneath the vast symphony of the world, supported it, and bound it all together. It eased her at the same time that it disquieted her. Left her raw and aching and yet lifted by a mysterious hope that refused to abandon her even now as she clung to Frey’s mane.

Listen, Songkeeper.

The voice of Emhran had whispered those words to her months ago upon another hillside, and oh, how she clung to them still.

Let me sing you a Song.

•••

Tauros had long since ridden past noon by the time they emerged from the forest and came to a ragged halt in the clearing. Ky caught himself against a tree, legs trembling with exhaustion, while all around him runners slumped to the ground and freed slaves gazed about wide eyed. The claw wounds in his chest throbbed incessantly, a pulsing fire that scattered steady thought and left him grasping to make sense of it all.

It was done.

The mission had been completed.

Only it wasn’t, was it? It was all a horrible tangled knot of good and bad, success and failure, stupidity—his stupidity—and sorrow. Sorrow. He clenched a hand to his forehead in a pitiful attempt to ease the bombarding thoughts. It didn’t help. Blood stained his palm, lining the cracks in his skin. His blood. Khelari blood. In the end it was the same. He lifted his other hand, only to realize that he still clenched his sword and sling. It took a mighty effort to peel his fingers away from the hilt so he could sheathe the sword, and even then, it felt as though he had left a layer of skin and blood behind.

Across the clearing, the strange beast halted before the mouth of the cave, and Birdie slid from its back. She didn’t enter the cave, just stood there swaying, eyes unfocused. She looked about as lost as he felt. He swallowed hard and skimmed his gaze across the slaves instead. Some had peeled off during the long march and gone away on their own until it was mostly the old and young that remained—about twenty all told. There was no sense of companionship or unity among them. Even in the midst of the group each sat alone, huddled over their own bodies, thin limbs protruding from ragged clothes. They were a filthy, stinking bunch, covered in oozing sores and raw whip marks.

Birdie and his crew had freed them, and every bone in his body knew that it had been the right thing to do. But what in the world was he to do now? Soon there would be problems to solve, questions to answer . . . and he was the leader. He had proven it. But he couldn’t bring himself to move. He felt paralyzed, without an ounce of strength left in his limbs or mind. And the cuts on his chest throbbed with an intensity that robbed each breath of force.

Gritting his teeth, he gripped the tree a little tighter and shook the haze of pain and exhaustion away. A fellow only could move one step at a time. So . . . first step: food and water. Bandages next. Shelter and security later. He attempted to stand beyond the support of his tree. His legs felt unsteady, but they would hold. They had to.

“Gull.” His voice cracked. He cleared his throat and repeated the call, aware that all eyes had latched onto him the moment he spoke. “Oi, Gull.”

The boy appeared at his side. “Oi.” His bow was slung at the ready over one shoulder, but only three arrows rattled in the quiver. Ky logged the observation away. Resupplying weapons—another step for later.

“Gull, see if you can’t get Dor started passing out food.” A nagging sense of unease pushed to the forefront. “Check in with the sentries too.” He hadn’t seen a sign of them on the way in, and with so many strangers in the group, they should have been challenged. “Remind them to keep a sharp eye out. Want to make sure we weren’t followed.”

“Right-o.” Gull dashed off a salute and loped toward the cave.

Ky gnawed at his lip. The silence from the sentries bothered him. They were a part of Slack’s crew, but that didn’t give them the right to ignore their duty. And where was Slack? No point in denying the frustration that simmered in his gut as he scanned the area for her. It irked him that she hadn’t bothered to come out of the cave, not even to help with the injured. Just another way for her to dig her heels in and jostle for control.

“Oi!” Gull burst from the cave. “They’re gone, Ky. All of them.”

“Who?”

“Everyone we left behind. Took food, weapons, even their bedrolls with them.” Gull sucked in a breath. “They’re just gone.”

The words bounced around in his brain. Refused to sink in. “Not . . . Meli too?” A nod. Ky forced himself to breathe. “They could just be out scouting, right?”

“You ever take your bedroll scouting? Fire is cold too. They must have left not long after we did. Just packed up an’ left, without us.”

Gone . . .

Before he knew it, he was lurching forward, tripping over arms and legs as he stumbled through the seated runners and slaves toward the cave mouth. Gull must have missed something. It was a trick. He had to see it for himself.

But even when he saw it, saw the openings in the line of bedrolls, the missing weapons, the lurking emptiness of the cave, he couldn’t bring himself to believe it. Because surely even Slack wasn’t capable of this. Sure, absconding with the Underground, nabbing them when his back was turned, just like apple bobbing in the market—that, maybe, he could believe. It was a very Underground thing to do. Seize the opportunity, keep up, look out for yourself, and all the rest of the mumbo-­jumbo rules Cade had invented. But taking Meli just to spite him? And Syd too? Surely Slack wasn’t that heartless.

He heard his own voice speaking. “It’s a mistake . . . It must be. They’ll be back soon.”

A soft chuckle emanated from the mouth of the cave. It echoed from the walls and sent a shiver crawling up Ky’s spine. He reached for his sling and grimaced at the pain. Dried blood had adhered his jacket to his chest. It tore away when he moved, started the cuts bleeding afresh.

“No mistake, young cub.” Obasi shuffled into the entrance with the slow, careful steps of a man in pain. He did not venture beyond the square of daylight, but lowered himself to the ground there and deliberately folded his gaunt limbs into a knot. Tilted his head back and blinked up at him. “The lioness has found her teeth.”

“Slack.” It wasn’t so much a statement as it was a curse. There were lines you just didn’t cross. Slack should know that. Fueled by the anger, he palmed a sling-bullet from his belt and fitted it in the pouch of his sling. “Which way did they go?” He started toward the cave mouth. Didn’t really expect an answer. Wasn’t going to wait for one.

“The little ones did not wish to leave.”

That brought him to a halt, muscles tense and prickling.

“They begged to stay, but she would not hear of it. Promised to lead them in the true way of the Underground. Not even their tears could sway her.”

His fist clenched the slings strap so tightly the leather creaked. “Which way?”

“So now you will hunt her.”

“Yes!”

His shout sounded desperate, even to him. There was a long pause before Obasi spoke again. “She will fight you. You know this. She has discovered the strength of her claws. Believes herself to be strong. Believes you to be weak.”

Ky twisted to face the Saari head on and tried not to show how much that simple movement left him dizzied. Blood loss and exhaustion. Not a good combination. He needed bandages first, then a chance to collapse into his bedroll, and then a few minutes to think. Just to think. But Slack hadn’t left him a choice. “I proved her wrong once. I can do it again.”

“And what of the others?” This in a flat voice, devoid of emotion and free of the fever pitch that had threatened instability when they had talked before. In fact, Ky had the unsettling feeling that Obasi just might be steadier than him at the moment. “What of your friend? Leadership is not a responsibility that can be abandoned lightly. Would you forsake the many for the sake of the few?”

The Saari seized his gaze, wouldn’t let him break away. But it was all too much. He was shaking in an effort to hold back the sea of panic, fear, and . . . rage. He spun and slammed his fist into the cave wall. Pulled back, nursing his bloodied knuckles.

What a foolish, Dizzier thing to do.

“I didn’t . . . didn’t find my friend.” It was a poor excuse for abandoning the others, and he knew it, just as he knew Obasi was in the right. They were all his responsibility. Not just Paddy. All twenty slaves and eleven runners. He had made a mess of this mission from the start, but he couldn’t forsake them now, not after bringing them this far. And he couldn’t demand their help to hunt down Slack. Odds were half of them wouldn’t even listen.

It was their safety he had to look out for now, and with the fortress fallen, that meant getting as far away as possible. Somehow, in the chaos following the blast of Birdie’s song, no soldiers had followed them. Then. No telling how many could be on their trail now.

“Oi, Ky.” Gull poked his head into the cave. “What do we do now? Ain’t you got a plan, or something like a plan . . . or anythin’ at all?” He spoke in a harsh whisper, but his voice rebounded off the rock so it sounded much louder. Ky could picture all the runners lining up outside, waiting for an answer. His answer.

Obasi had closed his eyes and bowed his head. Looked to be asleep.

Right. First step: food.

He pulled himself up straight. Didn’t let an ounce of fear bleed through his voice. Because this was what leadership was about—not privilege, but responsibility and being answerable for the outcome. He could have done without that part. “There’s food left in the supply bags. Pass it around. Tell everyone to snatch a few hours of sleep.” After traveling so far to and from the valley, they needed sleep if they hoped to cover any distance on this next leg of their journey. “We leave at dark.”

“Leavin’?” Gull’s voice skipped a beat. “Where we going?”

That was the question, wasn’t it? He left it hanging, because he didn’t have an answer yet. But he sure was going to need one soon. The silence stretched until it became awkward, and then Gull muttered a “right-o” and left. Obasi moved on too, leaving him on his own.

Hiding in the cave.

He blew out a heavy breath. He needed to go out there. Needed to show them that everything wasn’t falling apart. Didn’t matter if they were fooled or not; at least he could try to fool himself. He started toward the cave mouth and came face to face with Birdie in the entrance, where light and shadow mingled. The shadow obscured her face, but when she lifted her eyes, the light hit them and honed them to a razor sharpness that made him want to flinch.

The memory of Gundhrold’s last dive obscured his vision. All he could see was the griffin plummeting straight into the jaws of those monsters.

She spoke first. “It isn’t safe here. You should all leave.”

The words caught him off guard. It wasn’t what he had expected to hear from her. He nodded and had to swallow twice before he could trust his voice. “I know. We’re leaving at dark.” He shuffled his weight, uncomfortable. The girl had eyes like a full moon. Large, luminous, and no less haunting. “Not sure where we’ll go . . . yet.”

He would have died before admitting it to anyone else, but something in her voice demanded the truth. Dull and blunt as a slingstone.

And . . . she had said you, not we.

“Frey tells me that several bands of dwarves escaped the fall of the fortress and scattered over the mountains. The Khelari now hunt them.” A part of his brain logged the name—Frey—even as the rest of it registered disgust at the news. Was that the strange beast she had ridden from the valley? “You should leave soon before they expand their search in this direction. If they haven’t already.”

Again, you.

He shook his head, recalling his scattered thoughts. “Aren’t you coming too?”

She dipped her head, and the shadow of her hair swallowed her eyes, but not before he caught the flash of pain—or was it anger? Without another word, she slipped from the cave.

•••

Darkness gathered sooner than expected with a heavy bank of cloud that settled over the mountains in the late afternoon. From his seat at the cave mouth, Ky watched the thick mass rolling in, heard the patter of a light rain drumming across the treetops before it reached the clearing, watched as the line hit and tiny rivulets dashed away, carrying the runoff back into the woods and down to the creek. A fine spray ricocheted off the ground and misted his face. He blinked the droplets away. Soon enough, true night would come, and then he would have to roust the Underground out into the damp and force them to march again.

For now, they slept in the cave behind him, the rhythmic sound of their breathing mingling with the thrumming of the rain. At any other time, Ky might have found the sound peaceful. Might have let it lull him to sleep too. But now it only served to increase the rapid pulse of his thoughts and the need to anticipate, to plan, to lead.

He stripped off the hide jacket and set about cleaning and bandaging the claw wounds on his chest. The sting of rain-cooled air brushing across the jagged marks made him catch his breath. The bleeding had long since stopped, but the wounds were nasty things. With any luck, bandaging would ward off infection. He’d seen enough soured wounds to be cautious.

“The young cub cannot find sleep?”

Ky jerked his head up at the rumbling voice and couldn’t help wincing at the pain that lanced through his chest. The Saari stood at his elbow, broad shoulders stooped to avoid the ceiling. Knotted hair draped his face, masking his eyes and giving him the look of a wild man. Odd that he hadn’t heard him approaching. The rain must have drowned out his footsteps. That or Ky’s street instincts were getting rusty.

“Or . . .” A tilt of the head. “Mayhap sleep cannot find the young cub?”

“There’s work to be done before we leave.” More than anything else, he needed a plan and a destination. He didn’t have time for riddles.

“Work? Ah yes, I see.” Was that a tinge of mockery? Ky bristled at the sound of it, but Obasi just sat with a sigh, folding his long limbs beneath him. “Heavy lies the weight of leadership. Not something one should aspire to. In the desert we have a saying: ‘Chasak nahn tum vanri isk sildir, ov mahtems tum gholdri isk kozen.’ Or in your tongue, ‘Better poverty and peace as a nahn than power and pressure as a mahtem.”

Migdon would have liked that one. The dwarf had had a knack for pulling out just the right sort of odd, pithy saying to match the occasion. Thinking about him brought a lump to Ky’s throat. He reached for a scrap of bandaging and started to wind it around his chest, gritting his teeth as he worked. “Well, I sure didn’t aspire to anything. But here I am, and since I am, I aim to do the best I can.”

No response.

Ky glanced up from his bandaging and caught Obasi staring at him with a strange expression on his scarred face. It sent a prickle of fear down his spine. The man had begun to seem less unhinged recently, but there was no telling what horrors the Khelari had done to him. Or what might set him off again.

His hand itched for his sling. “Is . . . something wrong?”

The Saari pointed a long finger at him. No, not at him. At the bandage he was still wrapping around his chest. “Chimera?”

He swallowed. “Yeah?”

“You faced the beast and yet lived?” Obasi exhaled a long breath that whistled between his teeth. The fever light had claimed his eyes again. Now Ky really wanted his sling. “So . . . the young cub has teeth as well.” He nodded his head as if he had just reached some conclusion. “Good. Good.”

“Look, it was really Gundhrold—”

But Obasi didn’t give him time to finish. He shot to his feet with an agility that belied his injuries and abruptly exited the cave, shrugging aside Ky’s questions as he sloshed out a few feet beyond the entrance and spun around. Eyes closed, he lifted his face to the sky. Droplets spattered across his forehead and coursed down the hollow lines of his face to pool in his scruffy beard. He shook his head, water spraying from the shaggy ends of his hair, and his face cracked into a broad smile. “The rain. It is good.”

Ky forced his mouth to close and shook his head. Unhinged. That was the best explanation for it. He tied off the bandaging with a solid knot and shrugged his way back into his hide jacket. His knapsack lay near to hand with a bedroll and a portion of their remaining food supplies. The rest had been parceled out among the other runners. It was almost time to leave. All that remained was to awaken the Underground.

And decide upon a destination.

One hand on the wall for leverage, Ky pushed up to his feet and slung the knapsack over one shoulder, but Obasi stood in his way. Scowling, the Saari bent forward until mere inches separated their faces. “Bring them to safety, lionheart, and I will tell you all you wish to know about the slave camps. This is your mission, and aiding you—that will be mine.” His voice hardened. “It is time that Nah Obasi lived once more.”

The offer was so unexpected, Ky didn’t know what to say. He just stood there with his mouth gaping, staring up into the bright-blue eyes of the Saari warrior. “Uh, sure . . . I think . . .” At the end of the day, wasn’t this what he had wanted? The means to accomplish his mission and free the slaves. Maybe even track down Paddy.

But after his failure last night, did he even have the right to ask any such thing of the runners again? His head told him no, but his gut said maybe.

Since when had his gut been optimistic?

“Oi, Ky.” Gull shuffled up, veering wide of Obasi and the puddle that had collected around his feet. Stifling a yawn, he stretched both shoulders until the joints popped and then shook his arms out. “About time to leave, ain’t it? Want me to wake the others?”

Ky gave a curt nod. “Get them up. It’s time to move out.”

Getting them up was easier said than done. Gull’s whistle brought the runners scurrying quickly enough, but the others were slow to move. Even slower to venture into the drizzle. After ten minutes of fidgeting and shivering and stamping about in the mud as he waited, Ky couldn’t blame them. Four runners flanked him, holding sputtering torches that yielded little light. In the gloom, individuals melted into a hazy, shifting mass. He finally gave up trying to count, figuring it was safe to assume that any who weren’t present didn’t plan on joining.

No sense in delaying.

He hitched the knapsack higher on his shoulders. “Let’s go.”

Mud splattered the back of his legs as Frey dashed up and came to a skidding halt at his side with Birdie on his back. The sight of her caught him off guard, broke through the fog of pain and weariness. He had looked for her. Hadn’t expected her to come. Her head tilted toward the sky, and she had a faraway look in her eyes. It was that look she got whenever she was so focused on listening to the melody that she seemed to lose sight of this world altogether.

She ran a hand along the odd creature’s neck, smoothing the wild tufts of its mane, and surveyed the clearing. “I will lead the way.” Melody hummed in her voice. He felt the strength of it coursing through his veins. Burning away the chill. Chasing away the fear. From the gasps of wonder, he knew that the others felt it too.

Without another word, she rode off into the night.

All eyes turned to him.

Oh, hang it all. It riled him that she would demand this now, in front of everyone. No discussion. No planning. No teamwork. But after everything that had happened, he owed it to her. He owed her. And the grand sum and total of his plan consisted of walking as far as they could get from the Khelari as fast as possible. So he swallowed his pride, clapped Gull on the shoulder, and jerked his chin toward the runners, beckoning them to follow.

“Let’s go.”

And they came, plodding along at his heels as he followed Birdie and the beast into the dampness of the night. After a time, he fell to the back and now and then dispatched one of the runners to trail behind and listen for noise of pursuit. And each time, they reported nothing. Marching in the rain was miserable, but it had its advantage. Nothing like rain to remove a scent and wipe away tracks. Even the Takhran’s hounds would be hard pressed to follow a trail that no longer existed.

“Oi, Ky.” Gull’s terse whisper startled Ky. The boy had just left for his third scouting trip and had come back with an arrow nocked to his bow. Ky reached for his sling, but Gull prodded him onward. “Keep walkin’. We ain’t alone.”

Ky palmed a sling-bullet from his pouch and loaded his sling. “What do you mean?”

Gull nodded toward the woods alongside. “See for yourself.”

Cautiously, Ky peered past him, trying to look as casual as possible. Through the trees and drizzling rain, he caught glimpses of movement. Little more than shadows that shifted and darted through all the wrong places. Straining his eyes slowly brought them into focus—here the long, lean figure of a petra, there the flopping ears of a dune rabbit. A rock wolf crouching at the base of a tree. A pair of birds perched in opposing branches. A burrow cat slinking along the crest of a boulder.

“You see it?” Gull’s voice cracked.

“I see it.”

Didn’t mean he understood it.

“So, what do we do?” Gull ran a finger along the fletching of his arrow, and the rustling it made sounded obscenely loud to Ky here in the woods, in the dead of night with potential enemies on all sides. “Reckon they’re spies for the Khelari? Do we attack?”

“Shh!” Ky shushed him with a hiss. This went beyond coincidence. Beyond imagination. Beyond anything he had ever heard of in any legend or fireside tale. Every sort of woodland creature imaginable was scattered throughout the woods alongside their path. All heading in the same direction. All keeping pace with them and yet seemingly unconcerned with them.

Or at least, unconcerned with any of them except for her.

He skipped his gaze from the wild creatures in the shadows up the winding line to where Birdie headed up their exodus. Times like these, he wondered how well he really knew her. Such a strange mixture of waif and warrior, weakness and strength, girl and legend. She sat erect on the strange beast’s back, head cocked forward and a little to the side.

Listening.

“Oi.” Gull dodged in front of him, forcing his attention. “We in danger?”

“No.” Decision made, he unloaded his sling and then reached past Gull and neatly un-nocked the arrow from his string and deposited it in the boy’s nearly empty quiver. “Save your arrows. We’re not in danger. Not now, at least.” That earned him a skeptical look, one that demanded explanation. “They’re not after us. They’re here because of her.”
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On through the night and into the pale lush of dawn, Birdie pursued the Song. It advanced before her, a strong and purposeful tide that beckoned her on beyond weariness, beyond despair, to a promise of hope and rest. Not once did she look back. Heels clasped around the saif’s ribs, hands pressed against his withers, she sought to urge him forward, but her urging went unheeded. Frey yielded to her guidance when it came to their path, but mindful of those that followed, he persisted in maintaining an even-keeled pace that even a two-legs could match.

He was kinder than she. The thought shamed her, though it did nothing to ease the longing that impelled her forward. Only through their melodies was she aware of those stumbling gamely on behind her, and it was at once a strangely distant and personal knowledge. She was their hope. It was she they followed, but Ky drove them on. His melody was a fierce and glowering force at the back of the line. Commanding obedience, daring defiance, warding off attack. Stern, his notes sounded. Rigid. But with a tremulous thread concealed within—a hint of fear and sorrow.

Beyond, in the woods, Khittri’s melody flitted from tree to tree, backed by a chorus of other voices—some deep, some soft, some fierce, some fearfully joyful and free. They were the wild ones, the creatures of the woods. Quillan’s friends. And somewhere beyond them, no telling how far—miles and miles, perhaps, or perhaps no distance at all—a sickly sweet voice that slurred the notes of a discordant tune beneath the watchful stars.

A hound, perhaps. Or a soldier.

They must be wary. There might be strength in numbers, but there was also peril. Greater numbers attracted greater attention. Escorted as they were by woodland creatures, it would be clear that there was at least a Songling, if not the Songkeeper, present. Still, she could not fathom sending them away. Their melodies formed a comforting harmony. This night of all nights.

She whispered in Frey’s ear. “Did Quillan send them?”

A soft shake of the head sent his downy mane flying about her face. The strands were so soft, they seemed to float downward rather than fall back into place. “They are not here for Quillan, little Songkeeper. They are here for you.”

The truth of his words warmed her, and she wondered at them. It was a strange thing, being the Songkeeper and yet so much on her own. Never knowing what to expect . . . or what was expected. How could she hope to succeed without Gundhrold to guide her? Even Quillan knew more than she, and he was a Songling.

There was a thought there. The spark of an idea. But it was difficult to put it into words, or even follow to its reasonable end. At the thought of Gundhrold, her heart split with the weight of grief. She felt she wandered in an impenetrable fog that left her dizzy and reeling.

She strove to find her voice. “Frey, are we passing near Mogrinvale?”

The saif hummed, a throaty, nickering sound in his throat. “If you wish it, Songkeeper. I but follow your leading.”

And she but followed the course of the Song. “Is the vale near here?”

“Behind a little, and to the north of us, but not far for you and I.”

Meanwhile, the Song beckoned her onward into the east. Still, what harm could a short detour cause? She mulled over her dilemma as the eastern sky gradually paled and then became shot through with specks of a fiery sunrise. At last the Song led her to a stop in a little hollow concealed within the arms of two hills. The drizzle had long since petered out, but its dampness still clung to the earth. It didn’t seem to hinder the Underground. In a matter of minutes, all were fast asleep, save for Ky and another lookout who patrolled the perimeter while the wild creatures watched from concealment.

Later, as she and Frey stole away from the sleepers, she hoped it truly would be just a short detour. If there was one thing she had learned in the past several months of traveling, it was that detours rarely turned out as expected.

•••

The damp green hollow of Mogrinvale was deserted. No animals crouched beside the trickling stream or lurked beneath the dragon’s tongue vines or peered out between the limp petals of the moondrop flowers. Quiet consumed the place, eerie in the full light of day, lacking the sense of peace that she had felt before. The whole place felt wrong, somehow.

“Stop.”

At her breathless command, Frey came to an uneven halt, cloven hooves slipping on rain-slick stones. Before he could kneel to allow her to dismount, she slid off on her own and started toward the cave. Skin prickling. Every sense heightened. Eyes scanning the shadows. Ears straining for noises on both physical and musical levels. She longed for her axe, a sword, any weapon at all.

Quillan might be in trouble.

“Perhaps, Songkeeper, we should wait . . .”

She dashed aside Frey’s objections and slipped beneath the veil of moondrops overhanging the entrance. Inside the coolness of the cave, she paused to steady the rapid beating of her heart as she scanned for signs of enemies. Three passageways branched off from the entrance, each curtained with a woven reed hanging. As her breathing slowed, her hearing sharpened. That’s when she heard it—coiling from the rear of the cave, like a snake startled from its nest—the twisted strands of the dark melody. It emanated from the left-hand passageway that led to Quillan’s hearth. Muted, but unmistakable, and her ear was sensitive enough to distinguish two distinct voices.

Khelari.

Here.

The knowledge pulsed through her head like the charge of a lightning strike, and close upon the heels of the shock came the tingling realization that the voices were not simply here but drawing closer. She shook herself alert. Two Khelari in Quillan’s cave—beside his hearth, no less—and she had no weapon.

She darted a glance to the left of the entrance. Three swords and a jumble of daggers were stacked against the corner. Pulse hammering in her throat, she reached for the nearest blade. Fingers brushed metal. The harsh bark of a human voice startled her. In a breath, she realized that the voice had come from another room, but it was a breath too late. She had already jerked back. The moment her fingers left the blade, she felt it starting to slip and lunged to steady it again.

Too slow.

It fell with a clatter—the sort of unbelievably loud clatter that sets teeth on edge and grates against bone. The blade clattered off the other swords, sparked against the cave wall, and skidded to the floor, taking the daggers with it. One dagger spun out into the middle of the passageway, the revolving blade flashing reflected daylight across the ceiling.

The conversation broke off.

“Hoi!” A deep voice barked. “What’s that?”

It was too deep to be Quillan.

Birdie froze, horrified by the ringing in her ears and transfixed by the slowly spinning dagger. Then a heavy boot step sounded within the left-hand passageway and she fled. Ducked beneath the right-hand hanging and crouched, stifling her uneven breathing behind her fists. She peeked through the slit between the hanging and the wall.

“Gern? That you?” The left reed hanging rustled, and then a burly figure clad in dark armor shoved his way through, shadowed by a second armored figure—a woman. The dark melody intensified with their approach.

“Baard.” The woman brushed past the man, warning heavy in her voice. “The weapons.”

The man grunted in acknowledgement and turned his hawkish face toward the entrance. Birdie bit back a breath as the two Khelari neared, moving with the sharp, measured tread of those on high alert. It had been foolish of her to barge in here. There was no sign of Quillan, but both Khelari bore the marks of a fight. The woman sported a sling on one arm and a bandage around her head, while the man favored his left side and walked with a pronounced limp. Could Quillan have done that? The old Songling might scamper along cliff faces in the dead of night, but it was hard to imagine him wielding a weapon.

But who was she to talk?

The woman paused to retrieve the dagger, spinning it thoughtfully through her fingers before settling it into an empty sheath on her belt. Only then did Birdie realize that they too were weaponless. Or had been. No sooner had the thought crossed her mind than they gathered up the weapons and slapped them into place on their belts with military precision. One sword remained propped in the corner.

“There’s nothing missing.” The man—Baard—said. Hand on his sword, he exited the cave and then ducked back inside a moment later. “No one out front.” His stance relaxed. “What do you think it was?”

The woman shrugged. “Gern?”

“Highly unlikely, my dear,” Quillan called out from the kitchen, and Birdie’s heart rose at the sound of his voice. He was alive! That much, at least, was good. But since when had the Khelari left defeated enemies alive and well?

A moment later the familiar white-haired figure shouldered his way into the passage. He held a rag in one hand and a dripping ladle in the other, and he was still garbed in the same worn tunic and fearsomely cheerful yellow scarf. “Given the state of his wounds, our poor friend Gern isn’t likely to be emerging from his bedroll anytime soon. He needs quiet and rest. A healer can only do so much.”

A healer?

Birdie jammed her fist against her lips, holding back the cry of frustration and rage swelling up inside. What on earth was Quillan up to here? Welcoming Khelari into his home, offering them healing and aid, calling them “friend”? They were the enemy.

Anything else was unthinkable.

“If not Gern, then who?” The woman demanded. She took a step inward, her back half blocking Birdie’s view through the slit, though both Quillan and Baard were taller, so Birdie could still see their faces over her shoulders. Unlike the man, the woman had not eased her stance. Every muscle in her body remained taut with a sense of underlying threat. Birdie seized the hope that it offered. Perhaps Quillan was not a traitor. Perhaps he was only a hostage.

“Oh, it’s quite all right, my dear.” Quillan’s voice assumed a soothing tone, as if he sought to pacify a frightened horse. “I’m sure there’s no need for alarm. Doubtless, one of the wild creatures dashed through and knocked the weapons over by accident—they do tend to race about. Terribly bad for the crockery since I’m always tripping over one or another of them and smashing things on accident, but otherwise, it’s not particularly dangerous.” He chuckled.

The woman did not join in. “And do those wild creatures of yours steal weapons too?”

“Delian’s fist!” Baard gave a longsuffering sigh. “Give it a rest, Nadina. There’s nothing missing—”

“But there might have been. You may trust him, Baard, but I do not. A healer who asks for nothing in return? Always smiling, always cheerful, always eager to offer a warm hearth and fix a hot cup? Use that thick head of yours. It does not even sound right.”

“Sounds like a worthwhile friend, if you ask me.” Quillan tested the dripping ladle with his tongue and pulled a wry face. “Hmm. It’s missing something. Needs a dash or two of something to spice it up. What do you think?” He held the ladle toward her with a guileless grin that might have charmed a karnoth from its perch.

Nadina did not budge. “This is war. Why should we trust you?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” For the first time, a weary edge crept into Quillan’s mild voice. “Because I bandaged your wounds, offered you a meal, and am attempting to heal your friend?”

“This is a safe place, Nadina. Must you be so suspicious?”

“Oh, it’s quite all right, my friend.” Quillan waved aside Baard’s objection without breaking gaze with Nadina. “Suspicion can be an effective tool, if a trifle misleading. It will serve her in good stead, I have no doubt. Help her stay alive in this bloody war you two are so intent upon fighting.”

“And which side of this bloody war would you be on?” Nadina’s words rang through the passageway. Then all was silent. So silent, Birdie could have sworn that she could hear them breathing. And still Quillan did not answer. He just stood there, scrutinizing the woman’s face with a thoughtful expression on his own. Nadina’s fingers hovered nearer the dagger at her hip.

Inhale. Exhale. Rapid, shallow breaths that barely stirred the air.

Birdie felt so helpless. Such a coward. Cowering behind a curtain, instead of meeting the enemy face to face. But who was the enemy? Nadina . . . Baard . . . Quillan? How could she know? Still crouching, she shifted her weight from one foot to the other. Her heel struck something. Her spine tingled. A shiver prickled her arms. She dragged her eyes away from the slit and the tension in the passageway and glanced back over her shoulder. At first all she could see was a thin line of fire that flashed before her eyes. Then her vision adjusted to the dimness.

It was a body.

The air fled her lungs.

Outside, Quillan spoke up at last. “My battle is with injury and illness, my friends. If you are wounded, I will treat you. If you are dying, I will comfort you. It is as simple as that.”

Birdie caught her breath and blinked again. Not a body. A young man. He lay only inches away from her, sprawled atop a woven reed mat, head tipped back to reveal a gaunt face and a bony stalk of a neck beneath a thatch of dark hair. Her heel rested against his hand. His fingers were curled in and contorted, as if he had been in pain. He wore only a pair of thin leggings. Bandages swathed his narrow chest. The faint rasp of breathing caught her ear, steadied her. He was alive.

It was his breathing that she had heard. And yet . . . A tremor of fear wormed through her stomach. She had not heard anything else. No scrap of melody or hint of a song that did not belong to the three in the passageway beyond. On impulse, she inched closer, and beneath the veil of bandages, she saw it. The dull flash of a crimson teardrop jewel.

A talav.

She gasped in a ragged breath and jerked away. Could not summon enough control over herself to maintain the silence. Her movement sparked a moan from the wounded man, but his eyes did not open. She would not have cared if they had. Could not bring herself to care. What could be worse than the knowledge that Quillan was sheltering one of the Shantren, one of the twisted creatures who served the Takhran and his work in the Pit?

The knowledge shattered her.

“Gern?” Baard called out. “Are you awake?”

Birdie slumped with her back to the wall. Panic clawed at her throat. Not only was this one of the Shantren, he was a songless one. Like Inali and Zahar. It was significant, somehow, but she did not know what it meant. Like everything else, it only served to highlight how little she knew about this world of magic and music that was supposed to be her realm.

“Gern?” The woman’s voice this time. Uncertain steps turned toward the room.

“Let me.” Quillan forestalled her. His sandaled feet made short work of the distance. The hanging slid to the side to admit his head. Birdie froze in the sudden stream of light. Like a dune rabbit shivering beneath a bush, hoping in vain that the burrow cat won’t spot it and pounce. His eyes flickered past her to the injured Shantren with scarce a pause. But he had seen her. She was convinced of it.

Seen her and given no sign.

“Poor fellow is sleeping still, I’m afraid.” Quillan observed over his shoulder. “And he needs it. Dwarf axes are a nasty piece of work.” Was it just her imagination, or did his eyes flicker back to her then? “You can leave him in my care. I assure you he will be well tended to.”

“You are certain?” Baard asked.

“Of course. It is my pleasure.” Quillan allowed the hanging to fall back into place, leaving Birdie stranded alone in the dark with the injured Shantren. The voices in the passageway gradually faded out into a pleasant sort of jumbled chaos as Quillan bid the two Khelari farewell, speeding them on their way with promises of scones and clotted cream on their return and wishes for their safety in the meantime. It sounded like a friendly exchange between neighbors, such as she might have heard in that simpler time back at the Sylvan Swan, when the world might have been at war but she didn’t know it.

Before she understood the curse and the blessing in her blood. Before she witnessed the horrors of the Pit and knew the madness of the Takhran. Before Amos fell and Gundhrold died and the Khelari laid waste to the land.

She clenched her jaw.

How could one be friends with monsters?

•••

“You can come out now, Songkeeper.” Quillan drew back the hanging, flooding the small chamber with muted daylight. For the first time, Birdie fully glimpsed her surroundings. The chamber was even more cramped than she had expected, little more than a cut in the rock with just room enough for the bedroll . . . and her. Narrow shelves filled with all manner of bottled herbs, bundled leaves, and rolls of bandages lined the wall, starting at chest height and extending upward. A healer’s tools.

Even with the light falling across his face, the injured Shantren did not stir. The gleam of fever dampened his brow. He had a sort of vagueness about his features that made it difficult to pinpoint a description. Hair somewhere in the muddy shade between dark and light. Neither a sharp face nor a round one. The only truly distinctive aspect was the sharp knob of the Adam’s apple in his throat. It wasn’t easy to determine his age either. The sparse beard shadowing his jaw seemed to mark him as a fair bit older than Cade, but his straggly hair and skinny frame marked him as a good deal younger than Amos. Perhaps about Inali’s age.

She steeled her heart to pity.

“Songkeeper?” Quillan ducked his head into the room. “They have gone. It is safe.”

Safe? Everything within her scoffed at the word. She could not recall the last time anywhere had been truly safe, and now even this damp, green vale had been tainted by the Khelari. She shoved up to her feet and pushed past Quillan into the passageway. The old Songling did not follow. He remained standing in the doorway, gazing at the injured Shantren with the dripping ladle still dangling from one hand.

At last he spoke.

“My gift is the language of the beasts, Songkeeper. Not healing. I do what I may, of course, with the natural remedies the Master Singer sang into existence. Some live. Some die. And still they come to me, desperate for healing. But herbs cannot grant the healing they truly need. And this one . . . This one . . . he is far gone . . . Herbs are no use.” Quillan turned his eyes toward her, and there was pity and sorrow in his gaze. But there was also an irrepressible gleam of hope. “But you, Songkeeper, you are gifted with many things.”

His words hung there, an expectant weight upon the air.

It took a great effort to steady herself and respond. “I have questions.”

“But of course. Of course.” His voice bled sincerity. “And I will answer as best I may. But the dying cannot wait. Surely the Song is willing.”

He could not in truth be asking that.

But he must have taken her silence as indecisiveness, for he took a step nearer and set a hand upon her arm. “Please, Songkeeper, would you save this man? Would you petition Emhran for healing, or at the very least sing his soul to sleep with what peace and comfort the Song may give?”

“He is a Shantren!” She retreated from him, stumbling over her own feet. Did Quillan know nothing of the world outside his hollow? He spoke of “bloody war,” but did he truly know the evils done by the Shantren and the Khelari? She had seen much these past few months. Even considering offering them the beauty of the Song was repulsive. The thought of it left her stomach reeling. “He is a monster. The Song is not meant for him.”

Yet even now the words rang with a discordant note.

It was echoed in Quillan’s gentle rebuke. “The Song is meant for just such as him.”

Birdie looked up into his earnest face and felt the notes of his song ringing with sorrow and hope and compassion for the dying Shantren.

And yet she could muster no feeling at all, save grief.

“Gundhrold is dead.”

She did not realize that she had spoken the words out loud until Quillan’s face softened. His hand rested on her shoulder, just rested there, but that simple touch was almost enough to undo her. A sob built up in her throat, but she shoved it back down. Then Quillan broke away and ducked beneath the left-hand hanging, and Birdie didn’t know whether to follow him or ignore him or turn and walk out, so she waited. A moment later, he emerged with a large knapsack slung over one shoulder and a walking stick in hand.

“Walk with me, Songkeeper.”

•••

Out beyond the hollow they walked, out onto sage-clad hills beneath a colorless sky. Quillan set a fast pace at first, his walking stick stabbing the ground to propel him forward beneath the bulk of the large knapsack. Birdie was glad for their speed, because the frenzied movement steadied her thoughts. A little of her anger bled out with each pounding step, and it made her feel as if she was accomplishing something each time her feet hit the ground.

Even if it was just outmarching the old Songling.

At last Quillan seemed to flag a bit, winded. His pace eased, and then he halted. They stood in the midst of a mountain meadow dotted with clusters of yellow flowers that were so bright they made the sun look pale. Without a word he sat cross legged in the grass and slid the knapsack onto his knees. Untying a few knots allowed the knapsack to fall open, revealing a lyre. He ran his wizened fingers across the gleaming frame and then settled it against his shoulder and began to play. The furrowed lines on his brow melted away. Eyes closed, face tilted somewhere between the lyre and the sky. Light and fleet as Frey’s hooves, his fingers ran across the strings, releasing a song that was woven with echoes of both his melody and the master melody.

It rang with hope and sorrow, a glorious mingling of the two.

At first Birdie remained standing, not ready to sit beside the Songling who had befriended Khelari and Shantren alike. But by the time Quillan laid aside his lyre, she had fallen to her knees in the grass and wept into the damp spring earth until her tears were spent. Slowly she sat back on her heels, listening to the whisper of the wind through the flowers. For a time they sat in silence. She was grateful that he did not press her for details on Gundhrold’s death. And though she had been so eager to confront him about the Shantren before his song, she could not summon the anger now. It had been quenched by the walk and the melody and the beauty of this place.

“Sixteen . . .”

Birdie cast a curious glance at the old Songling. He had returned his lyre to his knapsack, laced it in again, and pulled something else out. Something small that he turned over in his hands, a thoughtful look wrinkling his brow. “Sixteen?” she prompted.

He started, as if surprised to discover that he had spoken aloud, and then nodded ruefully. “I thought myself a man. Old enough to discern for myself. Old enough to choose my path. Old enough to take the talav.” His fingers opened, and the broken end of a chain dangled from his hand. A shard of clear crystal danced at the end.

Birdie blinked at him. “That is . . . was . . . yours?”

“Shocking, isn’t it?” Quillan stretched his long legs before him. “Raised a Songling by a Songling father, trained to use my gifts, encouraged in the way of the Master Singer . . . and yet I threw it all away. Rejected my heritage and chose the Shantren instead.”

“But . . . why?”

“Does it matter?” His eyebrows rose. “I was rebellious. I sought to make my own way. I believed the Takhran’s lies. Honestly, the true answer eludes me now, but believe me when I say that the Takhran can be most persuasive. Power, belonging, freedom from fear—a thousand different promises draw them in like flies to the bait, but in the end they are all ensnared. Ten years I spent a slave to this thing.” He flicked a finger at the crystal. “Until a Songkeeper befriended me and set me free.”

Befriending a Shantren? Everything within Birdie recoiled at the notion—until she recalled Inali. She had unwittingly befriended the desert warrior, and he had almost lost his arm saving her. It had all been for his own twisted purposes in the end, but even he had admitted to being deceived by the Takhran. In a way, she supposed, she could pity him for that.

And what if there were others like him?

Quillan went on. “He was kind, Artair was.” The name pricked Birdie’s attention—Amos’s friend Artair, whose sword she had lost in the Pit? “Told me to seek him out if I ever wished to be free of the talav. Oh, I laughed at him then, but eventually I came to see my folly and begged him to release me.” He tipped his head toward her. “That is why I, for one, do not view them as monsters, Songkeeper. For I was one of them. They are people, just like us, created by the Master Singer with melodies of their own, and they are more enslaved than they know.”

It was an impassioned plea, and it tugged at her heart, but it wasn’t wholly truthful. Not all of the Shantren had melodies of their own. Inali, Zahar, and the one in Quillan’s healing room were prime examples. She narrowed her gaze at the Songling. “What of the silent ones?”

“Ah.” He broke eye contact. “The Songless.” A long silence stretched between them before he spoke again, and when he did, the words came quickly. “Not all Shantren are so. Most retain their melodies even after assuming the talav, though their melodies are distorted. But any who were Songlings or Songkeepers lose their melodies when they take the talav. The two are diametrically opposed. They cannot coexist.”

He spoke with such a level of detachment that it took Birdie a moment to realize this subject had struck close to the mark. “So you were . . . Songless?”

“Until Artair freed me, yes. Then my song returned to me, and the beauty of it . . .” Quillan’s voice trailed off. He weighed the broken talav in his hand and then placed it inside his knapsack and laced it shut. “I shall live all my life reveling in it.”

He fell into a contemplative silence, and Birdie seized the moment, summoning her courage to speak before it was gone. “I need your help, Quillan. You understand all of this—the melodies, the Shantren, what the Takhran is planning. You know what it is to be a Songling, a Songkeeper.” She threaded her fingers together in her lap. It was so difficult to get the words out. “Will you come with me?”

There. She had said it.

But Quillan was already shaking his head. “I fight this battle through healing and good food and pleasant company beside a warm hearth, in the hopes that some may come to seek the freedom that I have found. Peace is my calling, little one. Not war.”

But war was hers.

Birdie pushed up to her feet, unable to sit inactive any longer, and paced a ragged path through the meadow. “The others are waiting for me. The Song beckons me to help them, and I promised Ky that I would find them somewhere safe . . . But I can’t face all of this alone.”

Pity tinged Quillan’s gaze. “Why are you here, Songkeeper?”

His tone demanded honesty. “I told you. I am alone. I don’t even know what to do.”

“You are not alone, Songkeeper.”

“Do you mean Ky?” She swallowed the twinge of anger that rose in her throat. “This mess was his fault. He led us on a mission to free the slaves from the army and then abandoned us halfway through it. He risked all our lives, all to find his friend, and now Gundhrold is dead. And the others—they are sheep. Lost. Despairing. What help can they give to me?”

“Better yet, think what help you can give them. But I did not mean your traveling companions. I meant that the Song is with you.” Mild mannered as ever, Quillan did not react to her frustration. He rose and slung the knapsack over his shoulder. “You have heard the voice of the Master Singer. You of all people should not think yourself alone.”

And yet she did.

His words stuck in her mind all the way back to the hollow. When they reached Mogrinvale, she slipped away from Quillan’s side into the narrow room that housed the captured Shantren. He did not rouse when she knelt by his side, just lay there with his chest rising ever slower and shallower. Still the Song did not stir her to heal him, and even after her talk with Quillan, she could not help feeling relieved. At last he slipped away, and she sang him to sleep.





20

“This is it.” Breathless with anticipation, Birdie slid from Frey’s back and stood beside his head, surveying the place where the Song had led them. A warm breeze rustled the bald-tipped trees circling the flat-topped hill. Beyond the ring of trees, the skeleton of an old stone wall and hewn-log huts had been blackened by fire and overgrown with moss and dragon’s tongue vines. With each step that she took the Song strengthened, until it felt less like Birdie was being led and more like she was being pulled.

It drew her unto itself.

“Come on.” She pressed on toward the ruins, knowing that the others would follow. After several days of travel, they were all of them exhausted and eager to reach the promised rest. The Song had led them on a circuitous route through the mountains, though whether that had been to avoid Khelari patrols or throw hounds off their scent or for the sake of the journey itself, she did not know. It was enough that, at long last, they had arrived.

“Are you sure about this place?” Ky cast a wary glance around, sling dangling at the ready between his fingers, as if he awaited only the slightest provocation to loose a sling-bullet at the nearest threat. Over the past few days, he had pushed himself relentlessly—constantly on the lookout, doubling back to cover their trail, volunteering for multiple watches every night. From the size of the dark circles under his eyes, Birdie doubted that he had slept at all.

And in all that time he had said scarce ten words to her.

She nodded. “I am sure.”

“I just . . .” He rubbed a grimy hand across the back of his neck. “Don’t know. Feels off.”

“Songkeeper.” The edge of fear in Frey’s voice recalled her. He had not moved from where she left him, standing stock still as if his body had been cast in iron, muscles taut beneath his downy coat. Primed to flee. “The boy is right. This is an evil place.” His muzzle twitched, whiskers snuffling the air, and then he blew out a sudden snort that made Birdie jump. She had never seen him so skittish. “Something terrible has happened here. Are you certain this is where the Song leads?”

“Why do you say it’s an evil place?”

“I do not know. The air—it tastes wrong.”

Birdie could not taste the air, but she could hearken to the broken melodies calling out from the rock of the hill and the trees and the blackened stones. And though the notes were sad—heartbreakingly so—they did not strike her as evil. Again she felt the tug of the Song in her chest, beckoning her forward. “This is it, Frey. This is where the Song leads.”

She turned and walked forward through the ring of trees.

Skittering hooves told her that Frey accompanied her, and the steady crunch of footsteps meant that Ky led the others forward as well. Beyond the whispering trees, dragon’s tongue vines partially obscured a gap in the broken wall. She pushed her way through, slapping aside the sticky leaves, and emerged into a lifeless quiet.

The wilderness had overtaken this place. Vines grew over the twisted remains of the log huts—and there were a good number of them, spread out across the hillside with sage and sapling trees filling the spaces in between where once there must have been paths. A mountain village of some sort? She halted and turned in a slow circle to survey her surroundings. The others spread out and explored the ruins.

Gull marched past her, arrow to the string of his bow, eyes narrowed in imitation of Ky’s alertness. Something brittle crunched under his foot, and he parted the grass with the tip of his bow. “Ugh,” he groaned. “Bones.”

“More over here!”

“And here.”

Birdie knelt to inspect the ground. Half-buried bones littered the soil. Here and there, the tip of a rusted weapon protruded from the earth like some strange sort of plant grasping for sunlight. A little farther in, vines grew along the curve of a breastplate visible through the tall grass, and beside it a battered helmet yawned empty.

A battle had been fought here, long ago.

“It’s not evil,” Ky muttered. He had come up behind her and stood, scanning the ruins as if he expected enemies lurking behind every tree. “It’s just . . . dead.”

And she couldn’t deny his words. Though the bald-tipped trees that ringed the hills still rustled in a steady breeze, no wind made its way past their branches to touch the hilltop. A heaviness hung over the ruins, as if it had been carved out of the normal flow of life and time and left to rot on its own, until the wild claimed it.

“Still . . .” Ky shrugged, ran a hand through his hair. “It’d be easy to build shelters here. Gathering food won’t be a problem, and if we could find a spring or some source of water nearby, it could make a good hideout.” He seemed to remember then who he was talking to and scuffed a foot on the ground, opened his mouth, and then wheeled abruptly away.

Birdie did not try to stop him. Days of travel had not eased the tension between them. She rose and walked farther into the ruins, tiptoeing lest she disturb the quiet of the place, with the Song whispering in her ear. Somewhere within, a hollow voice moaned a mournful note from the depths of the earth. She followed it, ear cocked forward. And then a new strand of melody snagged her ear, and the breath fled her lungs, the strength drained from her limbs, and the warmth leeched from her veins.

She began to tremble.

“Songkeeper?” Coming up behind her, Frey nuzzled her shoulder, concern alight in his eyes. “What is wrong?”

She broke into a run, dashing heedlessly through the jungle of tangleroot, sage, and weeping thrassle, leaping over scattered bones and fallen weapons, darting around ruined huts. Ky shouted for her to wait. Frey trailed close at her heels.

In the center of the ruin, she saw him. A broad-shouldered figure, stooped beneath a long overcoat, head bowed, standing alone with his back toward her. The sight dashed over her like a wave of cold water, halting her midstep. Frey skittered to a stop and lowered his antlered head in defense, muscles quivering. As if from a distance, she heard Ky issuing commands and caught glimpses of the runners stalking to surround the stranger.

Still she could not move.

The voice was clearer now, unmistakable, but she could not bring herself to hope. Because hope, as the mahtems had insisted in the Matlal’s war council so many months ago, was the most dangerous of all. It bit deepest. It left the cruelest scars. It gouged the worst wounds.

The stranger turned around.

Her heart seized. She caught barely a glimpse of his weather-worn face half concealed behind wild strands of fiery red hair, fierce green eyes gleaming beneath, before her feet carried her onward at a run. “Amos!”

“No!”

His anguished cry slammed into her. She lurched to a halt, limbs tingling with a sudden chill. Amos’s face had gone whiter than Frey’s coat. He staggered away from her, hands gripping his head, and dropped to his knees. “No, no, enough. Enough!” His words were garbled. She could scarce make sense of them.

“Amos?”

His head jerked up, eyes pale-lit within the haunted caverns of his face. “Just let me die.” Shoulders shuddering, he collapsed face forward onto the ground.

•••

Fires blazed amidst the ruins, and the runners and freed slaves huddled around them in clumps of five and six. The crackle of burning wood and the sizzle of roasting food lessened the pervasive quiet. Gradually, tongues loosened beneath the balm of warmth and peace and rest. Here and there laughter broke out, and the sound was so unexpected and so good that it eased the ache in Birdie’s heart.

She hastened back to the smaller fire that Ky had built off to the side for her and Amos, her arms laden with purloined supplies—a cloak, a water-filled kettle, a bag of tea leaves. When she had bid Quillan farewell, he had sent her and Frey on their way with several sacks filled to bursting with cooking gear, medicinal herbs and bandages, and all sorts of basic foodstuffs—so many of the simple necessities that would aid in carving new lives for the freed slaves. The tea was a welcome touch. Strengthened with a measure of mead, she hoped it would steady Amos and revive him from his daze.

After his collapse earlier, she had leapt to his side. But there were no raw gaping wounds that she could bandage, no blood to staunch, no broken bones to mend. Countless scars marked his dirt-crusted skin. He was frail—emaciated even—swallowed beneath the ragged folds of his overcoat. But he was alive.

She clung to that. Wasn’t that all that mattered?

“Songkeeper, wait.” Frey materialized before her, emerging from beneath the quavering branches of a weeping thrassle. His eyes glistened in the firelight. “Please be wary. I am concerned for you. Your friend—he was taken by the Takhran?”

She nodded.

“How is it possible that he is free?”

“It doesn’t matter how, Frey. I am just glad that he is alive.” She brushed past him, but the saif would not be avoided so easily. He darted out in front of her again, lowered antlers blocking her path.

“Does he bear the talav?” When she hesitated, his stare hardened. “Think, Songkeeper. You must make certain that he does not. Be cautious, little one. Greater men than he have fallen to the Takhran’s snares.” With a final searching look, he spun on his hindquarters and darted away, passing like a wind beneath the low-hanging branches of the trees.

“But Amos wouldn’t,” she called after him, but he was already gone.

At the fireside, Ky crouched to blow life into the sputtering flames. She dumped her armload beside him and started sorting through the mess, setting the kettle over the flames and pinching tea leaves from the bag into a pewter cup—also courtesy of Quillan. The flames took hold at last, and Ky wiped his hands off on his knees.

“All set.” He gave a half-hearted shrug and scooted back to one of the logs that he had dragged over to serve as seats around their fire. “Should help ward off some of the chill.”

With the arrival of late spring, the days were getting warmer, though the mountain air seemed to carry a perpetual crisp bite after dark. And yet, despite the chill, a warmth spread through Birdie’s chest that did not come from the fire. Even with this wretched tension between them, Ky had stayed, as if he knew she needed someone at her back as she faced this.

Whatever this was.

She waited until the kettle boiled and then poured the steaming liquid over the tea leaves and let it steep for a few minutes before adding a dash of mead. Finally, she turned to Amos. All this time she had avoided looking at him. Not because she was afraid, but because the sight of him hurt. Like someone had taken one of those twigs from the fire and jammed it, still burning, into her heart. As if his return had torn away the scab that had finally begun to grow over the wound his loss created and left it inflamed and bleeding again.

Still as stone, the peddler sat hunched over his knees on the log where Birdie and Ky had placed him. The harsh firelight cast a lurid glow over the hollows in his cheeks and behind his eyes, on the unkempt scraggle of his beard, and on his crippled right hand—dead, grayed flesh twisted in on itself with two fingers missing: the result of chimera venom.

Taking a deep breath, Birdie approached with the tea and the cloak. “Amos, I’ve brought you some tea.”

He did not respond.

She settled the cloak around his shoulders, and he clutched it to his chest. Over Amos’s bowed head, she caught Ky staring. He looked swiftly away, fiddling with the hawk’s feathers intertwined with the fringe on his lion-skin jacket, and then rose abruptly.

“Got to go post lookouts.”

His footsteps crunched off into the night. Once again she was on her own. Birdie knelt beside Amos and held out the cup of tea, but he did not seem to even see her. His eyes stared vacantly ahead. Labored breathing hissed over his unkempt whiskers.

She nudged the cup toward his hand. “Amos?”

At her voice, he started and jerked away. His eyes came to rest on the steaming cup, and he took it in his good hand, mumbling his thanks into the cup as he lifted it to his lips. One sip, and then he grimaced and pulled away. “Boggswogglin’ nasty grass-flavored stuff, right, Nisus?” A thin chuckle died on his lips as his eyes fell on her. “Birdie . . .” He said it slowly, as if he had to think about it.

She nodded, breathless. “Yes.”

His gaze roamed to the fire and the whispering bald-tipped trees beyond the ruined wall, and the look on his face morphed into one of disgust. “What in all the seaswoggled earth are ye doin’ here, in this o’ all places? This place is evil.”

“He is right, Songkeeper.” Frey padded up beside the fire. “It reeks of evil deeds.”

“It does not sound evil. Only broken.”

“Broken, aye, ’tis broken a’right. Broken beneath the blood o’ the innocents slaughtered before they’d a chance t’ rise. Broken beneath a rain o’ flaming arrows in the dead o’ night. Broken beneath the swords and the spears of the Takhran’s soldiers. Like wild animals they were, howling for blood beneath a dyin’ moon.” A twitch seized Amos’s crippled hand, and his voice trailed off. He threw back the tea and downed it in a single gulp.

Birdie couldn’t breathe. “You were here. This is Drengreth, isn’t it?”

He did not respond, but his bloodshot eyes gave all the answer she needed. Drengreth. The mountain camp of the Songkeeper Artair, where Amos and Nisus and Jirkar and who knew how many others had followed him and lived as outlaws. Until Carhartan—or Oran, as he had been then—had betrayed their hiding place. The Khelari had burst upon them in the night and slaughtered them without mercy, making such a horror of the place that nearly all resistance against the Takhran in the Nordlands was squelched.

Why had the Song led her here?

The hollows in Amos’s cheeks deepened as he clenched his jaw. Then he rose abruptly, swaying slightly on his feet, and threw aside the cloak. “It’s not safe here. Ye’ll leave at first light. Ye must seek shelter elsewhere.”

“But . . .” Birdie scrambled to retrieve the cloak. “What about you, Amos?”

“I remain.”

He limped off into the dark, and Birdie started to follow him, but a warning from Frey begged her to stay. Still clutching the cloak, she sat on the log beside the deserted fire. Hours passed and still neither Amos nor Ky returned. Finally, she curled beneath the cloak beside the embers and waited for sleep to claim her. But all through the long night, she could hear Amos pacing . . . pacing . . . pacing . . .

•••

Armored feet tramped across rock. Chains clinked. And a voice moaned in pain. Birdie rode upon the currents of a high, wailing melody that had zipped her across mountain ranges and foothills, and then plunged her down through the jagged, three-peaked cone of Mount Eiphyr and into the depths of the Pit.

A single firepot guttered in the riverbed beside one of the twelve stone columns. With a click, three iron restraints sprang open, one after another. A body slumped to the ground, unseeing eyes filling her vision. And then the armored feet crowded in, dragging a barefooted person between them. Bare heels struck the column. The restraints clicked into place.

The Takhran’s voice drifted toward her. “Twelve there were. Twelve there will remain.”

The shiiiinnng of a drawn knife set her heart hammering. She dove back into the wailing melody. Begged it to take her away. Searing white-blue light shot across her vision.

She did not hear the knife fall.

•••

With a thunk, Amos dropped a loaded knapsack beside her and stood with one foot propped on the log where she sat, arms crossed over his chest, scowling down at her.

“Good morning.” Birdie smiled at him. She held up her bark bowl of mashed oats that one of the freed slaves, a woman named Helyn, had made for breakfast. Three days in the ruins of Drengreth and a way of life was emerging, with tasks divided as all pitched in to provide the necessities—food, shelter, protection, fellowship. Ky had done well organizing all of it. “Are you hungry? There’s plenty left in the pot.”

“Ye lot are leavin’ today.” He shrugged aside her offer, but she had already risen to fill another bowl. “’Tis been three days already. ’Tis time ye were gone.”

“I can get you tea too, if you like.”

Amos seized the bowl from her hand and tossed it aside. “Ye know well enough I can’t abide the stuff, but that’s beside the point. Three days ye’ve put me off. Said that folk were worn down and needed rest, but ’tis time ye were movin’ on, not buildin’ shelters and cookin’ breakfast.” Crimson flooded his face, just like it always did when he got angry. It made him look more like the old Amos and not the pale, frightened, trembling ghost who had emerged from the Pit in place of her friend.

Even thinking such a thing made her feel a traitor.

“’Tisn’t safe for ye here.” He nodded toward the knapsack. “Ye’re packed and ready t’ leave. Best get an early start. Ye can cover more ground before nightfall that way.”

And then he turned and walked off.

Birdie bit her tongue. How many times had she dreamed the impossible, dreamed that Amos was still alive, dreamed that he would come back . . . And here he was. And yet it was nothing like she had imagined. Suddenly the pain was too much to hold inside anymore. It broke loose and flooded out of her. She stormed after Amos. “You were dead. For months you were dead. We mourned you. All of us.” Her words rebounded from his broad back. He did not turn around. “And now . . .”

Now that she had found him again, he wanted nothing to do with her. Sought to send her away without so much as a kind word or any sign that he had missed her as much as she had missed him. It was almost as if . . . as if he blamed her for what had befallen him in the Pit.

The thought snuffed out her anger like a drop of water on a spark. Her yelling had attracted a crowd. All around the ruins, folk had stopped what they were doing to gape at her and Amos. She flinched before the weight of their stares.

“The Song led us here. We’re not leaving.”

And then she turned and fled.
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“You can come out, Frey.”

Branches rustled behind her. Birdie rested her elbows on the low stone wall surrounding the well and gazed down into the pitch black below. She did not need to look to know that the saif approached. Since the argument with Amos, he had been following her, and she had led him on a merry chase as she explored the ruins. Rambling steps had carried her down the far slope of the hill to a hollow. A paved path, so overgrown by moss and vines that she could scarce make it out, had led her through a grove of weeping thrassle trees to the well. And there she had stopped, struck by the sudden realization that her rambling steps had not been quite so random. The deep, hollow note that had intrigued her when they first arrived emanated from the well shaft.

Frey glided up beside her. “I thought perhaps you wished to be alone.”

A considerate thought that meant little when she could hear his melody nearby and knew that he spied upon her unseen. “No, not alone.” She turned back to the well. Dragon’s tongue vines crawled up the sides and sent tendrils reaching down inside. Deep within, the melody pulsed. It clearly emanated from this spot, and yet it was still distant. Somehow . . .

Birdie pressed her palms against the top of the wall and pushed up, trying to angle her head to see farther down into the shaft.

But daylight could only penetrate so far.

The saif sighed. “A thousand times I have seen that expression upon Quillan’s face, and it never foretold any good.” His eyes narrowed at the quizzical look she sent him. “The expression that says you are about to do something reckless. It is a well. Climbing inside is pointless. It is no doubt filled with water.”

Birdie shook her head. She wasn’t sure how, but she knew the well was dry. Still, there was no harm in testing it. She dug a stone out of the earth, leaned out over the well, and dropped it in. A breath passed until she heard the clack of stone striking stone. “No water.”

The saif sighed again and somehow managed to make it sound both long suffering and good natured. She wondered if that was another thing that friendship with Quillan had taught him. In all honesty, she had not intended to venture down the well shaft before Frey spoke, but now that the idea had been planted, it itched at the back of her mind. Something about this place felt eerily familiar. It was a nagging sensation that rippled beneath her skin.

What harm could a little exploring do?

“Come, Songkeeper.” He turned those liquid eyes upon her, and his whiskers drooped in an expression so pitiful that only an iron heart could have resisted. “Nothing reckless.”

Birdie laughed at that. “Is it reckless if I fetch a rope first?” After all, Quillan was an old man, and he went scampering along cliff faces in the dead of night.

“A rope . . . and a friend.”

That didn’t seem unreasonable. With four cloven hooves, the saif wasn’t going to be clambering down well shafts beside her. She needed another two-legs for this.

•••

The shelter-building project was in full swing, and Ky was in the thick of things as usual when she found him. He tramped toward the ruined outer stone wall from the ring of bald-tipped trees with his arms full of dead wood and harvested branches. Beyond, Gull and Obasi roved between the trunks, collecting their own loads. It did not surprise her to find them nearby. Thick as thieves, the three of them were—or at least she thought that was the expression Ky would have used for it.

She waited for him in the gap.

He halted when he saw her. “Birdie.” A branch started to slip, and he lurched to steady his load. “We’re collecting wood. For shelters.”

“Do you have a moment? There’s something you should see.”

“I shouldn’t really leave right now.” He cast a glance over his shoulder as Obasi emerged, dragging what looked to be the top of a tree behind him. “Everyone’s working.”

“Of course.” Swallowing disappointment, she slid past him and started for the ring of trees. If exploring the well wasn’t an option at the moment, the least she could do was pitch in.

“No, wait.” Half a dozen more branches slipped from his grasp. Birdie bent to collect them and looked up to find his head cocked, studying her. A faint grin flashed across his face. “I’ll go with you, but it can only take a minute. Just let me drop this load off first.”

After Ky disposed of his bundle of tree limbs, Birdie led the way to the well, armed with a rope and an unlit torch. She secured the rope around the base of the well, knotting it off with a few Waveryder-worthy knots that she had learned securing livestock at the Sylvan Swan, and then let the free end slither into the hole. Grasping the rope in both hands, she swung over the edge. She hung there for a moment, watching as Ky tucked the unlit torch into his belt, and then down they both climbed into the well. With each hand-over-hand repetition, Birdie felt the echoes of the Song growing until it reverberated within the circular well shaft.

At last her feet touched solid ground. She released the rope and inched away. Moments later, Ky landed with a grunt, and she heard him fumbling for torch and tinderbox. It took several sparks to catch the torch aflame, then the light flared up, dancing across the pale oranges, blueish grays, and soft pinks streaking the rocks around them. They were in a wide, low space—part of a natural cave system, it seemed. Beyond the well shaft itself, the ceiling was only a few feet above her head, made lower by a bed of stalactites. Here and there, stalactites and stalagmites met, forming uneven columns that aided in the overall feeling of a small, cramped space. In some places, jagged shards of crystal protruded from rifts in the rock.

Birdie halted before one crystal bloom that was larger than her hand and watched the way the torchlight played across the facets of the stone. “It’s beautiful.”

Ky just grunted.

She wandered to the edge of the torchlight and then a little beyond, basking in the deep, throbbing hum that filled the tunnel. The echo of the Song still had that strange sense of distance to it, and yet it seemed to be centered here. Perhaps it wasn’t so much a matter of location as it was of timing. It felt like an old echo that had faded with the passage of many years.

Words spoken by the Takhran in Tal Ethel rang through her mind. They were some of the few words that she could recall clearly from that night. “There are places in this world where the master melody runs truer than in others.” If anything that he said could be taken as true, then Tal Ethel and the Hollow Cave must have been two of those places.

And maybe this was another. Drengreth had been the mountain camp of the Songkeeper Artair. It made sense that he would establish himself in such a place.

She turned back toward Ky to explain what she had found, but he paced back and forth beside the rope, head down, chin tucked, brooding. It dampened her excitement and left her feeling foolish for dragging him away from the work up top. She had meant it as a show of friendship, a sign that she wished to move past the terrible downfall of that wretched night and the strain it had placed between them.

“Leave the torch with me if you want to go back.”

Ky startled and had the grace to look a trifle sheepish. “No, it’s fine. It’s not that.” But Birdie couldn’t help but notice the knot between his brows as he went back to pacing. His melody, too, was a tangled mess of battling contradictions that finally drew her from the wonders of the cave to his side. She didn’t say a word, because she knew his stubbornness well enough to know that he would not answer a direct question. Instead, she relieved him of the torch, sat cross legged on the ground with the torch resting on her knee, and waited.

It didn’t take long.

“Obasi’s talking about the slave camps now.” He fixed his eyes on the spare feet of rope coiled at his feet. “Seems to think I’m some sort of a hero because I escaped the chimera.” A stifled snort of disgust. “Claims I’m a lionheart, or some such desert warrior legend, and that somehow I must succeed in freeing the slaves.” His voice had grown in volume with each successive word until the echoes ran down the tunnel.

Birdie kept quiet, waiting.

He paced back and forth a half dozen steps before snapping to a halt in front of her. “Paddy’s out there. I know it, and I’ve got to find him. I’ve got to. But I made such a mess of it last time. I know I did. How can I ask them to go back out there, knowing they might die because of me?”

Another few steps, back and forth. He dragged his eyes to meet hers. “It was my fault.”

The brokenness in his voice begged her forgiveness, but still, Birdie did not know how to respond. It was his fault. The mission had gone awry from the start, and he had refused to turn back. He had abandoned them, dashed off into danger, and led Gundhrold into it as well. But the moment she tried to lay the blame with him, she had to admit that some of it fell upon her. If at any point she had chosen to turn back, Gundhrold would have gone too.

Could she simply lie and tell him that all was well? She knew that she could not.

Shoulders slumped, Ky turned away. He seized the rope with white-­knuckled hands and was about to start climbing when Birdie found her voice.

“Peace.”

He stood still.

“That’s what filled Gundhrold’s melody in the moments before he died. This overwhelming sense of peace. I can’t even describe it, but it was the most beautiful thing I have ever heard.” Recollection of the voice of the Master Singer singing to her upon a hillside beneath a crown of stars flashed through her mind, and she amended her statement. “Well, almost the most beautiful thing. It stuck with me . . .”

Softly, she began to hum Gundhrold’s notes, infusing them with that unfathomable sense of stillness and calm that she had felt in his melody that night. Peace. Peace. Peace. All encapsulated and breathed out in the notes. When she finished humming, the echo of the notes aligned with the echo of the Song in the tunnel, forming a deep resonance that sent a chill dancing across her skin.

She could not meet his gaze just then. Leaving the torch burning on the cave floor, she reached past him and seized the rope. “Tell the runners the truth. Plan your missions, and free the slaves. Any battle could be our last. Let’s do all the good we can until then.”

“Good.” Ky straightened at the word, and resolve firmed his melody. “And if it entails wreaking havoc on the Takhran, so much the better, right?”

•••

Sling in hand, Ky paced atop the broken wall on the southern edge of camp. He had volunteered for an extra shift on the night watch. Again. It was fast becoming a habit. The way he figured it, if he wasn’t going to sleep anyway, he might as well give someone else the chance to rest. Ten nights in all they had spent at Drengreth, and still sleep eluded him. It came only in fits and spurts that left him feeling no more rested than before.

He scanned first the patch of open ground beyond the wall and then the ring of bald-tipped trees before glancing back within the ruins where the others slept beside banked fires. It was a warm night, so most had opted to sleep beneath the stars rather than in the shelters. Over the past few days, the shelter-building teams had made great progress. They were temporary structures, fashioned from dead wood lashed together with vines, to tide them over until more permanent structures could be built. Still, it was a start.

But a start to what?

The thought nagged at him. With so few runners left and so many freed slaves—and now even several refugees from the Khelari rampage through the mountains—flooding their ranks, they could hardly be called the Underground anymore. Honestly, he was surprised he had retained his rank as leader. But so far the newcomers had melted seamlessly into the life of the camp, following the structure that he had set in place, all simply grateful for a safe haven.

Still, how safe was a refuge without a solid wall? He tapped a heel against the broken stone—what remained felt solid enough—trying to get a feel for the amount of work that would be required to fortify it again.

“Forget it, young cub.”

The voice caught him off guard. Ky spun, sling at the ready. He pulled back at the last instant, barely managing to keep the loaded pouch from snapping the Saari’s nose. “Obasi.” Disgusted at himself for being taken unawares, he turned back to his post. “What are you doing awake? I took your shift.”

The Saari’s eyes were shadowed and expressionless in the dim moonlight. “You are not the only one who finds sleep elusive.” He slung a leg over the broken section of wall and then shifted to sit cross legged on top of it. Slapped a hand against the stone. “Forget about the wall. It is a lost cause. The fallen stone is shattered, useless, and the winds and storms of the past thirty years have buried many of the pieces. Nothing you could build could withstand the Khelari. It would be a waste of effort.”

Ky pondered his words, turning a tight circle. “What if we made it smaller? Not the height, I mean, but the circumference. What if we made a smaller perimeter, tore down the wall completely, pulled it in, and rebuilt it?”

Obasi laughed outright at that. “You are too ambitious for your own good, young cub. Too many plans. If you are not careful, you will drown beneath the weight of them all. A wise man learns focus. Would you build a wall, or would you free the slaves? You cannot do both.”

He had to admit the soundness of that reasoning.

“Fine. Tell me what you know about the slave camps.”

The last time he had asked that, the Saari’s reaction had been so fierce that Ky had been more than a little afraid for his hide. But now Obasi dove into the telling without any hesitation. His words were blunt, tongue uncaring. He did not shy from the horror of the telling or mince over the details. Al Tachaad was the name of the camp where he had been imprisoned before he was attached to the army. Ten days travel west would get them there. Much of the work done in the camp was iron- and metalwork. The slaves labored over blazing forges, crafting everything from weapons and armor to horseshoes and wagon wheels.

Ky took in the Saari’s knotted forearms and scarred hands and shook his head. Blacksmithing didn’t sound much like work Paddy was cut out for. Odds were he would have been taken somewhere else . . . if he was still alive. He said as much.

“Smaller slaves tend the forges and keep the fires burning hot. The taskmasters make them chop firewood, man the bellows, shunt raw materials about—that sort of work. And digging. Lots of digging.”

“Digging? What for?”

The Saari shrugged and bitterness twisted his tone. “I did not ask. But there were always ryree blasting teams and diggers at work in the slope behind the camp.”

This Al Tachaad sounded like a big operation. Weapons, armor, forges. It was bound to be heavily guarded. Ky rubbed a hand across his chin. “Maybe we should start smaller.”

“Start smaller where?” Obasi pounded a fist against the broken stone. His vehemence startled Ky. “You have nothing else. And you acted upon less when you stormed the army encampment before Cadel-Gidhar. Do you wish to free the slaves, or do you wish only to rescue your friend? You must choose, young cub.”

“I wish to free them all and rescue my friend.”

“And yet you sit and do nothing.” Obasi’s lip curled in disgust. “When will you act?”

Only with an effort was Ky able to keep his voice level. “When I’m ready. I’m sure as slinging not going to risk lives to serve your vendetta or cross out my guilt. It’s not worth it. This is my mission, and if we do this, we’re going to do it right.”

“How?”

“We train. We scout. We plan. We make sure we can win.”

Cold calculation settled in Obasi’s eyes. “It is ten days travel to Al Tachaad. Every day we wait, lives hang in the balance.”

“And if we attack before we’re ready, every life that’s lost is our fault.” This he would stand upon, and he would not be swayed. But the notion of a ten-day jaunt to scout Al Tachaad and then another ten-day jaunt home, all just to plan the mission was daunting, to say nothing of the travel time for the mission itself. He had far too much to do to get the camp established.

A horse would speed the journey. Not that he had much hope of finding a horse here, or of riding one if he did. But then . . . if he could find a beast to go, why did he have to go at all?

“The wild creatures.” The words slipped from his tongue before he could stop them. Obasi’s brow wrinkled in confusion, so he hastened to explain. All the wild creatures who had escorted them here hung about the hillside still. He saw them sometimes with Birdie. She never said, but he reckoned that they kept her appraised of what was going on beyond the broken-down walls of their refuge. They could travel more quickly than he or any of the runners to Al Tachaad, scout it out, and deliver the news to Birdie.

“The Songkeeper will never agree to that.”

But Ky grinned jauntily at the Saari’s disbelief. If there was one thing he had learned from Migdon, it was how to convince folks to do what you wanted while leaving them convinced that it was what they had wanted all along. A memory surfaced, and he muttered the words to himself. “‘They don’t call me Silvertongue for nothing.’”

Bewilderment seemed to have claimed a permanent residence on Obasi’s face. “Who are they?”

Ky just winked.
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With the glorious tide of the Song still flooding her senses, Birdie sat back, surveying the injured dwarf sprawled on the stretcher before her. Raw and oozing burns covered much of the dwarf’s body. She had trembled and seized with the pain until consciousness mercifully fled, and she now lay almost frighteningly still.

“Nothing’s happening . . .”

The two dwarves who had carried the stretcher crowded in behind Birdie, peering over her shoulders. Anxious. Fearful. They had found her beneath the grove of trees that surrounded the well and beseeched her to help their sister, who had been injured when Khelari raided their village. It wasn’t the first time in the past month that strangers had arrived begging for her aid. Somehow word had traveled through the mountains of the refuge at Drengreth and the “healer” who lived there. Those the Song did not lead her to heal she attempted to aid with the bandages, herbs, and instructions Quillan had provided. But there were others far more skilled in the medicinal healing arts than she. No, these people came to her seeking the Song.

“Why isn’t she healed?”

“Wait—”

In the wake of the Song, new flesh began to spread across the woman’s bones like a creeping tide, overtaking the burns until they appeared to melt away. The two dwarves knelt by her side, and when her eyes finally opened, the three laughed and cried together. Moving as quietly as she could, Birdie collected the bandages and herbs she had cast aside when the Song moved her to heal the woman and crept away.

Back in the center of the camp, she found a quiet spot to sit on the edge of the pervasive hustle and bustle. The stillness that followed an outpouring of the Song always left her drained. A handful of workers toiled around the shelters. Others were out gathering or clustered around the cookpots that bubbled constantly over the central fire ring, while still others patrolled the woods or drilled in the training ground that Ky had insisted on clearing from the jungle of overgrowth and vines. Within moments Frey and several other scouts—a burrow cat, Khittri, and a hound—trotted over to her, drawing curious glances as they wove through those at work.

“Songkeeper.” Frey dipped his antlered head in greeting. “Is all well?”

She nodded. “I only wish that I understood.”

“Understood what, Songkeeper?”

“The Song. Why it heals some. Why it leaves others to suffer.” Her gaze strayed to Amos. The peddler paced feverishly before a gap in the wall, left hand twitching by his side. She recognized the movement—it was that flip of his wrist that he had used to send his dirk spinning when he was trying to work a problem out. But the dirk had been lost in the Pit.

Boisterous voices drew her attention. A group of runners bounded past with pieces of Khelari armor—most likely lifted from dead bodies at the latest skirmish site—slung over their shoulders. Ky marched at the rear, deep in conversation with Obasi. No large force had yet drawn near the mountain camp, but stray soldiers occasionally wandered within the borders patrolled by the raiders. And as freed slaves and refugees took hawk feathers and swelled the ranks of the raiders, their borders extended farther.

On the edge of the training ring, the raiders dumped the armor in a large pile and started sorting through it, until Ky’s arrival kicked them into action and they broke off into pairs to spar.

“Songkeeper . . .” Frey’s voice recalled her to their purpose.

It had been three weeks since the wild creatures agreed to carry out Ky’s scouting mission to Al Tachaad. “What news?”

Frey spoke first, relaying the latest sightings of the Khelari as they ranged about the mountains wreaking havoc. There had been a gradual pulling away of forces from the eastern mountains, and what seemed to be a large-scale movement toward the northwest coast. It struck Birdie as odd, but she did not have the griffin’s knowledge of strategic warfare to understand the reasoning behind it. At the very least, it meant they would be safer here at Drengreth. Less chance that soldiers would stumble across an ill-concealed trail or that scouts would discover them.

“And what of Al Tachaad?” She shot a quick glance toward the sparring raiders. Ky had joined the pairs, wielding a sword no less. She knew his distaste for the weapon. “Were you able to find the camp?”

In answer, the saif swept his head toward the hound sprawled at his side, muzzle resting between his paws. “You recall Renegade?” The hound’s ears perked up at his name, and his tail thumped the ground. “He scouted Al Tachaad.”

Renegade? “Yes, of course.” She could not forget the hound whose diversion in the Pit had allowed them to escape the forces the Takhran sent after them. It shamed her to realize that she had not wondered what had befallen him afterward. She smiled at him. “What did you find?”

“It is ripe for the taking, Songkeeper.” The hound sat upright, and a growl rumbled in his throat. “Many hounds fill the ranks, so I was able to slink in and walk among them without being spotted. They keep a poor watch.”

This was news Ky would want to hear. Birdie waved to get his attention. He shot her a quizzical look. It distracted him from his fight just long enough to take a hard knock to the ribs that sent him to one knee. Stifling a laugh, she gestured for him to come over. With a look of disgust at the sword in his hand, he waved aside the raider he had been sparring with and then nodded to Obasi and Gull to join him as he jogged to her side.

“This about Al Tachaad?”

She nodded and motioned for Renegade to speak, translating his observations to the others. Finally, when their questions were exhausted, Renegade slunk away, and Ky, Obasi, and Gull fell into a discussion of the best plan of attack. Huddled together the way that they were, around a map that Obasi sketched in the earth, Birdie got the sense that she was no longer needed or included.

As she turned aside, she caught Amos staring at her with a strange expression on his face. It made her pause. Weeks had passed since he had said more than a sullen yes or no in answer to a question, and small as the camp was, he somehow managed to avoid her. But he was here now, and he had acknowledged her presence. That alone gave her the courage to summon a smile and ease toward him.

“Afternoon, Amos.”

There was a watery glint in Amos’s eyes. “Many a time I looked up an’ saw Artair standin’ there, just like that. Knee deep in wild critters, chattin’ away with them. Naught but passin’ the time o’ day, pleasant as ye can imagine.” His voice faltered. “Ye put me in mind o’ him just then.”

His sorrow throbbed so deep, it ran through his melody like infection in a festering wound. Hurt. Anger. Betrayal. All of it seething together into a reeking concoction. “Amos.” She reached for his arm, unintentionally touching his crippled hand. He shook free.

“Stay shy o’ me, lass. It’ll be best in the long run.” Reeling like a drunken man, he lurched away, leaving her standing there alone. And yet, not quite alone. Frey’s melody alerted her to his presence before he spoke.

“You must give him time, Songkeeper.”

Birdie closed her eyes, fighting the wave of anger and panic rising in her chest, because in this she was utterly helpless. And though the Song whispered a melody of peace in her heart, she could not bring herself to dwell in it. Flinging the hair from her face, she spun toward Frey. “Let’s go.”

White lashes flickered in surprise at her request, but he knelt so she could climb on his back. “Where to?”

“Anywhere.”

Without another word they were off, leaping through a gap in the broken wall and dashing through the bald-tipped trees, and then racing away across mountain paths at a reckless pace. Frey traveled with the force of the wind, and the earth fell away beneath his cloven hooves with an exhilarating speed that did not slacken, even as afternoon faded into evening and evening into night. Soon Birdie realized that she knew where they were going.

Mogrinvale.

They reached the damp, green hollow as the first rays of dawn slid over the edge and bathed the streamlet in light. Birdie knew instantly that something was wrong. The place reeked of death. From the flare of Frey’s nostrils and the way his muscles tensed, he sensed it too. His pace did not slow until they rounded the last bend of the vale and beheld the cave.

Slate-gray feathers littered the ground at their feet. The karnoth pair were tangled in a dragon’s tongue vine, breasts pierced through with Khelari bolts. The corpse of a rock wolf lay sprawled across the streamlet, hacked with sword wounds, blue-gray fur rippling in the water. As if in a daze, Birdie slid from Frey’s back and walked to the cave.

Quillan sat just within the entrance, surrounded by a veil of moondrop flowers, now pale and fading in the light of day. His lyre lay in his lap, stilled fingers resting on the strings. A dark stain marred the cheerful yellow scarf about his neck. There was no sign that he had sought to defend himself against the fury that had been unleashed.

Here was a man who sought peace . . . and this was how the Khelari responded?

Frey knelt on his forelegs with an odd little sound and bent his antlered head toward Quillan in silent farewell. But Birdie’s heart felt like stone within her. More suffering and death. Yet, somehow, she was always left standing, unharmed. Tears came to her eyes.

Where was the rightness in that?

The faint strains of a discordant melody nudged at her awareness, brought the blood rushing to her temples. She tapped Frey’s withers and motioned for him to follow as she inched back down the vale. She longed for a weapon. The melody was so weak it was hard to follow. Then a wet cough sounded from behind a fallen boulder, not far from the body of the wolf. And hidden behind the boulder, a Shantren. The man lay crumpled on his back, chest a mass of shivering, riven flesh beneath the shreds of his blue robe, legs twisted beneath him.

Teeth clenched, Birdie stared down at the wreck of her enemy. With injuries like those, the blood loss alone could kill him. A stirring of the Song beckoned her to compassion, but she dashed it aside. No compassion had been shown Quillan. This was war, was it not? What sort of mad warrior unleashed death and destruction upon her enemies and then sought to bind their wounds afterwards?

And yet Quillan’s voice in her head echoed the urgings of the Song. Seek to do good.

“What will you do, Songkeeper?

She slipped into the cave and ducked beneath the right-hand hanging into the healing room to fetch a satchel of herbs and bandages. The sharp, fresh scent in there almost undid her, so strongly did it remind her of Quillan. Clutching the satchel to her chest, she made her way back to the injured Shantren. Halfway through the massive task of bandaging his chest, his eyes flickered open and settled upon her.

“Songkeeper?” he whispered.

Her hands trembled. In the next instant his eyes slid shut again, but the damage had already been done. He had seen her. Frey nuzzled her aside and set his antlers to the Shantren’s chest. An unexpected fire burned in his eyes.

“He has seen you, Songkeeper. He cannot live.”

And it was just too convenient a thing. It matched too easily with the cruelty of the thoughts she had entertained moments before. Undeniable truth filled Frey’s words. Allowing the Shantren to live was a danger. She could not simply bandage his wounds and leave him to spread rumors about her presence in this portion of the mountains. She could not risk the refuge that they had built at Drengreth in that way. But to kill a man in cold blood, in this place where Quillan had sought to foster peace?

It was convenient, and it was evil.

Gently, she pressed the saif’s antlers aside and returned to bandaging the man’s chest and then splinting his legs. Both bandages and splints would need to be strong to withstand what she had planned. “He’s coming with us.”
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Al Tachaad was far bigger than Ky had expected. It was like showing up expecting to fight Paddy in the Ring, only to find Dizzier and Cade in there instead. He lay on his stomach in the grass on a hill overlooking the front side of the camp, Obasi and Gull flanking him. A quick glance over his shoulder confirmed that not one of the other fifteen raiders was visible. No, wait, there—a helmeted face, peeking around a sage. He scowled and jerked his chin at the offender, and the helmet ducked back out of sight.

Caution was the most important thing tonight. This wasn’t a raid. This was a full-out assault, thanks to Obasi’s urging, and it could very easily turn into a full-out and very messy battle if every raider wasn’t careful.

Gull whistled softly between his teeth. “Whoo-whee, what an operation.”

The words pulled Ky back to his study of the camp. It sat in a wide basin between two arms of a mountain. An iron-spiked wooden palisade formed the perimeter. It enclosed lines of low, open buildings, which housed the smoke-belching forges, a cluster of huts in the center—some sort of command post and housing for the Khelari, according to Renegade—and the slave pens, located nearest the mountain. The whole place practically crawled with slaves, keepers, and hounds, but only a handful of sentries were stationed along the whole perimeter. Renegade was right: they kept a poor watch.

Even without Renegade to guide them, finding the camp wouldn’t have been an issue. The entire valley reeked of burning, and the smoke from the forges had been visible from miles away, not to mention the ringing of the hammers and the relentless clang of metal on metal. Ky’s head already pounded with the din.

“Never knew Khelari armor was so uncomfortable.” Gull grimaced and tugged at the mail coif around his neck. His movement set the grass rustling. “Much longer, an’ I’m goin’ to start feelin’ sorry for those wretched creatures.”

“Pipe down, cub.”

Ky smiled wryly at Obasi’s words. Uncomfortable as the harvested armor might be, it was an important part of the assault plan. If Gull’s wriggling didn’t give their positions away, the armor would shield him and his archers. Even more important, it would allow Ky’s team to get close enough to the gate to take down the sentries without spreading the alarm. It wasn’t a perfect disguise—they’d had to share pieces of the armor around, so some had mail, and some had breastplates, and a few had helmets or pauldrons. But none of that mattered if the other pieces of the plan didn’t fall into line first.

“There ain’t no way in Leira this is going to work, Ky.”

He didn’t bother lifting his eyes again. Just kept scanning for Renegade. The hound had slipped in during the sentry change about an hour ago and melted seamlessly into the pack of over a dozen scruffy, flea-ridden hounds already in the camp. “It’ll work.”

“Sendin’ a mindless beast in to do a man’s job? It’s nuts. What do you say, Obasi? You reckon it’s foolhardy too, don’t you?”

“Desert lions are not mindless. Why hounds?”

“Yeah, I liked you better when you were a crazy old man.”

Ky motioned for him to keep his voice down. “You know, we did plan this whole thing based on that hound’s scouting mission, so it’s a bit late to be bellyachin’ now. Not to mention the place looks just like he said.”

“Nah.” Gull wagged a finger at him. “That Birdie could have magicked her way into his mind to see what he saw an’ then tell us. No thinking involved. Pretty good trick, if you ask me. Which is why there ain’t no way the rest of this plan is going to work.”

He should have known better than to feed Gull’s argument. Time to shut it down and focus on the mission at hand. “Complaining about everything isn’t going to get you out of that armor any faster.”

“But I ain’t even going down there.”

Obasi chuckled. “Believe me, cub, you will be grateful when they try to kill you.”

Ky tuned out Gull’s response and ran through the plan again to pass the time. The worst part of any raid was the waiting. Well, waiting and timing, but the two kind of went hand in hand. And timing was important on this one. Once it was almost dark, he and his team would approach the gate. Meanwhile, Gull and three other archers were to get in position about twenty yards out, from four different spots along the palisade, and await the signal to shoot.

That’s why the timing was so important. Too dark, and they wouldn’t be able to see the targets, let alone make the shots.

And as for the targets . . .

Renegade loped up from behind, ears flopping as he ran. He crouched low and slunk up beside Ky. Dropped a pouch beside his hand and pulled back, panting, revealing a mouth full of jagged teeth. Ky reached out a tentative hand and took the pouch, ignoring the slick of dog saliva, and peered inside.

“One pouch of genuine ryree powder.”

Swiping ryree powder from the Khelari to blow their way into camp—there was a satisfying sense of irony in that. He pulled out the extra three pouches that he had carried tucked in his belt and carefully portioned out the powder. Finished, he slid the pouches back toward Renegade, who managed to wrap his jaws around all four of them before slinking away to place them for the assault.

Ky turned to Gull. “Remember where the pouches are going to be?”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“Ready to admit you were wrong?”

Gull snorted. “Nah. I still don’t reckon it’s going to work.”

“Trust me. It’ll work.”

•••

“It’ll work . . .” Ky muttered the words beneath his breath as they neared the gate. “It will work.” It had better, because even though he would never have admitted it to Gull, the stuffiness of the borrowed armor was near about driving him mad. Sweat dripped down his spine, the ill-fitting breastplate dug into his collarbone, and the helmet was so big he’d had to stuff it with grass to keep it from wobbling. The stalks itched incessantly against his scalp.

He had belted on a sword to fit with the armor but carried his sling wrapped around his fist with the loaded pouch clenched against his palm. Ready for action, and not a moment too soon. Evening haze gradually crept over the earth as Tauros’s upper rim slid toward the horizon. His pace quickened. If dark hit before the archers made their shots, the mission would be over.

“Steady.” Obasi’s even rumble checked his pace. “Steady, lionheart.”

Sucking in a deep breath, Ky forced himself to slow. Just like picking pockets in the marketplace—rushing about was sure to get you caught.

“Halt!”

Obasi assumed the lead as they marched up to the sentries. Even disguised in borrowed armor, Ky’s age would make them suspicious. The Khelari might not have a problem with enslaving or killing folk his age, but he had yet to see any wearing dark armor. And the third member of their team—a middle-aged Waveryder named Joryd who walked with a limp and had been a sailmaker before the Khelari made him a slave—had a tendency to babble when he got nervous. Wielded a sword with mad precision, but it was best if he held his tongue.

One of the sentries stepped forward. “State your business.”

Obasi shot back some sort of an answer, but Ky’s mind had already skipped ahead to planning the rest of the assault. Two sentries against the three of them. Not bad odds considering. Once the ryree pouches went off, it was bound to get hairy for a few minutes, with the three of them against everyone inside until reinforcements could arrive. He imagined the rest of the raiders crouched out there in the gathering dark, waiting, and hoped they paid close attention—though as far as signals went, a ryree explosion tended to be hard to miss.

The sentry’s voice cut into Ky’s thoughts. “Hold a moment. Who did you say—”

Obasi ended the question by burying his knife in the sentry’s throat. It threw him back against his partner. Ky shot into action, unfurling his sling and loosing a stone that rattled against the helm of the other sentry, dropping him to his knees. Joryd’s blade finished him off.

They raced through the gate, sidestepping the bodies, into a yard cluttered with wagons and barrows and a pair of massive horses munching in feedbags. Beyond, dense smoke formed a haze over the maze of smithy sheds. Joryd paused past the gate, but Obasi shoved him forward.

“Move!”

Quick as the conflict had been, it hadn’t gone unnoticed. Ky caught a glimpse of the tail end of a hound rounding the corner of one of the smithies. His sling-bullet slammed into the corner post a second too late. A groom sprinted out under the neck of one of the horses. Obasi started after him, but a slavekeeper fell upon him from the side. Ky whipped out his sword. Joryd got there first.

No sooner had the body hit the ground than an explosion ripped through the palisade. A split second later, two more tore out. Three explosions, not four. Someone had missed their shot. Even with the distance, Ky felt like his ears had burst. He shook his head to clear the ringing and sheathed the sword.

Chaos ravaged the camp. Slavekeepers and hounds dashed about helter-skelter. Some shouted for buckets to douse the fires. Others yelled that it was an attack or screamed that there were intruders in the camp. Ky was tempted to sit back and watch the madness descend. It was like Migdon had said: “Chaos is the ally of the desperate man.” All those panicked folk looked a lot like allies. Not that he would ever actually want murderers and torturers as such. Slavekeepers were the lowest scum. Bullies, really. The least trained and least equipped of the Takhran’s army. It was small wonder they spooked when the tide turned.

But there were soldiers here too—folk who’d been trained to keep their senses even under attack—so they had to strike hard and fast before the Khelari could rally and resume control. Hard and fast.

“Go!” Ky sent a shot winging at a Khelari who’d appeared inside one of the smithies. Knocked him back against the forge chimney. A second shot laid him flat. Sling-bullets really were a wonder. “Go!” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Joryd take off to the right at a limping run. Obasi moved off the left, bashing a pair of slavekeepers to the ground with sweeping strokes of his sword. Ky yanked the too-big helmet from his head and tossed it aside. Spreading out was more dangerous, but it would keep the Khelari off balance.

More attacks. Happening at more places at once.

Like a brutal hammering to the face—sharp, relentless, merciless. Dizzier had enjoyed demonstrating that trick.

To his left, a slavekeeper and hound appeared around a smithy. The hound charged. In the distance, an explosion tore through wood and earth—the fourth ryree packet. Ky cringed instinctively at the sound. It threw off his aim, and the sling-bullet skipped past the hound. He ripped out his sword, but the hound struck first. Teeth clamped around his wrist and sank deep, forcing his grip open. Paws slammed into his chest, pinning him against a pole. The beast’s claws raked him chest to waist, screeching across the breastplate.

An arrow pierced the hound’s side, and it collapsed against him. Ky struggled free of the deadweight and lunged for his sword, but a booted foot kicked it aside. The slavekeeper brought his whip up—all nine feet of gleaming, black bull hide—and grinned down at him. A dagger shone in his left hand. “It’ll be the graves for you, boy.”

The whip fell.

Ky dodged around the pole—one in a row holding up the thatched roof—and ducked into the smithy. He fumbled for a sling-bullet, but his pouch was gone. No time to figure out how or why. The slavekeeper advanced toward him, whip coiling at his side. Ky backed away, casting about for a weapon.

A dozen hammers lay on a table before the forge. Ky lunged for them. The whip cracked against his shoulder. He felt the snap of it through the armor as he slammed into the table.

Feet pounded behind him.

His hand settled on a hammer, and he whipped around. The hammer smashed into the slavekeeper’s head. The man fell forward, dagger glancing off Ky’s breastplate, and crashed into the table. Its legs buckled, and tools rained down upon the hearth before the forge.

Ky just stood there, breathing hard.

A scuffle of movement jarred his senses. He whirled around, hammer raised. A tow-headed boy peeked around the side of a basket laden with kindling and then jerked back when he caught Ky looking. But not before Ky saw the collar bolted around his neck.

“Shh.” He motioned for the boy to stay hidden.

Pausing only to snatch up his sword and gather the scattered remnants of his pouch and sling-bullets—torn away by the hound’s claws—he set out in search of more enemies. As he dashed past one smithy, he caught a glimpse of a man in a slave collar inside, hammering at a lump of red-hot metal on his anvil. The man’s eyes flared wide with fear, but he didn’t stop working. Just kept hammering away.

What kind of fear kept a man slaving in the midst of a battle waged for his rescue?

The roar of fire drew Ky beyond the maze of smithies toward the circle of huts that had housed the Khelari. Obasi stood in the center of the blazing ring, sword planted in the ground at his feet beside the body of a slavekeeper. Ky pressed through the heat to his side. Thatching flared up, sending black smoke billowing into the air and dispersing burning leaf fragments that rained down around them.

One stung his hand. He shook it off and seized Obasi’s arm.

The Saari’s eyes snapped to him, and the reflection of the flames was nothing compared to the blaze of the hatred that engulfed him from within.

“Obasi, the camp?”

The rage gave way to a savage grin. “It is ours.”

•••

Gull wrestled with the padlock on the first of three slave pens. Only the first two were occupied. The other must have housed the shift of slaves who had been working at the time of the attack. Teeth gritted, knuckles white, Gull alternately tugged on the chain, rattled the door, and then slammed his weight against the lock itself. In the light of the burning brand that Ky had lifted from the wreckage of the fire, it was clearly a nasty piece of metalwork—clunky, misshapen, and immensely strong. The whole cage looked the same. Unlike the slave pen at the army encampment, this seemed a permanent structure, fashioned from solid iron bars. A thatched roof provided some measure of protection from the weather, but—Ky craned his neck to look inside—iron bars formed both the ceiling and floor.

The only way in or out was through the door.

Gull slammed his hands against the bars. “Of all the cursed things . . .” He threw a kick at it too and then spun away and tore the mail coif off his neck. The mail shirt went next. Both wound up in an ungainly pile at Ky’s feet, leaving Gull standing in the shirt and trousers that he had stained with berry juice in the symbol of a hawk at the start of their first mission.

Ky eyed the discarded mail. “Feel better?”

“Yes.”

But Gull still glared at him. “Here.” Ky held out the hammer and chisel he had borrowed from the nearest smithy. “Try these.”

“Fine.”

An instant later, the ringing tones of hammer striking chisel striking chain sounded out, eerily loud against the cloud of smoke from the burning huts and the dying forges. Aside from Gull’s hammering, Ky reckoned it was the first time this place had ever been even relatively quiet. Throughout the camp, the rest of his raiders worked to bear the good news to those in the smithies, cut away slave collars, and explain to them—a dozen times if necessary—that they were free.

His gaze latched onto the slaves inside the pen. Bleak eyes stared straight past him. Not one looked at Gull as he hammered at the chains that kept them caged. So many crammed in the pen, it was a wonder any could sit. They were all covered in a layer of soot and filth, bony frames draped in ragged clothes pockmarked with holes singed from the sparks that flew from the forges. Forced to live and breathe and sleep and die like animals. Ky’s anger grew.

But he broke from it, steadied by his mission. It drove him to the bars, brand held high to light the massed faces. “Paddy?” He searched the length of both pens and then circled around to the opposite side. No response. And no sign of the redhead. “Oi, anyone seen a fellow named Paddy?” He rattled the bars to get their attention, but only one or two even bothered to look up. “About my age, thin, freckled, red hair, bum leg?”

Still nothing.

The chains split with a clang, and Gull let out a crow of triumph. The door groaned open and crashed against the opposite wall. Still the slaves sat. No one so much as twitched. It was a far cry from the mad rush Ky had anticipated. Finally, Gull swept an arm toward the open doorway. “Anyone want out?” Even then, it took another couple of minutes before two burly fellows with arms like tree limbs and tattoos spiraling around their knotted biceps stood and waded through the others. They emerged from the cage with the air of men sentenced to death, not freedom, and stood before Gull as if awaiting orders.

Gull eyed their collars and weighed the chisel and hammer in his hands. Ky broke off from his search. Surely he wouldn’t . . .

The boy took a step forward.

“Wait.” Ky shot him a glare that stopped him in his tracks and jogged toward the nearest smithy. He scanned the tool racks for something useful. There—a rasp. Given Gull’s dexterity with tools, a rasp was a much safer option for removing collars than the chisel and hammer.

“Did you find your friend, young cub?”

The deep voice startled Ky so much that he dropped the rasp. “Obasi.” He forced a shaky laugh as he retrieved the tool. The tall Saari stood stoop-shouldered beside the hissing forge. He must have entered silently. Or maybe Ky had missed him when he ran in.

Obasi ran a hand across a mark etched in the chimney. “Your friend . . . Did you find him?”

“No.”

“Pity.”

Ky seized the remaining three rasps from the rack. “Did you need something?”

Obasi nodded toward the armor pieces lying beside the forge, the barrel of arrowheads and spear tips, and the rack of swords. “Much effort and blood has gone into the making of these weapons. It would be a shame to let it go to waste.”

It would at that. Given the way the slaves had reacted so far, he doubted many would choose to join the raiders, but with time to heal in the safety of Drengreth, some might jump at the opportunity to fight back against their oppressors. Either way, more weapons and armor would always come in handy. Bundling the rasps under one arm, Ky bent to inspect the weapons. He caught a closer glimpse of the mark in the stone before Obasi’s hand shielded it.

Even concealed beneath a layer of soot, it was unmistakably the snarling face of a lion.

Ky hefted a sword, getting a feel for the balance. “All these weapons lying about, it makes you wonder . . .” He spared another glance at Obasi. The Saari’s sullen silence coupled with the strange behavior of the slaves prompted him to go on. “There were, what, twenty-five Khelari here and a dozen hounds? There’s twice as many slaves, at least. With access to so many tools, why wasn’t there ever an uprising?”

The Saari’s expression darkened.

“And why would a slave remain working at his forge in the midst of a battle?” Ky slid the sword back into the rack. It scraped against the other blades with a shiiinng that sent a shiver down his back. “What happened here, Obasi?”

For a moment the Saari glowered at him, and then he jerked his chin and stooped beneath the low thatching. He led the way across camp with ground-eating strides, setting a pace so swift that Ky almost had to jog to keep up. They halted beyond the last of the slave pens, within an arm’s throw of the mountain and the twin gaping holes that excavation had torn through the cliff face.

The broken ground between was riddled with iron grates set into the ground over pits. Man-sized pits. Nearly twenty of them. Drawn almost against his will, Ky inched over to the nearest one and peered inside. It looked just large enough for a man to be lowered down, standing, and have the grate locked over his head. He doubted a tall man like Obasi would have been able to stand up straight.

“These are the graves.”

Bile rose in Ky’s throat.

“New arrivals spent the first five days in those holes. It’d take the fight right out of them. After that, one misstep, one mistake, one false move or bad look, and it was back in there, and anyone who was around you got thrown in too. Never knew for how long. Just had to bide your time, counting the minutes, pain claiming your body, hoping they wouldn’t forget your release.”

The reek of the pits coiled around Ky. He could only imagine what foul things had soaked into the ground. But beneath the foulness lurked the cloying stench of decay. He looked at Obasi.

“Sometimes they forgot.”

Every time Ky thought that he had seen the furthest extent of the Takhran’s evil and the depraved lengths to which his servants would go, something else turned up to show him that he had only scratched the surface. He stumbled away from the prison pits, horror kindling a rage that pulsed through his veins.

Obasi’s voice was quiet. “Now you see why it cannot be about your friend. It must be about them, about the Khelari. They are evil. They must pay.”

“Oi!” Gull came up at a run and skidded to a stop at his side. “Been looking for you, Ky. Both cages are open, collars are loosed. They’re all free. Quietest, dullest lot you’ve ever seen.” He blew a stray hair out of his eyes. “Now what?”

“Arm the slaves, gather whatever we can carry, and let’s get out of here.”

“And what of the rest?” Obasi tugged a pouch from his belt. Ryree powder. “Such a place should not be left standing.”

Ky set his jaw. “Burn it down.”
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“So, love, have you decided, then?”

A startled breath escaped Birdie’s lips. Her hand clenched involuntarily around the rag, spilling water across the open wounds in the Shantren’s chest. For the first time since she had brought him to Drengreth, he was awake as she tended him. His eyes were fixed upon her, intently searching her face. She doused the bloodied rag in her water bowl, resiting the urge to check the rope binding his hands and yet painfully aware that they were alone.

At the bottom of the well.

It had been the safest place that she could think of to stash him on short notice. Beyond the reach of any in the camp who harbored a grudge—and there were many—and buried deep enough that he shouldn’t be a danger to anyone in the camp if he should manage to break loose. Sneaking him past the sentries and then lowering him down in the dead of night had been the difficult part. She would not have been able to manage without Frey, even if he did nag her incessantly to tell Ky or Amos about her “guest.” Ky’s mission to Al Tachaad gave her a fair excuse, and Amos was troubled enough as it was.

Minimal light filtered from the opening far above, but a torch sputtered at her side, propped against a rock so the glow fell upon the Shantren’s wounds. Quillan’s satchel lay open beside her knee, offering a wealth of herbs, salves, and bandages with instructions written upon them in a neat, tidy script. She wrung out the rag. Droplets splashed from the bowl and soaked instantly into the thirsty ground.

That was the sense she always got in this place.

That it was thirsty.

“Come, love, it’s simple. Have you decided whether or not you’re going to kill me?”

“Don’t call me that.” The answer was involuntary. Like a shudder. It slipped out before she could consider the words, but she regretted it as soon as they left her mouth. It sounded such a childish thing to say. Hardly the way to gain respect.

“Call you what?”

She rolled her head to look him steadily in the eye. A mischievous grin quirked the corner of his mouth, then morphed into a full smile. He had that sort of wide, careless smile that crinkles the whole face and turns the eyes into crescents. But despite the smile, beneath the raucous surface of his melody, she identified a quiver of fear. Flat on his back on the bedroll he lay, splints fastened to both legs. Hands bound to a rope that passed around his waist.

Healing a Shantren was one thing. Throwing caution to the winds was another.

She set aside the rag and dug a pot of salve out of the satchel. Dipping a finger into the amber ointment, she smoothed it into the healing gashes crisscrossing his chest and torso. “If I wanted to kill you, would I waste time and effort trying to save you?”

“Mayhap.”

He fell silent as she moved on to the bandages circling his legs, leaving the splints in place and dealing only with the surface wounds. The right leg especially was a mass of lacerated flesh, exposing bone in some places, and deep, mottled bruising. The rag came away stained yellow with pus. She rinsed it out and pressed it against the ravaged flesh again to catch the seeping infection.

A shiver seized him. He spoke through gritted teeth. “You are the Songkeeper.” When she did not answer, he whistled softly to himself. “You’re not what I expected, love. Not what any of us expected, I’ll wager you that. What do you want from me?”

“Nothing.”

“Then why go to the bother of healing me? A blow to the head would have sufficed. Settled the matter, at least. Better yet, you could have left me to die, like my comrades did. Like they left the old Songling.”

“Quillan was a good man,” she said angrily. “He never harmed anyone.”

“All the more reason for you to kill me.” And yet the Shantren did not sound afraid of the prospect. He shifted on his bedroll, easing his shoulders and back into a more comfortable position. “You must want something here, love. Some sort of a bargain? It’s not revenge—not unless you plan to torture me after you heal me. It must be information.” Something in her expression must have sharpened, because he pushed up onto one elbow, wincing at the pain. “Ah, so I’ve struck on it, eh, love? You want answers to all those pesky questions, bound up in a tidy bow. Admit it.”

Birdie opened her mouth to tell him that he was wrong, that she had saved him for no other reason than because the Song had led her to do what was right. But if he could answer her questions . . . A strand of hair fell across her face, and she slid it behind her ear. “If I do want answers, what then?”

The charming smile blossomed across his face again. “I can give you what you want.”

“In exchange for what?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re the one who insisted this had to be some sort of bargain.”

“Come now, love, didn’t I just go to all the bother of proving that I was right?”

Birdie tied off the last bandage. “I said I wanted answers.” She bundled the wet rags and used bandages in her satchel and slung it over her shoulder as she stood. “I didn’t say that was why I was helping you.”

Her hand was already on the rope when he spoke again. “I want to walk.” Raw fear flooded his voice. He had pushed himself up on one elbow, jaw clenched and arm trembling with the effort. “Come, love, do you think I don’t know the bones are shattered?” He gasped in a breath, and his voice broke. “The right leg—it’s not healing the way it should.”

She shrugged, helpless. “I splinted them as best I could.”

“I want to walk. You have the gift of healing.” His melody howled with desperation. It shone in his eyes, poured out in his voice. “Sing, love, and I swear that I’ll give you all the answers you want.”

She did pity him. Emhran help her, despite everything, she did. Even lifted a silent plea to the Master Singer, begging the Song to rise in healing within her.

But the Song remained silent.

“The Song isn’t a bargaining tool.” She gripped the rope in both hands. “It belongs to the Master Singer. It is not mine to command.”

•••

White-blue lightning flashed across a dark expanse. Thunder crackled in the distance, leaving the whine of a high-pitched melody ringing in her ears. It fled as the heavy, ponderous note that she had heard before the gate of Cadel-Gidhar shook the walls of her mind. A second melody, viscous and dark, boiled around her, bringing in its wake the crash and roar of angry waves. Dashing over her. Slamming her to the ground. Driving the air from her lungs. And then receding, leaving her gasping with a distant voice whispering fear and death into her thoughts.

The thunder crackled again, only it was no longer thunder. It had melted into the ringing, mocking laugh of the Takhran . . .

She bolted upright, gasping. Sweat prickled her skin. The air hung heavy over the hillside. Pale dawn tinged the eastern sky, and the fire beside her had dwindled to embers. Most of the others—those who had not gone with Ky on his mission to Al Tachaad—slept beneath the shelters. But Amos lay on the other side of the fire, shivering even though he huddled beneath a heavy cloak.

Fear clung thick and cloying to her. She could not rest. It drove her to her feet, clutching Quillan’s satchel as she padded silently through the village of shelters, down the far side of the hill, and into the grove of trees. The gaping mouth of the well swallowed her. At the bottom, she felt around for her tinderbox. A couple of sparks and the torch flared to life.

“Have you come to heal me, love?”

The Shantren’s voice set her heart skittering in her chest with a speed that rivaled that of Khittri the petra. “To . . . tend your wounds . . . That’s all I can do.” She willed her hands to be steady while she removed his bandages and applied the salve. “I told you. The Song is not mine to command.”

“So you said.” He stared at her, unblinking, as if trying to gauge the truth of her words, and then settled back with a sigh. “You should have taken the talav. With the talav, you would have been in control.”

“You mean I would have been controlled.”

“Semantics, love. It all depends on your point of view.”

Finished with her bandaging, Birdie packed away Quillan’s satchel. A large rock, painted in vivid streaks of orange, red, and purple, sat a few feet away from the wounded man’s bedroll. She sat upon it with her arms wrapped around her knees. The Shantren rolled his head to look at her, dark hair spilling over his face. High cheekbones caught the light of the torch, and his eyes glistened in the flickering glow.

“The name’s Eirnin, by the way.”

“Birdie.”

“Yes, the Songkeeper.”

The way he said the word irked her, as if being a Songkeeper were somehow less than being a Shantren. And yet Quillan had claimed the Shantren were unwitting slaves. “Don’t you want to be free?”

“No one is forced to wear the talav, love. We all choose it, for one reason or another.”

“Why did you choose it?”

“Why do you think?” His eyes twinkled.

Birdie unfolded her limbs and stood. The fear had finally dissipated, leaving an icy sort of emptiness in her chest. She would not remain to be mocked or to exchange empty banter and be forced to beg for answers.

“Come now, don’t run away, love.”

She kept walking.

“Look, I only promised answers if you could heal me. Bargains work both ways.” A tinge of desperation crept into his voice. “Besides, even supposing I did want to be free, there’s nothing at all you could do without the Songkeeper’s sword.”

Her spine tingled as she turned around. “What do you mean?”

“The talav can only be removed with the sword.” Eirnin’s forehead creased. “Surely you know this?”

A lie hovered on the tip of her tongue. As Songkeeper, she should have known. It would be easy to claim that she did. But he was talking of his own accord, and she would never learn what she wished to know unless she swallowed her pride and admitted ignorance. Even though he was a Shantren, and his words were doubtless not to be trusted, the more information she had, the better she could understand what she was to do.

Poised to flee, she sat back down on the edge of the rock. “Tell me what you know about the sword.”

“Oh, but love, that would be a tale.” At her glare, his smile slipped, and with a roll of his eyes, his voice fell into the rise and fall typical of tale-tellers. “What does anyone know about the sword that is not shrouded in mist and legend? I know that it was crafted from the finest steel, tempered beneath the light of the Morning Star, and plunged red hot into the icy flow that poured from Tal Ethel until the Song itself coursed through the blade.” His smile widened. “I know it was handed down through the ages until it came at last to a Songkeeper named Artair. I know that the blade is . . . temperamental. It rejects the touch of an impure hand.”

The words snagged her attention. Zahar had said something similar in the Pit. She had used the blade to break her talav, but it had caused her great pain. Ever before the Pit, the sword had yielded to Birdie’s touch. But when she plunged it into the Takhran’s chest, a blast of cold had shot up her arm and into her chest, breaking her grip upon the hilt.

Had the blade rejected her as the Songkeeper?

Or merely her actions?

Eirnin continued. “I know that once the Songkeeper wields the blade, a connection is born between the two. The one senses the location of the other, the melodies within them crying out from one to another. Some Songkeepers can even hear snatches of the sword’s surroundings from countless miles away.”

Everything within her shivered at his words, so eerily reminiscent of the voices and sounds that had invaded her dreams lately. The glimpse of blue-white light, so like the liquid fire that coursed through the blade when the Song infused it. The thin, wailing melody that always seemed to seize control of her thoughts and transport her back to the Takhran, back to the Pit where she had forsaken the blade in her haste to escape.

This was the result of the sword’s song?

“And . . .” The way he drew the word out grated against her already raw nerves. Her skin crawled. It seemed the whole world hung upon what he would say next. “I know that without the sword, you will never unleash Tal Ethel.”

•••

Tal Ethel.

Somehow, it always came back to that. Birdie pondered the notion as she climbed out of the well and went about her daily tasks, melting into the pattern of unified work that dictated life in Drengreth. Tal Ethel, the hallowed spring that had once fed the river of Song that flowed throughout all of Leira. Now a place of horrors. The Pit. Tainted by the Takhran, bloodied, cursed, and forever marred by the lives he had ended there. She could not think of it without remembering Zahar and her brother Rav, the Takhran’s raven steed, Inali’s betrayal, and the twelve chained captives who were neither living nor dead.

The sword’s song invaded her dreams again that next night, snapping her from slumber to wakefulness. Once again she made the midnight trip into the well. Eirnin was already awake. He seemed to have been awaiting her. She eased his ropes so he could eat the oatcakes she had pilfered from the camp storage, and then she pulled back to sit on the rock until he had finished and lifted his eyes to hers.

“Tell me about Tal Ethel.”

And so he did. From Tal Ethel, she led him to talk about the Hollow Cave and then Drengreth itself. He claimed ignorance beyond confirming that they were hallowed places and that there were five hallowed places in Leira. Even the locations of the other two, he insisted, were beyond his knowledge. She let the matter drop. Then slowly, painfully, she broached the subject of the Pit, the slain Songkeepers and Songlings, and the twelve who were not truly dead.

“They are my kind. That I recall.” So the Takhran had said on that night of horrors when she had expected to join their ranks. “Songlings and Songkeepers bled out, and the power drawn from their blood.”

Eirnin nodded slowly. “It is true. Though many among them do not know of their gifting. Few have seen it manifested. But the truth is in the blood, love. Always, the truth is in the blood. The hounds are gifted to sniff them out so they may be taken to the Pit.”

“Where they are slaughtered.”

He offered no defense. He expressed no shame. He did not flinch from her gaze or the pitilessness of his words. “The cost of power is high.”

“High enough to bear the blood of another around your neck?”

“Around your neck or upon your hands, it makes no difference. Living is a sort of power, is it not? When you wield a weapon in battle, you exchange your opponent’s life for your own. You live. He dies.”

His words left the vivid image of the bloodstained axe in Birdie’s mind. How she had longed to unleash it upon her enemies, to cut them down and leave them in the dust. And yet the Song had urged her to give it up, to walk in harmony with the melody instead of relying upon lifeless metal and wood. “Slaughtering innocents is not the same. The cost for power is high indeed when innocents must pay it.”

Eirnin gave a careless shrug. “Such is the way of the world. We either rise upon the backs of the weak, or we fall beneath the boots of the strong.”

Perhaps there was an ounce of truth in his words. The strong seemed to flourish because they did not care who they trampled in their quest to rise. And yet . . . Gundhrold had not been weak. The griffin had slain a chimera and fought off two more, all to save her. As much as she mourned his loss, he had paid the cost.

“I have not always found it to be so.”

Her words fell limp into the silence. He did not respond. She debated returning to the fireside and attempting to catch a few hours of sleep before the sun arose and the bustle of camp life vanquished all hope of rest. Then somehow, out of nowhere, the conversation resumed. They talked long and slow about things of great import and things that meant nothing at all. By the time Birdie emerged from the well, midmorning sun blazed over Drengreth, and she had to sneak into the mountain camp from the opposite end so no one would guess where she had been. Though with Ky still absent on his mission to Al Tachaad, she doubted anyone would wonder.

A nagging sense of unease grew in Birdie’s mind throughout the day. She sought the guidance of the Song, but the melody did nothing to dispel the unsettled feeling gnawing in her chest. When night fell, she waited until one by one the others drifted to sleep in their shelters . . .

Her feet struck the bottom of the well, and she marched straight to Eirnin’s side. Fear blossomed in his eyes as she drew a borrowed knife from her belt, but she ignored it, leaning over him to slit the ropes cinching his arms to his sides. The cords fell away. She set a bundle of dried meat and apple slices in his lap before retreating to her rock.

“What is this, love?” Eirnin furrowed his brow at her. “Finally decided I’m harmless?” He pushed himself into a sitting position and slid back until he reached the cave wall. A hiss of pain escaped his lips. He pressed a trembling hand against his right leg and spoke through gritted teeth. “Eventually, you know you’re going to have to decide what to do with me. Or do you plan on keeping me down here forever?”

She sat in silence. The hum of the well radiated through her entire being, enfolding her in its pervasive sense of grief and sorrow. It did not block Eirnin’s voice, but before the weight of the note filling the well, his voice sounded a weak and tinny thing.

“Is that why you wouldn’t sing the Song to heal me? A crippled enemy is easier to control than one with full use of his limbs?” His lungs expanded with a ragged breath, and the bitter tinge in his voice was swallowed by a shaky laugh. “Oh, but I forgot. You’re the one who gets to ask questions here.” He cast a sideways glance at her beneath the wave of his hair. “What, love, nothing at all to say?”

She dropped her hands into her lap, fumbling with her fingers. “Why have you been telling me all of this? About the sword, Tal Ethel, everything? You said it yourself: we’re enemies. This is war. Maybe you’ve been lying through your teeth this whole time, but I know enough to know that some of what you’ve said is the truth. So . . . why?”

“Is that it, eh?” Eirnin shook his head, hair falling across his face—but for an instant she thought she saw a flash of real pity in his eyes. “Oh, love, love, you just don’t get it. This isn’t war. Information makes no difference. The battle is already won. There’s nothing I can say, nothing you can learn, that will change that.”
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“The battle is already won.”

Eirnin’s words haunted Birdie the rest of the night and well into the next day. When night fell again, and she could easily avoid the sentries, she brought food down to him, enough to last several days, but left before he could coax her into conversation again. Whatever truth there might be in his words, it was bound to be matched with lies. Until she could distinguish between the two, there was no point in allowing him to confuse her.

As she climbed the rope, his melody howled with loneliness, and she felt just the slightest tinge of satisfaction that he shared her turmoil.

Evening had just fallen on the third day since she’d last entered the well when a familiar melody drew her ear. It was almost lost in the accompanying mass of melodies, but she could not mistake it. She hurriedly tied off the bandage on the leg of a Nordlander woman who had sliced herself chopping kindling and shot to her feet.

A minute later, the sentries took up the cry. “They’re back!”

And then Ky and his raiders marched through the gap in the broken wall, travel-worn and bloodstained and walking with the loose-limbed swagger of the victorious. Behind them clustered the freed slaves of Al Tachaad. They crowded into the open space at the center of the camp, wide eyed and gape mouthed, and a shudder seized Birdie’s heart at the blend of so many desolate melodies in that desolate place.

At Ky’s orders everyone sprang into action: tending to the newcomers’ needs, preparing food, shuffling belongings around to create extra space in the shelters. Birdie found a long line of sick and injured to tend through both Quillan’s satchel and the Song. But she could not shake the Shantren’s words from her mind.

As much as she sought to do now, could it ever be enough?

“There was no sign of him, Birdie.”

Busy repacking Quillan’s depleted satchel as the last injured slave limped way, Birdie stalled at Ky’s voice behind her. The bustle in the camp had died down for the evening meal. Those who had made Drengreth their home welcomed the newcomers with open arms. They sat clustered around the central fire pit, passing bark bowls and wooden platters back and forth, sharing mugs of mead, talking, and then . . . laughing. The wonder of it was a sight to behold. And yet she knelt upon the outskirts, removed from the fellowship and warmth, finishing her work.

Ky scuffed his feet in the grass. “From the slaves I got word of about half a dozen more slave camps scattered across the north of Leira. And those are the established camps. There are dozens of others attached to the Takhran’s forces. The things they do there . . .” His voice hardened. “I want to tear every last one of the camps to the ground.”

She twisted around to meet his gaze. Shadows circled his eyes. Made them look dark, almost hollow, beneath the strands of hair sweeping his forehead. Paired with the Khelari breastplate and mail, it gave him an air that was both fierce and desperate.

She nodded. “Then do it.”

“I have to find him, Birdie. Before it’s too late. But there’s no telling where he is . . . or if he’s even still alive.” He yanked on the straps holding the breastplate in place and let it fall to the ground with a muffled clank, followed a moment later by the mail. “I know that they all matter, that each slave we rescue is important. But every minute I waste is another minute they could be torturing him.”

Birdie glanced past him, down the hill toward the grove of trees that concealed the well. Then she rose and settled the satchel strap upon her shoulder. “Come with me. I’ve something to show you.”

•••

The instant Ky laid eyes upon the man at the bottom of the well, he sent a sling-bullet winging for his head. Birdie seized his elbow, spoiling his aim. The shot cracked against the wall an inch from the man’s ear. He yanked free and whirled upon her. “What were you thinking? You brought one of them into our camp?”

“Yes.” She lifted her chin. “I did.”

He tightened his grip on the sling. “What if he escaped and led his cursed friends back here? Or started murdering people in their sleep?”

“Come now, love, what sort of a question is that?” The man’s smooth voice sent a sick feeling churning through Ky’s gut. “I’m a cripple, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

Sure enough, both legs were bound in splints, and the man hadn’t moved since they’d arrived. Still sat with his back to the wall, a torch propped on a rock within reach emitting just enough light to make his head a fair target. Ky dug through his pouch to reload his sling.

Again, Birdie stopped him. “Ky, wait.”

“Why did you bring him here, Birdie? He’s wearing one of those red crystals.” He nodded toward the chain about the man’s neck. “The beastkeeper had one of those. The one that called out the chimera to attack Gundhrold. What if he summoned his friends somehow?”

“It doesn’t work that way.”

“How would you know?”

“How would you?” Toe to toe with him, she flung the words in his face. Then pulled back a little. Not enough to be a retreat. More a repositioning. Like a fighter seeking better footing for an opening. “He knows things, Ky. He might have the answers you want.”

And . . . she had found it. “And you would trust what he says?”

“Not all of it. But it’s a start.”

Ky worked his jaw around, studying her uplifted face. Somehow, her eyes still held the hope that had evaded him since discovering the graves at Al Tachaad. The thought of Paddy left to rot in such a place, all because he had failed to find him . . . It flayed the strength from his limbs. Left him fearful. Afraid to make a choice—any choice—because the wrong one might mean he was too late.

“Just ask him, Ky. What can it hurt?”

Fine.

Jaw hardened, Ky swung back to face the man. Grudgingly, he had to admit the fellow had some brains. Brains enough to keep silent while they talked, as if he knew how much Ky’s fingers itched to release a sling-bullet at his skull. “Look, I just want to find my friend. Think he was taken to one of the slave camps. We know it wasn’t Al Tachaad, because we just destroyed it.” Anger flared in his throat. “Found the graves too, in case you were wondering. Bet you think this place is cramped—”

Again, Birdie’s hand found his arm, squelching the tide of words.

“Afraid I can’t help you with that.”

The man spoke in a quiet voice, and yet somehow it echoed in Ky’s ears with the force of a ryree blast. His fingers tightened until the sling straps dug into his palm. “Because you won’t?”

“Because I can’t.” With a grunt of pain, the man pulled himself forward and dug a charred stick out of a pile of pieces beside the rock where he kept his torch. With sharp strokes, he sketched a rough outline on the ground. Despite himself, Ky knelt for a closer look, keeping a wary eye on the man at the same time. Squinting brought out the coarse shape of Leira in the charcoaled lines. “I can’t help you, and this is why.” Breathing heavily, the man marked a spattering of Xs all over the map. “There are dozens of camps. Your friend could be at any one of them. Al Tachaad, Syd Drisil, Muldhwait, Ced Roym, Dacheren, Achtoem—”

“Wait.” Ky couldn’t seem to get his lungs working right. His head felt light. The cave seemed to shrink around him. He sat back hard and struck the wall. It seemed years since he had battled the Khelari soldier Hendryk on the beach outside Bryllhyn, demanding to know what had become of his “brother” Dizzier. That was when he first learned of the slave camps, when he first heard the name Dacheren.

“Tell me about Dacheren.” His voice sounded thick. “Where is it?”

The man tapped the charred stick beside an X that looked to be sliding off the east coast into what would be the sea—though maybe that was just the crudeness of the drawing. “They say it’s the worst of the worst, you know. Nearest to Serrin Vroi. Where the useless are sent to have the last ounce of life worked out of them until they die—the old, the young, the sick, the weak. You had better pray that’s not where your friend was taken, because if it was, it’s almost surely too late.” His voice had risen to a fevered pitch. A shiver racked his form, and yet sweat glistened on his brow. “You have seen the diggings, then, too?”

Ky nodded.

“The location is strategic. It’s a part of his plan. Everything is a part of his plan. You are too late to the game, loves. The pieces are already in place, and you do not even understand the board.” The man snapped the charred wood between his fingers with a muffled curse. “Delian’s fist! You do not even know it exists. The Takhran has been planning this for longer than you have been alive. You have nothing.” With a frenzied sweep of his palm, he erased the map and then dragged himself back to his bedroll.

Sprawled back with his eyes closed, the man was clearly fevered and in pain, and all Ky could think about was that one slave that he had seen working away at his forge through the battle. Working because he was more afraid of being locked in the graves than of death itself. He took a step forward, grip on his sling tightening, but Birdie’s hand settled on his shoulder. Her touch was a splash of cool water to the face. It yanked him, spluttering, back to the moment. She drew him away.

They were halfway up the rope when the man’s voice echoed hollowly up the well shaft. “Look at you: a Songkeeper and her Protector. Lost children. You do not even have the sword. It is hopeless.”

Up top, Ky halted in the grove of trees to belt his sling around his waist. The part of him that still churned with anger wished he had sent a sling-bullet whizzing into the man’s skull. Birdie started past him, headed up the hill toward the main part of the camp. But he wasn’t ready to join the others in celebration yet.

“Do you believe him?”

She halted. Her response came slowly, weighted by the pause. “I don’t know.”

Neither did he. But true or not, what choice did he have but to act upon Eirnin’s information? Delay meant more suffering for the slaves . . . for Paddy. He took a step forward. “Will you help, Birdie?”

She turned to face him. Moonlight shot through gaps in the canopy, casting patches of light and shadow upon the ground. She stood in the light, hair flung back from her face, a shadow trapped in a moonbeam.

He cleared his throat. “Help find Dacheren and free the slaves there?”

“I will. But Eirnin is right about one thing, Ky.” A quaver of uncertainty crept into her voice. “I need the sword. I have to get it back from the Pit.”

A ryree explosion could have blasted through the earth beneath his feet, and Ky would not have been more surprised. He gaped at her. Realized his mouth was open and forced it shut again. “Are you mad?” She met his gaze steadily, and that unnerved him as much as anything else. He had seen Hawkness. Even free of the Pit, the man couldn’t escape it. Wasn’t she afraid? “You want to sneak into Serrin Vroi again, after what happened last time? That’s insane.”

“Ky. Still arguing, I see.” A dry chuckle broke out behind him. Sent a chill skating across his skin. “Guess some things don’t change.”

That voice.

His limbs felt like lead. He was slow to turn around because he didn’t have to look to know, and yet he couldn’t believe it without seeing it.

“Cade?”

•••

“Pleased to see me?” Cade grinned, spreading his arms wide, and Ky could only nod dumbly and cast about hopelessly for words. The former Underground leader stood in a patch of moonlight beside the well, fully armored and armed to the teeth. A breastplate and pauldrons of burnished bronze guarded his chest and shoulders, and a fine mail skirt extended halfway to his knees. Dwarf-made armor it looked—similar to that worn by the Adulnae they had met at Siranos. Well crafted and beautiful in the way that truly fine armor can be, and yet battered with the nicks and dents of battle and coated with the dust of travel.

Where had he come from?

“Relax.” Cade’s voice recalled his scattered thoughts. “I’m not here to take over.” He fiddled with his sword hilt with a bandaged hand. A bit of the old cockiness tweaked his grin. “Have to say, though, I’m a bit disappointed. Expected better from you, Ky. What kind of security do you have on this place? Your sentries didn’t even see me.”

Ky’s chest tightened with a stab of the nervousness that Cade’s disapproval had always awakened in him. It was stupid—he knew that. But suddenly he was nothing more than a runner trying to explain away another muffed run while Dizzier shouted over him, complaining about his useless attitude and lazy ways.

“Ky just returned from destroying the slave camp Al Tachaad.” Birdie stepped up beside him and filled the silence. He had never been more grateful. “Things are a little hectic still. All the new folk are getting settled in.”

“Hectic is bad for security. Could have been a Khelari wandering into camp and—”

“Where have you been, Cade?” It came out harsher than Ky intended. He folded his arms across his chest. At least he wasn’t standing there like a sun-struck fool anymore.

“Killing Khelari.”

And earning battle scars while he was at it. Ky blinked at the new scar that carved down the side of Cade’s face. Made him look older and fiercer than before. More intimidating too. “What are you doing here?”

“He is here with me.” A Saari woman emerged from the shadows. The quiver of spears strapped to her back and the spear in her hand triggered Ky’s memory—Sym, that was her name. The stains on her leathers spoke to long travel.

“And me.” A dwarf stepped out beside her. For a split second, Ky thought it was Migdon. One glimpse at the enormous rucksack on his back, and Ky started forward, ready to greet his friend. Then the moonlight hit the dwarf’s face, and he stalled. Not Migdon. Of course not. Migdon was dead, and this dwarf had blond hair that curled over his forehead, and a thick curly beard combined with a ready grin. The dwarf huffed out a long breath and hunched over with a hand on one knee. The enormous rucksack—at second glance, Ky realized it put even Migdon’s oversized knapsack to shame—gave him the appearance of a turtle lugging around a shell two sizes too big. “Ah, pleased to meet you all. Very pleased. The name’s Tymon.”

Ky held his breath waiting for the rest of it. Every other dwarf he had ever met had come with more names and titles than he could count. “Tymon . . .”

“Just Tymon.” The dwarf bobbed his head cheerily. He had a mild sort of voice that seemed at odds with the dual swords poking out of the top of his rucksack. “I rather think the rest is a load of pretentious blather, and I don’t really go for that sort of thing. Besides, we haven’t time for it now, do we? There are far more important things to discuss.” He dropped the rucksack. It made a hideous clank. He straightened with a groan, rubbing at his shoulders. “And important discussions should happen over food and drink. Point me to your fire.”

Ky glanced from Tymon to Sym and then over to Cade, head bursting with questions. Because sure as slinging, this was no accidental meeting. They were here for a reason.

Cade met his gaze, but his eyes gave nothing away. “Tymon doesn’t brag. He’s the Caran’s head chef. Trust me. You want him cooking supper.”

Oh, hang it all.

For all he knew, this was one of those pesky dwarf customs like insisting upon formal introductions. Though Tymon didn’t seem to put much stock in things like that. “Fire’s this way.” He led Tymon and his massive rucksack up the hill toward the main part of the camp. For some reason, the dwarf’s cheerful smile irritated him. Or maybe it was just the uncertainty surrounding Cade’s reappearance and what it might mean for the Underground.

Behind him, Birdie spoke. “Tell me, Sym, why are you here?”

“To talk to you, Songkeeper. We are in desperate need of your help.”
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Out of his rucksack Tymon withdrew a stack of pots, cooking utensils, and countless pouches of spices and other ingredients, and still it seemed just as full. Ky stared openmouthed as the dwarf settled easily into work in the cooking space with nearly half of the inhabitants of Drengreth clustered around to watch. They had already eaten one meal, but given the tantalizing smell already rising from Tymon’s pots, he doubted anyone would find that a hindrance.

Ky jogged back down the hill to the grove where the others sat around a newly lit fire. The flames licked feebly at the wood. As he approached, Cade tossed a handful of dried branches on, and the fire sizzled to life, sparks spiraling up toward the overhanging tree limbs.

“How did you find us here?” Birdie asked Sym. They sat together on one side of the fire with a narrow gap between them and Cade.

Ky hesitated on the edge of the circle.

“We followed the rumors.” Sym had a hoarse, throaty sort of voice. He remembered that. But now it sounded softer than usual, and her eyes shone like glass in the blend of fire and moonlight. “The mountains are full of them. Talk of a healer, a singer, a worker of wonders. In whispers, they have taken to calling these the mountains of music.”

With a groan, Cade stretched his long legs out. “Rumors are bad, you know.”

Mentally, Ky kicked himself. What was he waiting for? This was his camp. He stepped forward. “Tymon’s got supper going.” He squeezed into the gap between Cade and Birdie. “At the speed he was working, don’t reckon it’ll take long.”

Cade ignored him. “The question’s not how we found you but why the Khelari haven’t found you yet. There are too many of you crammed in here. Too much activity. Too much coming and going.” He shook his head at Ky. “You’ve left trails all over the place. You’re getting sloppy.” An elbow jab to the ribs caught Ky off guard. Not hard, but still annoying.

He gritted his teeth. It wasn’t that bad. They had a good system here, or else they would have been discovered long ago. Of course there were rumors. That was unavoidable when you ran a refugee camp where the Songkeeper herself healed people—a risk Birdie had insisted on taking. What was it? Cade just couldn’t let him have one victory without trying to show him up? Prove how he could have done better?

“Where’s Slack? She’s good at hiding that sort of thing. Misleading trackers, laying false trails. Should’ve asked her for some pointers.”

As much as Ky had grown to understand about Cade’s leadership over the past few months, it hadn’t made it any easier to stomach. He tried to keep the bitterness from his voice. “Slack is gone. She betrayed me because she was angry that you had left the Underground to me. Took Meli with her too, and half the runners.”

Yeah, he had failed at the whole “no bitterness” thing.

“And you just let her walk away? Didn’t think to go looking for her?”

“I had the rest of the Underground to look after.” What made Cade think he could walk in here and judge the way things were run after he had abandoned them?

“We have bigger concerns now.” Sym’s voice cut through the rising tension. Cade looked away first, and Ky felt a tinge of shame for being so easily riled. “All of Leira is at risk. Everywhere, the Takhran’s forces are stronger than we imagined. We need you, Songkeeper.”

The crackle and snap of the fire seemed magnified in the silence that followed her words.

Birdie spoke at last. “Need me for what?”

“To end this war.”

Ky glanced at the faces around the circle, trying to gauge if someone was joking, but they all appeared to be deadly serious. Even Cade. He knew Birdie was the Songkeeper, maybe even understood a little of what that meant—he had witnessed the force of her Song in overwhelming ways—but ending a war seemed a mighty tall task for one person to attempt singlehanded.

Even a Songkeeper.

“Supper, anyone?” Tymon’s cheery call brought the discussion to a grinding halt. He bustled into the circle with a tray stacked with steaming bark bowls of soup and a plate of cheese and sausage. He distributed the food with muttered warnings that it was hot, and then Cade pulled his legs in so the dwarf could join the circle.

Ky blew into his bark bowl until the soup cooled enough to sip. It tasted sweet and savory all at once, with soft chunks of root, meat, and vegetable floating around it. He cocked an eyebrow at the dwarf. “You always travel with that much cooking gear?”

“It’s been said that I’ve always been a better chef than fighter.” The grin appeared again. “Better chef than traveler too.”

“Better is relative, Tymon.” Cade chuckled, jerking his chin toward Ky. “You could take him out no problem.” Tymon’s snort sent heat crawling through Ky’s veins, but he gritted his teeth and reminded himself that this was normal behavior from Cade. And then Cade leaned in with a wink and whispered behind the cover of his bowl. “Don’t be fooled. Tymon claims he’s not a fighter, but he’s near about given me a run for my money once or twice.”

And that was not normal. It wasn’t like Cade to first set him up as the brunt of a joke and then to pad the sting. It didn’t make a lick of sense. Ky downed the rest of his soup and focused on Birdie and Sym’s conversation across the fire.

“. . . but the last I saw you, you were headed back to the desert.”

“Messengers stopped me at the border. Inali had escaped on our journey back. I was not allowed reentry.” Sym’s tone reminded Ky of rock. Stern, unflinching, and yet there was a hint of something more buried beneath. “The Matlal has sent me to serve as a go-between for the mountains and the desert, an ambassador of sorts between Nar-Kog and Cadel-Gidhar.”

“But Cadel-Gidhar is fallen.” Birdie’s eyes met Ky’s across the fire for a split second, and then she cast them down. “We saw it. We watched it fall.”

Tymon leaned forward. “You were there, Songkeeper?”

“Yes. There was nothing I could do.”

But the dwarf clapped a hand to his knee as if he had not heard her. “I knew it was so.” His eyes grew distant, misty. “The walls had fallen. The Khelari were an unstoppable tide. But even as so many died and bled and we fled into the night, we heard a melody upon the wind and felt the whisper of a rain falling upon us. It broke the mindless horror of Earthshaker and the monsters that hunted our blood. It gave us the courage to rally together, to retreat instead of flee. It saved many lives that night.”

The dwarf’s words conjured up an image so vivid Ky’s heart hammered in his chest, as if he stood again upon the heights and watched the battle unfolding below.

Cade broke the spell. “The fortress may have fallen, but the army survives. We Nordlanders aren’t done yet. The Caran, many of the Xanthen—his council—even the chief Adulnae leaders broke through the slaughter. Since then, the army has been regrouping, skirmishing with the Khelari now and then but avoiding pitched battles.”

He spoke as if he had firsthand knowledge. Ky gave a second glance to the dwarf-made armor and the new scar cutting across the side of his face. “You were there?”

“Joined up with the Adulnae after I left. Completed a handful of missions. We killed that Khelari marshal, Cedric something-or-other. Killed him and planted his head on a spike.”

Ky stiffened at the name. Couldn’t help noticing the fevered gleam that lit Cade’s eyes as he spoke of the man who had taken Siranos, murdered Migdon in cold blood, and was responsible for the attack that had led to Aliyah’s death.

Cade nodded at him. “Thought you would be pleased at the news.”

Was he pleased? Should he be pleased? “It’s not going to bring Migdon or Aliyah or any of them back, is it?”

“No. But it’s just real satisfying to know that he’s dead. After that mission, we joined in the defense of Cadel-Gidhar and took the fight to the mountainside once the fortress fell. That’s where we met up with Sym.” A wry twist crept into his voice. “While you’ve been raiding slave camps, we’ve been fighting a war.”

Despite the words, Cade’s tone lacked the old sting. Ky shrugged them aside.

“In the south,” Sym said, “the Khelari have made several attempts upon the desert, but they have been beaten back. Still, we cannot carry on as we have been. From anyone else a two-pronged war would be madness, and yet we are divided, and the Takhran fights from a position of strength. The desert and the mountains must unite in this battle.”

“That’s why we came to find you.” Cade leaned forward, eyes fixed on Birdie. “The Takhran has a fleet. Thanks to our time at Siranos, we discovered that. After I joined the Adulnae, they sent Tymon and me on a scouting mission to figure out what we could expect from that quarter. We found fifteen Langorian ships anchored in the bay, unloading soldiers by the hundreds. Monsters too. All marching for Cadel-Gidhar.”

“Lately,” added Sym, “there has been a troubling movement of soldiers back to the fleet.”

That sparked Ky’s attention. “Wait . . . you mean they’re leaving? That’s good, isn’t it?”

“Hardly.” Cade rolled his eyes. “If the Takhran’s marching his soldiers out of here, it’s because he wants them somewhere else.”

Sym nodded. “Matlal Quahtli has been considering marching a significant portion of his forces to aid the war here in the north. But he will not come unless the Takhran’s fleet is destroyed. He cannot risk leaving our lands undefended if the Khelari can sail behind and attack from the rear.”

“We remove that threat, his forces are ours,” Cade said.

Birdie’s eyes narrowed. “You think I can help with that?”

“If not, Sa Itera has come all this way for nothing. The chiefs of the clans and military leaders meet tomorrow at dawn to formulate our plan.” Sym dipped her head, and the braids she kept bound at the base of her neck slipped over her shoulder. “We would like you to come.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Regardless of what he says—” A roll of her eyes indicated Cade. “—it was not easy to find you. We have wasted much time. Will you come?”

Birdie nodded without hesitation. “Yes, I will come.”

All this talk, and Ky might as well have stayed at the edge of the circle for all the role that he had played in it. He fidgeted with the tail of his sling. “And what do you want from me?” No sooner had he spoken the words than he wished he could recall them. He got the same sort of feeling when he misstepped during a swordfight, leaving himself wide open to the next blow.

Cade flashed him that earnest smile. “Keep doing what you’re doing. It’s a great distraction. Forces the Khelari to divide their attention, keeps their focus off the real danger.” His hand flicked to his belt. He removed a pouch and tossed it to Ky.

A familiar weight filled his hand. “Sling-bullets?”

“Call it a peace offering.” Cade stood, hand on the hilt of his sword, and for just a moment, his smile turned deadly. “I’m here to recruit your raiders. Anyone who wants to join the real fight can come with me.”

•••

Ky weighed the pouch of sling-bullets and watched as they marched off into the night. Sym, Tymon and his enormous rucksack, Cade, Birdie, and about a dozen of his raiders that Cade had managed to recruit. He let his hand sag. Peace offering? More like bribery to sit back and do nothing, to leave the real work to them.

Bitterness lodged in his throat. Months on his own, leading the Underground to become more than Cade had ever accomplished, freeing folk from their chains, raiding Al Tachaad, and destroying the graves. You’d think it would count for something. But five minutes with Cade was still all it took to make him feel worthless.

A light step caught his ear.

Obasi slid up alongside, peering into the dark. “Lionheart.” A gruff nod. “Who was that?”

“Just an old friend.” He tried to sound confident in that fact as he threaded the pouch of sling-bullets onto his belt. Bribe or not, they were sure to come in handy.

The Saari made a low, rumbling sound in his throat. It reminded Ky of the noise a lion made, something in between a purr and a growl. “I do not like him.”

Ky had to agree with him on that.

Apparently, Cade was more easily appreciated in his absence.
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With a sweep of her arm, Sym drew the tent flap aside and ushered Birdie in. Firepots dangled from the ridgepole, casting a garish light over the scene. A handful of dwarves and Saari mahtems were already seated at a U-shaped table covered in maps and scrolls and scraps of parchment. The two seats in the center stood empty. Three mahtems sat along one side facing Nisus and Jirkar and half a dozen dwarves on the other. She had heard the dwarf brothers’ melodies on the way in, but the sight of them still sent a wave of relief to quell her spiking anxiety.

All eyes turned to them.

“I trust we are not too late?” Sym inclined her head, and Birdie did the same, not sure whether she should bow or curtsy or simply stand there and smile . . . or not smile.

How was a Songkeeper supposed to act at a council of war?

Nisus reached for a steaming pewter cup that sat amidst a mound of papers before him. He nodded gravely at Birdie over the top before taking a sip. “Not at all. Sa Itera and the Caran will be joining us shortly.”

Jirkar winked.

And the tension within her bones eased.

After that, it was a jumble of introductions. Sym led her over to the mahtems and introduced them one by one. Thirty Saari in all had come from the desert to escort the wife of the Matlal through such dangerous territory. Ten from each of the tribes represented by the three mahtems. They had strong, harsh-sounding names that echoed the resilience and fierce spirit born into the desert dwellers. Narrowed eyes and taut smiles greeted her. Perhaps they had not yet forgiven her or Hawkness for abandoning his end of the bargain for her rescue.

She had come to fight now. That should count for something.

No sooner had Sym finished her introductions than Nisus stood and bowed with a flourish. He named the dwarves, delineating between those of the Xanthen—three dwarves to his left, clad as he was, in simple, loose-fitting robes with wide sashes draped over one shoulder and bronze torcs about their necks—and the Adulnae—three dwarves to the right of Jirkar whose introductions included military titles, cohort numbers, and years of service. Emblazoned bronze breastplates gleamed on their chests, and plumed helmets sat on the table before them.

Only after Nisus sat did Birdie realize that the introductions were finished and she couldn’t recall a single one of their names, though their melodies she already knew by heart. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Cade and Tymon slip into the tent and sit on low stools behind Jirkar. Her head spun as Sym led her away, and the meeting hadn’t even begun yet. It was almost as overwhelming as the council meeting in Nar-Kog. And yet she knew something now that she had not known then, and the knowledge grounded her. Gave her comfort.

She was the Songkeeper, and she walked in the way of the Song.

Sym led her to the two empty seats beside the three mahtems, but before they could sit the flap slapped open, and all at the table stood. Sa Itera immediately claimed the eye. A surcoat of bronze mail clinked over her golden robe, and a beaded cloak of light blue and red draped from her shoulders. The tawny, knotted strands of her hair had been swept up and bound with a band at the back of her head so that the tail hung loose. A battle headdress consisting of a bronze band lined with lion’s teeth crowned her brow. Beaded strands dangled alongside her face.

She looked every inch the queen and a warrior.

By her side walked a seemingly young dwarf with a golden beard and short-cropped hair. Over his breastplate a magnificent torc gleamed about his neck. In contrast, the dark circles beneath his eyes gave his face a gaunt, haunted look, and his right arm rested in a sling.

“That is the Caran.”

It struck Birdie as odd that the Caran’s introduction should be such a simple one, falling so close upon the lengthy introductions for both the Xanthen and the Adulnae. She shot a questioning look at Sym. The Saari warrior leaned over and whispered in her ear. “The Caran holds the highest trust in all the land, and for that he forfeits all else—names, titles, birthrights. His lack of titles is a sign of humility.”

Sa Itera and the Caran claimed the seats at the head of the table, and Sa Itera spoke. “Please be seated.” For a moment, there was nothing but the rustle of clothing, the rattle of armor, and the creak of the stools as all sat. “Friends.” Sa Itera’s steely gaze swept down both sides of the table. “I need not remind you why we are gathered here today. The fate of Leira rests upon our decisions. May we choose well. May Emhran make it so.” She bent her regal head.

The Caran spoke up next. His voice, like his melody, was soft spoken. “My honored ally speaks true, and I welcome her candor.” He sat with his eyes cast down as if to study the maps. His left hand toyed with a quill. “I also will speak plainly, for the time for false pride perished when the Earthshaker’s song tore apart the fortress of my fathers. We are in dire straits. The Waveryders and people of the Westmark are but a scattered tribe with no governance and no soldiers to speak of. The Midlands are decimated, and King Earnhult is dead. We alone remain to stand in the Takhran’s way.” The quill fell from his fingers, and he lifted his red-rimmed gaze. “It is time for the free tribes of Leira to unite in this battle. Unite or fall.”

His words were met with a murmur that varied from approval to outright disagreement. The discussion lagged into a recounting of recent skirmishes and enemy sightings, news from both the desert and mountains and all the lands in between, and each seemed more dismal than the last. Until Sym gave a recounting of Ky’s mission to Al Tachaad. It was the first good news and seemed to lighten the mood, if only for a moment.

“And then, there is Earthshaker.” Nisus set his pewter cup down and dabbed at the corner of his mouth with a handkerchief. “If we are to take an accounting of the threats we face, we cannot ignore the most powerful Shantren to have emerged from the Pit.”

Jirkar grunted agreement. “There’s been no sighting since Cadel-Gidhar fell, but all that means is that we don’t know where he is . . . or where he might strike next.”

“In the desert we have heard tidings of this Earthshaker, of how the defenses of Cadel-Gidhar fell like water before his might. We heard and quailed at the hearing.” Sa Itera stood and paced the length of the table, her beaded cloak hissing across the ground with each step. “But now, rumors arise of another. Captive enemies speak of Seabringer, one whose voice summons wind and rain and the sea itself to rise at his command.” Her eyes flickered to Birdie as she rounded the far end of the table and began to make her way up the inside of the table’s U. “Our land is a land of storms. Fierce winds sweep across the sand. Gales boil upon the sea that crashes against our coast. And when the two collide, the mountains are torn asunder.” She shook her head. “What can sword and spear do against such as these?”

The woman halted before Birdie, and it felt like her gaze sliced through flesh, bone, and marrow. “We have heard other rumors. The tales of the little Songkeeper grow. She summoned a storm to wreck the slave ship. She ventured within Mount Eiphyr and emerged unscathed. She stood upon the heights while the battle for Cadel-Gidhar raged, and her song shook the mountains and summoned a fount from within the earth that scattered her enemies. Her melody loosens chains, heals the wounded, and whispers peace to the dying. You, Songkeeper, can stand in the gap where sword and spear have failed.”

Told in such a way, Birdie scarce recognized these exploits as her own. They were the things of legend, the sort of stories that wild-eyed travelers told over mugs of brew beside roaring fires. Oddly enough, it didn’t leave her feeling strong or powerful or even equipped for this fight.

So much hope . . . resting on her.

And yet, not on her alone. Some truth lurked in the stories—there was almost always some truth in such tales—but the greater truth was missing.

The Song stirred inside her.

You have listened, Songkeeper. Now speak.

Speak.

Sa Itera began to turn away, but Birdie shot to her feet. All eyes turned to her. The low stool rocked back from the force of her stance. Dimly, she was aware that Sym steadied it. Her mouth had gone dry, and she had to clench her hands to prevent trembling, but she spoke. “It wasn’t me. I didn’t do any of those things.”

“Birdie?” Warning flooded Sym’s voice.

For the first time, Sa Itera’s regal composure slipped. Shock and then annoyance flashed across her features. “What are you saying, child? Are you not the Songkeeper?”

“You misunderstood. I am the Songkeeper, but I didn’t do any of that. The Song did. I don’t control it. It belongs to the Master Singer. I only follow its leading.”

Her words met with silence. Sa Itera’s imperious head tilted to one side, as if Birdie were a puzzle she could not comprehend. The Caran picked up his quill and started twisting it through his fingers again. Nisus set his pewter cup on the table. “And what does the Song lead you to now, Songkeeper?”

The words were borne to her tongue upon the melody. “To do good. To end this war. To bring peace.”

“That’s a tall order there, miss.” Jirkar winked encouragement in her direction. “How do you mean to accomplish it?”

How indeed . . .

But no sooner had the doubt surfaced than the Song gave her direction. Gathering her thoughts, she walked the length of the table as Itera had and stood in the middle. “You sought my aid for a reason. You wish to unite forces, but Matlal Quahtli will not dare pledge his troops unless the Takhran’s fleet has been destroyed.” There was a long, calculating pause before Sa Itera nodded. The Song whispered within her, stoking her courage to boldness. “I will help you destroy the fleet, if you will help me in turn.”

A sharp bark from one of the robed dwarves drew her gaze. He pounded the table with a fist. “What mockery is this? We are among the mightiest of our tribes—Xanthen, Adulnae, Nordlanders, and Saari warriors, and we stand here united for the first time in centuries. Will this war-meet be waylaid by the demands of a child?”

With a crack, the quill snapped in the Caran’s fingers. “Silence, Zeino. This war-meet will hear the request of the Songkeeper.” He shot a stern glare in the dwarf’s direction, and the dwarf sat back, a disgruntled expression on his face. Perhaps there was more to this leader of the dwarves than had first appeared. His eyes settled on Birdie. “Your conditions?”

The words spilled out of her, born of the Song and talks with Eirnin and Ky, and the suffering in the melodies of the slaves rescued from Al Tachaad. “The Takhran is planning something terrible, something to do with the slave camps. I don’t know exactly, but they’re important somehow, especially the one called Dacheren. Fellow Leirans are suffering and dying in slavery . . .”

“Your point, Songkeeper?” Not an ounce of compassion or empathy shone in Sa Itera’s eyes or voice. “We are at war. Suffering and death await us all if we lose.”

“And I can help you win, if you will help me strike back.”

A scuffle broke out at the door of the tent, and then a hound barreled in. Renegade’s familiar melody eased Birdie’s stab of panic. But shouts of alarm rang out, along with the metallic hum of drawn weapons and the clatter of falling stools.

Birdie darted to shield him. “Wait! He is a friend.”

She knelt beside his panting form, ignoring the shouts of disbelief and Sym’s assurances of the truth. Between labored breaths, he gasped his message in her ear and then sat back, tongue lolling from his mouth.

His words lodged like a lump of ice in her chest.

Birdie stood. “The Takhran’s fleet is already on the move. It sailed from Fuernos Bay outside of Siranos, just this morning. If we are to act, we must decide now.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Renegade leave the tent.

“This is madness.” The dwarf, Zeino, crowded in upon her, chest puffed out, head held high. And yet for all that, her head stood a little higher than his. “We cannot fight a fleet without a fleet of our own. Our only hope was to catch them unawares in the bay. And even then, without vessels of our own there would have been little that we could do. But now?” He scoffed. “We cannot march to battle against ships.”

“I was there, dwarf, when the Songkeeper crashed a ship upon the desert shore.” Sym’s dark eyes flashed. “Do not doubt her word or the strength of the Song.”

Again the Song welled up within Birdie, filling her with a surging confidence and hope and, most wondrous of all, peace. “We can do this. We can destroy the fleet.” She made her plea to all of them, turning to face first the mahtems, then Sa Itera, then the Caran, and lastly the dwarves. All of them had to be convinced of the rightness of this mission, just as she was. “Once the fleet is destroyed, you will help me free the slaves at Dacheren, find out what the Takhran has been planning, and then . . .”

“Yes, and then?” The Caran sat upon the edge of his seat.

“And then we assault Serrin Vroi.”

Her words sparked silence and then an uproar that shook the tent.

•••

“Delian’s fist.” Cade swore beneath his breath, shaking his head. A rueful expression lined his face. “I cannot believe you convinced them, Songkeeper.”

The tent emptied, dwarves and Saari streaming out beneath the flap. Birdie slumped in her seat, elbows resting on the table. She blinked the weariness from her eyes as the former Underground leader sauntered over, arms folded across his chest. After a draining seven hours, the war-meet had finally come to a close. Once the Caran had agreed to her plan and convinced Sa Itera to agree as well, they had moved on to discussions of the specifics. Myriad details such as plans for tracking the location of the Takhran’s fleet and for the dispersal of troops and provisions on the road to war.

She rubbed her eyes with both hands then moved on to massaging her aching temples. “It’s the right thing to do.”

“No, it’s foolish.” Cade shook his head, pityingly. “You’ve been around Ky so long you can’t see the difference. He’s infected you with his cursed sense of rightness and wrongness. Never could see the city for the streets. Beware.”

He marched out behind the others, leaving only Jirkar and Nisus behind. Though it had been months since Birdie had seen the dwarves, and their acquaintance had been a brief one at best, the sight of them still brought a smile to her face. They were a last remnant of a simpler life when she had been content to simply follow Amos, before she knew the depth of the dangers that faced her or understood the calling of a Songkeeper.

Jirkar grinned. “Good to see you still in one piece, miss.”

Nisus took a sip from his pewter tea cup and pulled a wry face. “Pardon my manners. I would offer you a spot of tea, but I am afraid it has long since gone cold, and there is simply nothing more indigestible than cold tea.” Gently swirling the liquid, he gazed into the cup as if a solution lurked somewhere at the bottom. “That is the problem with long meetings.”

“No.” Jirkar sighed. “The problem with long meetings is that you spend a lot of time talking about the things you’ve got to get done and not much time doing them.” He lifted his plumed helmet from the table and settled it on his head. “If you’ll pardon me, miss.” With a bow, he exited the tent.

Birdie stifled a yawn. Her exhaustion ran deep.

Nisus fidgeted uncomfortably, turning his pewter cup around and around in his hands before finally sloshing the tea out upon the ground. “I was grieved to hear rumor of Hawkness. Though” —he gave a rueful laugh— “I honestly cannot imagine the old reprobate going any other way. Weapon in hand, braving the Pit, defiant to the end. It was a fittingly brazen death for a legend.” He sighed heavily. “But a poor way to lose a friend.”

“Nisus . . .” Birdie’s voice failed her. It was all she could do to get the words out. “Amos isn’t dead.” The dwarf’s eyes widened. “He escaped the Pit. We found him at Drengreth . . .” She trailed off as Nisus’s perceptive eyes searched her face.

“He is well?”

“He is alive.”

“That is not the same thing.” Nisus pursed his lips, still studying her. Then he seemed to come to a decision. “You head back to Drengreth tonight, do you not?”

She nodded. Sa Itera and the Caran had been loath to let her leave, but it would take at least two days to gather forces enough to begin the march to attack the Takhran’s fleet. They had no need of her until the battle march began.

“Let me travel back with you, Songkeeper. I would speak with him.”

Whatever hope she might have felt at the offer was clouded by recollections of Amos’s fearsome, distant moods. She fingered the scraps of parchment scattered across the table, shards of discarded battle plans. “He does not speak with many now. He barely speaks at all.”

“He will speak with me.”
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The cries of the dying echoed through his head. He could not escape them. Covering his ears did nothing to blot out the sounds. He had tried. Wrapped a cloak around his head. Stuffed his ears full of rags. Hammered his palms against his ears until blood trickled down his neck. Nothing worked. The screams continued unabated.

Amos sat alone in the grove of trees surrounding the old, dried-up well, and he shivered. Shivered though the sun blazed in the sky with the coming onset of summer and his ragged overcoat was damp with sweat. On a distant level, he was aware of the folk busy at work in the ruins of Drengreth, building new homes in this forsaken place and scratching a sort of living out of the ruined soil. The noise was a blend of everyday chatter—mothers scolding youngsters, folk chatting as they went about their work, and the nonsensical quarrels that inevitably arise when folk live together for a long period of time—and the preludes to battle: warriors sharpening weapons, the ring of hammer on anvil, and the clang of the practice yard.

It was a familiar blend.

And that was the problem, because beneath the hum of the present-­day camp, there was another layer of sound. The sudden cry of alarm. The hiss and whine of arrows. The crackle of devouring flames. And the shrieks of the dying.

The dying . . .

For years he had buried the memories, but now he was here, trapped in the midst of them, and there was no escaping. The time he had spent in the Pit had shattered the walls he had built, dredging up every horror he had ever tried to forget, and left them churning together in the forefront of his mind. It formed a roiling, boiling cauldron of sticky, black sludge.

And he was drowning in it.

“Hawkness.”

The familiar voice broke through the screams. He blinked and rubbed his good hand across his bleary eyes, focusing on a short figure with dark hair and a curly beard shot through with tints of red.

He blinked. “Nisus . . .” He breathed it out and then slammed his head into his hands and groaned. Because the last wall had snapped. The past had invaded his vision as well as his mind. If Nisus was here, it meant that he was trapped there, in the past and not the now. Panic cinched tight around his throat. He could see himself as if from the outside. A broken figure stumbling through the wreckage, tripping over bodies and averting his eyes from their faces, because they were his friends—his friends—as a rain of flaming leaves tumbled from burning trees and the thick smoke scorched his throat and a haze of tears swam in his eyes. And all the while he searched desperately for Artair.

But Artair was gone.

“Hawkness.” A rough hand seized his shoulder and shook him. “Amos.”

Nisus never called him that.

The oddness of it snapped him back to the present. The world around him sharpened. Colors came into focus. Shapes solidified. Sounds gained meaning and reason again. He drew a breath into his lungs and did not choke upon the stench of burning flesh. For a moment, if only then, the shadows had been dispelled.

He blinked again at the dwarf hovering over him. “Nisus?” His voice came out as a croak. How long had it been since he had spoken? He wet his dry lips, wished vainly for a pint of brew to clear his throat, and tried again. “Is that truly ye?”

“It is truly me.” A tear glistened in the dwarf’s eye. “To the Pit and back again for the second time. I cannot believe it. You will be the death of me, man.”

Cold settled in the hollow of Amos’s chest. The dwarf did not know just how true his words were. Sooner or later, Amos brought death to all around him. Whether by his own hand or because he led them into danger or simply failed to saved them, death trailed in his wake. A legacy no less gruesome than the Takhran’s work in the Pit.

A tremor seized his crippled hand. He jerked it beneath the folds of his overcoat, but the dwarf’s eyes narrowed at the movement. Shame roiled in his gut. Curse Nisus and his sharp gaze. And curse the Takhran too, for leaving him as this pitiful, cringing thing.

The great Amos McElhenny, naught but a shadow of a man.

“The legend will only grow after this, you know.”

Was the dwarf utterly boggswoggling mad? “There is no legend, Nisus. Never was.”

With a shrug, the dwarf sat beside him, pulled a pipe from his belt, and prepared it. “Artair believed there was. He always told us to look to Hawkness.”

Artair . . .

A shudder tore through him at the name. Smoke billowed across his vision. He dug his fingers into his knees, trying to stave it off, but the damage was already done. The mere mention of his name, and Amos was jolted back to the Pit. Jagged rock dug into his spine. Chimera venom coursed through his hand, a fire that blazed through the nerves in his arm and up into his shoulder. Blood spilled from the wounds in his chest. More with each erratic breath.

Spread-eagled beneath the cavern ceiling, Artair hung suspended. Blood dripped, dripped, dripped from the gash in his throat. And then their eyes met . . . and Amos could have sworn—sworn—that the Songkeeper’s eyes moved.

Shadows claimed his vision. Rough hands seized him, but it was only a momentary distraction from the crushing weight of the pain. He lurched toward the shadows, tried to drown in it. But the Takhran’s voice drew him back and banished the welcome oblivion.

“Bind him below the Songkeeper.”

The world blurred before a whirlwind of agony. Relentless. Unquenchable. Inescapable. It burrowed through his bones, ate into his mind, left everything within him screaming, begging for relief.

A breath of wind stirred across his clammy skin. He jerked back to the present and caught his good hand clenched around his crippled arm. Naught but a vain attempt to ease the throbbing pain. He unknotted his fingers and flexed his hand. Dragged his mind back to the thread of conversation. Artair. “Don’t be a fool, Nisus. All this time, an’ ye still believe in him?”

“His words have always proven to be true.”

“Boggswoggle and drivelin’ poppycock. He promised t’ free us. Instead, he got himself captured and killed.” The dwarf opened his mouth to speak, but the ghosting pain had a relentless grip on Amos’s hand, and it only served to flame the anger that he yearned to unleash. “D’ ye want t’ know what ’tis truly like in the Pit, Nisus? That’s what ye’ve come for, isn’t it? The Takhran’s got him hangin’ in there like a bloody banner. His prize trophy. The place reeks of death and unnatural power. Thirty-some odd years later, and the flesh is still on his bones and the blood still flows from his wounds, but he’s dead, Nisus. He’s dead.”

With shaking hands, the dwarf lifted the pipe and took a long draw. At long last, he spoke. “It is not your fault, Amos.”

Ah, but it was, and both of them knew it. Protecting the camp had been his task as Artair’s right hand. Just like it had been his task to train Oran, the man who had betrayed them. He had failed in both.

“Even supposing it was, you have redeemed yourself. Artair spoke of a coming Songkeeper who would bring war to the Takhran and end his rule.” Nisus paused to take a draw upon his pipe and puff out a plume of smoke. “Perhaps . . . he did not mean himself.”

“Och, Nisus—”

“Hear me out, Hawkness. You found the little Songkeeper. You protected her, traded your life for hers. And now she stands ready to bring this battle to the Takhran. Stop torturing yourself with regret. Help the Songkeeper destroy his fleet and put your suffering behind you.” The dwarf gestured with his pipe to the well where Birdie looked to be in the middle of a heated discussion with Ky. His lass was clad in dwarf armor. She looked a true warrior now, standing with her head raised and eyes afire with purpose.

For an instant he felt a glimmer of hope.

Then the stench of the Pit flooded his senses. Shaking, he lowered his head and looked at the hideous scars and twisted mass of ruined skin and bone in his crippled hand. “I can’t.”

She was safer without him.

•••

Shavings fell with each stroke of his knife. Ky rubbed his thumb across the shorn hallorm wood balanced across his knees and lifted his gaze just long enough to watch Birdie and her companions disappear into the ring of bald-tipped trees. He sat on a fallen rock with his back to the broken wall. It offered a fair vantage point for him and hid him from their line of sight.

In case anyone had bothered to look back.

He bent over his work again. One finished crutch already rested against the wall behind him. This second one was almost done. Carpentry wasn’t one of his skills, but Lorn—one of the folk they had rescued from Al Tachaad—had lent a hand with the actual woodwork and left him to smooth it all down. Working methodically, he drew the knife across a rough path until it stripped away and the shaving fell to his feet.

“Ain’t havin’ second thoughts, are you?”

He jumped. The knife gouged an uneven line in the wood.

Stifling a chuckle, Gull stepped up beside him. Planted his bow and leaned against it, like you might lean on a staff. “Not too late. Run an’ you might catch up with them.”

“I got other things to do.” It did spark a thought, though. Almost a dozen of the raiders had turned in their hawk feathers and marched off with Cade instead. He didn’t blame them. Honestly, he didn’t. War promised a sweeter revenge than his missions. Knowing that didn’t take away the sting. But it did make him wonder if maybe Gull was rethinking his decision to stay. He squinted up at him. “What about you?”

“Nah, I ain’t. Reckon they’re doin’ somethin’ important up there, sure. But I reckon we’ve done somethin’ important here too.” Gull jabbed a finger at the hawk feather stitched to the front of his jacket. “Raiders started it. Reckon we should see it through.”

Not one of the Underground runners had followed Cade. It brought a swell of pride to Ky’s chest. Just this once, they had chosen him and his mission. He would prove it worthy and soon. “We will, Gull. We will.”

Gull raised an eyebrow. “Got any plans?”

“Sure, plenty.” And none involved waiting for the Caran’s army to return, no matter what Birdie had “silvertongued” the chieftains into promising. Waiting to act was cruel when the innocent suffered.

Gnawing his lower lip, he swept the edge across the wooden grip one last time and then propped the crutch up for inspection.

“Crutches play a part in your plans?”

“You could say that.” Sheathing the knife, he stood, swung the crutches lengthwise over his shoulder, and slung his arms over them. “Come on. There’s a fellow you should meet. He’s going to help us take Dacheren.”

Willingly or not.





Part Four
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The thunder and crash of waves upon rock heralded their imminent arrival to the northeast coast. Birdie scampered along the curve of a mountain slope, forging her way through knee-high heather and rusted sedge. Though it was almost summer, a chill wind blew from the north, tasting of salt, pasting her hair to her skull with sea mist, and leaving her cheeks numb and tingling. So close now. So close. The voice of the deep beckoned to her. She could feel the call of the water rippling through her veins.

“Hold a moment, Songkeeper.” Jirkar called up to her.

A glance back revealed that the dwarf had fallen behind, scanning for enemies. But Sym and Frey still followed close on her heels. The main army progressed at a slower pace, though not too far distant. In the two weeks since they had left Drengreth and embarked upon this mission, she’d often ventured forth to scout ahead. It was rarely necessary, since the wild creatures frequently brought her tidings of the fleet as it beat around the coastline on a southeasterly track that would bring it past Serrin Vroi on its way toward the Salt Flats and the desert beyond.

But today the tidings indicated something more.

Birdie rounded the headland and came into view of the coast. She stood atop the heights, overlooking a steep series of bounding drops to the sea below, where it frothed and foamed around the rocks. Scarce half a mile out from the shore, swinging close to catch the current that swept around the headland, floated the fifteen ships that formed the Takhran’s fleet. An eerie melody howled through the wind that filled their sails and lashed the waves into a fierce, driving force. It wailed of death and destruction. A cloying strain of music that seeped into the soul and rotted the bones from within. Once before she had heard it, in a dream guided by the sword’s song.

Dimly, she sensed the melodies of the others pressing in around her. Sensed too the shiver of fear that gripped them at the sight of the fleet and the dismal force of the melody—a melody that could only belong to one.

She spoke the realization aloud. “Seabringer is here.”

“We are too late, then.” Sym’s voice fell.

“No.” Birdie turned to face them, glancing from one to another and trying to infuse that glance with all the strength and courage she could muster. “No, we are not too late.”

Hope had fled from Jirkar’s face. An ashen sheen tinged his skin. “Come, miss, what can we do? Without a fleet, we cannot hope to engage them in battle. We have lost already.”

She gave him a strange look. Jirkar had ever been the one with unshakable strength and faith. Yet now he looked shaken to the core. Sym as well. The effects of Seabringer’s melody?

“Things are no different than when we sat in the war-meet and decided upon this course of action. The Song has spoken. It is weaving this melody even now.” She swung back to face the sea and began the steep descent, picking her way down across sea-hammered boulders and around thickets of heather. Ever sure-footed, Frey followed at her heels. “How soon can the army be ready to attack?”

“We have no vessels, miss.” Jirkar’s voice pursued them, but he did not come down. “Our warriors cannot swim out to the ships in full battle gear. That would be beyond madness.”

“They will not need to swim.” Without slackening pace, she skidded down the last rounded drop toward the water’s edge, calling breathlessly back over her shoulder. “Have them take grappling hooks and ropes. Gather along the waterline and prepare them for a march.” She paused on a barnacled rock that jutted out over the sea, the lashing water only inches below her feet. With each incoming wave, spray shot up around her, rattling off her bronze breastplate and leaving misty droplets clinging to her face. The ebb and flow of the waves was almost hypnotic. It drew her into its fierce cadence.

Within the deep, the Song sang to her a tale of wonders.

“The ships will come to us.”

Her words did not reach them. Both the Saari and the dwarf had halted halfway down the slope with mirrored expressions of confusion and doubt, magnified by echoes of Seabringer’s dark melody. She raised her voice. “Go.”

She did not wait to see if they heeded her request but once again turned her face toward the sea. The melody-laden wind dashed the fleet forward at a relentless pace that matched the fury of the Takhran and the mindless fervor of his servants. It was that fury that drove them to take advantage of the currents sweeping close to shore around the bend of the coast. It was that fury that would propel them into her hands.

So the Song sang to her.

The fleet must be halted here or not at all. For this she had come, and at any other time the utter insanity of that thought would have driven her trembling in search of a place to hide until all made sense again. But the truth of the Song could not be ignored. It quenched the fear and doubt and infused her soul instead with an overwhelming peace.

Emhran’s peace.

Hands outstretched, she reached out for the Song and found it lurking in the vastness of the ocean. It raged and tossed, a current of light already battling the tendrils of the dark melody that poured from the throat of Seabringer and plunged, hissing, through the water. She threw her head back to the sky and began to sing. Her voice broke over the pounding waves, whipped through the wind, and clashed with the dark melody filling the sails of the Langorian ships.

She felt the shift in the currents like a tug in her chest. As one, the ships yawed toward the shore, heeling over before a sudden crosswind. Tiny stick-figure sailors scurried aloft, scrambling to reset the sails, but the damage had already been done. Enormous waves billowed behind the vessels, pressing them forward.

The sea had them at its mercy, and the Song guided the sea.

A gust of wind slammed into her, threatening to tear her from her perch. Her feet slipped on the slick rock. Frey pressed against her side, shielding her with his body. Legs splayed, head down, an anchor against the storm. Still singing, she gripped his antlers with one hand, relishing the feel of something solid to hold while the wind whipped around her, howling with the dark threads of Seabringer’s song.

Rain began to fall. Only a drizzle at first, but it crescendoed into a raging torrent that pelted her face and stung her skin. Thunder and lightning burst over the sea where the two melodies clashed. It seemed the sky itself would rip apart beneath the force. Her skin tingled with the charge in the air. It stole the breath from her lungs. A strike smote the slope above her, cascading broken rocks into the sea.

She crouched instinctively. Water crashed over her. She seized Frey’s neck and clung on tightly, singing even through the moment of swirling panic. The wave receded, leaving them standing still upon the seaweed-­strewn rock. But even as it fell back, streaming across the dips and divots in the stone, a roar filled her ears. A second wave shot over the rock and knocked her flat. The force slammed her back against the rock, and the air burst from her lungs. An oily tide of water rushed into her throat.

Her voice failed.

The strength leeched from her limbs. She tried to claw her way back to the surface, but her armor weighed her down, dragging her deeper into that raging tide that pulsed with dark strains. It sang to her of fear, of death, of incalculable suffering. It sang to her of the horrors of the Pit, and in the crushing force of the water she felt again the crushing blackness that had claimed Tal Ethel.

Something struck her in the side. She latched onto it, and instantly felt a pull in the opposite direction. A tendril of music drifted down to her, soft and sweet and airy—Frey’s melody. She hung suspended between the two unyielding forces. It seemed an eternity passed, and then the hold of the tide broke and she was pulled ashore.

Frey skittered back, head lowered to allow her grip on his antlers, half dragging her as she clawed her way up the rocky slope above the fury of the sea. Oily water spewed from her throat. Lungs heaving for air, she lurched to her feet and stared out over the scene. The fleet battled the boiling sea, scarce a hundred yards from shore, but the sailors had managed to tack about, and Seabringer’s melody swept the ships around again. Soon it would carry them away.

The peace that she had felt earlier had vanished. Drained from her chest with all hope of victory by the oozing, dark melody. All that remained was a hollowness that echoed the gaping chasm of the Pit.

“Songkeeper?” Frey breathed her name. His muzzle rested upon her shoulder, pulling her tight against the arc of his neck, burying her face within the dripping strands of his mane.

Jirkar’s melody flared to her right. A moment later, he called from a little farther down the shoreline where the melodies of their forces had amassed. “We are in place, Songkeeper. What would you have us do?”

For a moment, she could not think.

She could barely breathe. Her plan to drive the ships upon the shore had failed. The dark melody was all pervasive. It hummed in the ache in her lungs, and the stink of the Pit still flooded her senses.

Then the voice of the Master Singer spoke in her mind, and before the awesome, thunderous power of that voice, all else was driven away.

Peace. Be still.

She fell to her knees.

“Miss?” Jirkar appeared at her elbow, helm tucked beneath one arm. Concern knotted his brow. “Are you all right? Our forces wait above the waterline. What would you have us do?”

“Stand.” And as if the breathless word were a command, her legs obeyed and lifted her up again. With a cold-numbed hand, she brushed the tangled hair back from her face and spared a glance at Frey. The saif started toward her, a nicker of anxiety welling in his throat. “Stand and watch. Wait for the signal.”

Then, with the voice of the Master Singer filling her ears, weaving courage and peace into her heart, she lifted her voice once more in Song and stepped forward off the edge of the rock.

Into the heart of the sea.

•••

A concussive blast tore out from her. The sea roared and swept away. She opened her eyes, singing to an alien landscape. Sand strewn with reddish rocks dotted with crimson and yellow sea fans and strange funnel-shaped growths of coral in pale pinks and purples. The ocean receded in a furious tidal wave before the force of the Song, leaving the Langorian ships stranded upon the dry seabed in its wake. Some were keeled over, some broken in two by the force of the collision, and some swept away entirely by the backwash of the sea.

Eleven of the fifteen ships remained. The air was full of the creak of wrecked and settling wood. Masts teetered and fell. Rigging parted with the twang of a massive bowstring. Broken melodies cried out in terror and pain.

Behind the ships, the ocean rose in a vast wall of water that towered higher than the masts. Dark shapes of sea creatures swam in its depths. For a moment, Birdie considered releasing the Song and allowing the full weight of the sea to crash down upon the ships. Crushing the Khelari and Seabringer in one final blow. In that, they would know the havoc and terror they had unleashed upon so many.

But the Song restrained her.

And then the army of the free tribes was on the move, pouring down the slopes and out over the dry seabed. Xanthen, Adulnae, dwarves, Nordlanders, Saari, freed slaves—any and all that the Caran and Sa Itera had been able to recruit to their cause—all running across the uneven ground with little thought to the wonders that they passed. Wonders few men had seen before. They swarmed the ships, a furious, screaming mob. Bows and slings sang. Arrows whistled through the air. Grapnels flew. The Khelari fought furiously.

And Birdie stood still, in the middle of it all, singing.

From the nearest ship, a tendril of the dark melody lanced out. A robed figure stood at the top of the mast. Seabringer. The ship had keeled over, mast pointing toward the shore. The robed figure bowed his head, and his song shattered the air. It might have just been her imagination, but she thought she saw a flash of crimson at his throat.

An arm of water slithered from the wall holding back the ocean and latched onto his ship, righting it, sweeping it back toward the sea. Birdie focused the Song upon that spot, and the water dashed away. Crunching the keel of the ship again upon the seafloor.

On and on she sang while the armies fought, until her knees began to tremble, her chest ached with the strain, and dizziness swept through her head. Then in the midst of the chaos, Frey’s melody came alongside. With his antlered head passed over her shoulder and his body supporting her from the back, he held her steady while the battle raged.
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Birdie could no longer feel her legs. Numbness climbed from her ankles to her knees, advancing with a creeping, tingling sensation that gradually gave way to deadness. Without Frey, she would have collapsed long since. And without Sym circling them in defense, the Khelari would have silenced her before then. Over a dozen slain soldiers lay in a ring about them, courtesy of Sym’s spears. Countless more from both sides lay sprawled amongst the yards of sea fans and coral separating her from the nearest ships.

And still she stood. And still she sang.

Out in the midst of the exposed seabed, the free tribes had battled the Khelari as the hours slipped past, until one by one the ships fell. Whenever her voice faltered and the Song slackened with it, the Khelari rallied. But when the Song flowed strong, the army had been strengthened with it. Now the burning, forsaken hulks were all that remained of the ships, while swarms of Adulnae and Saari escorted their prisoners past her to shore.

Some of the Khelari cast her dark looks as they marched past. Others refused to meet her gaze as she sang. She waited until they had scaled the rounded mountain slopes and then waited again until the field of battle had been checked for wounded and stragglers. Then Sym nodded the “all clear,” and she let her voice die away, releasing the Song’s hold upon the sea.

With a sound like rolling thunder, the wall of water crashed down upon the burning ships, smashing them to driftwood and sweeping away the last traces of death and destruction. The tide raced toward her, refilling the seabed. Relieved of the strain, Birdie’s limbs gave out and she crumpled to the ground. But Sym swept her up onto Frey’s back, and the saif sprang away with the ocean hissing at his heels.

He did not halt until they were well up the mountainside, and even then he was loath to let her dismount. No sooner had her feet struck earth than a heavy hand clapped her on the shoulder and Jirkar’s voice boomed in her ear.

“Well done, miss! Well done.”

Then Nisus was there, patting her other shoulder and offering congratulations, and in a moment she was surrounded by a swarm of fighters. They pressed in about her until she found it hard to breathe. A wild range of emotions ran through their melodies—shock, joy, amazement, grief—and they were exuberant still with the thrill of the fight. Then a space cleared, warriors shuffling aside, and the Caran and Sa Itera strode toward her. Both had been in the thick of the fight. Blood trailed from a cut on Itera’s brow beneath the lion’s teeth of her battle headdress and seeped from a rent in the mail covering her shoulder, while the Caran’s sling hung in shreds and had been replaced with a belt that held his injured arm to his chest.

But even he was smiling. Covered in the muck and sweat of battle, with sea kelp clinging to his boots and a limpet latched to his breastplate, the Caran looked more at ease than she had yet seen him.

Without breaking gaze, Itera snapped her hand up. One of the Saari sprang to her side. “Dispatch the first lion rider. We must relay this news to Matlal Quahtli immediately.”

The Saari snapped a salute and hurried away.

Birdie had not seen any lions in the two weeks since she had arrived. Strange for the Saari to have chosen not to ride them into battle. She cleared her throat. “Lion riders?” Summoning her voice to speak was a challenge after so many hours of singing. It sounded strange in her own ears. Coarse and rasping.

Itera nodded, lifting one hand to wipe away the trickle of blood on her brow. “Indeed. We left relays of lion riders concealed upon the southward road. With traveling through the night and changing out relays, the news should reach the desert three days hence.”

The crowd stirred as Cade shoved his way through, followed by Tymon mumbling apologies left and right. “No sign of Seabringer among the captives.” Cade paused at the sight of Sa Itera and smoothly dipped his head in her direction—“M’lady”—then toward the Caran and Birdie too. From what Ky had told her, Birdie had no doubt that was as close as he and his stiff neck ever came to bowing. “None of the captives wear the talav. Either Seabringer escaped somehow, or his corpse is buried at the bottom of the sea.”

“It is a pity we cannot be certain.”

Itera’s relentless gaze flickered to Birdie again, and she shifted uncomfortably. What did she expect? That Birdie could somehow command the waves to drive his body to shore?

If he even was dead . . .

“Come, Sa Itera, the victory is won.” The Caran raised his shoulders and then winced and adjusted his sling. With the outcome of the battle, it seemed an enormous weight had been lifted from him. “Let us rejoice in that. Without the fleet or lion riders of his own, Seabringer would be hard pressed to strike the desert as we feared.”

Sa Itera made some reply, but Birdie did not hear it. A familiar melody claimed her attention—a bright, sprightly voice that whisked in and out of the thicket of melodies surrounding her. A flash of orange caught her eye. Khittri darted around her legs, quivering from whiskers to tail and chittering nonstop as she wove a ceaseless figure eight. Birdie had to kneel to make out the words.

“They’re leaving, they are. They’re leaving. Taking the dark one and going away.”

“What are you saying?”

Khittri stilled and stared up at her, muzzle twitching. Her eyes watered, and the wing flaps that ran from forelimb to hind limb looked dry and shriveled. Whatever news she had to relay, it must have been important to drag her so far from home and in full sunlight too. Here on the open coast where there were few trees to offer shadow or shelter, when petras by nature sought moonlight. “The two-legs, Ky, and his hunters. They took the crippled one from the well, drew him up, and prepared for attack. Grim, they looked. Very grim and determined.”

Eirnin.

Birdie’s eyelids sagged shut. She rubbed her pounding forehead. Damp hair fell across her face and hands and left wet trails on her skin. She tried to reason her way around Khittri’s stream of words. If Ky had pulled Eirnin from the well, it could only mean one thing. He had grown weary of waiting for her to return. He planned to march with the raiders to attack Dacheren without the army.

Without her.

She shot to her feet before the impulse of the Song. A step brought her to Frey’s side. One look at her face and he knelt, and she swung up onto his back. Surprised murmurs rippled through those around her. Though she trembled from exhaustion, the heady sense of the Song’s purpose drummed through her veins. She raised her voice, and they fell silent.

“The fleet is destroyed, as I promised. Will you march now with me to Dacheren and Serrin Vroi, as you promised?”

The Caran cast a long, slow look around, and the smile on his face widened into one of determination. “The mountains are with you, Songkeeper.”

“As is the desert.” Sa Itera inclined her head.

Birdie nodded her thanks. “I go to Dacheren.”

“But Songkeeper,” Nisus objected. “There is much to be done here. We must deal with the prisoners, tend our wounded, account for the dead.”

“He’s right, miss. Our forces are weary. We cannot press them into another march without a moment’s rest. And if I may say so, you look like you could do with a sleep yourself.”

“It is not wise to rush blindly to battle, and an assault on Serrin Vroi cannot be taken lightly. We cannot succeed without the full force of the desert. Our forces are already mustered on the borders. Once word reaches the Matlal, they will march on Mount Eiphyr.” Sa Itera took a step nearer and laid a gentle hand on Birdie’s knee. Her tone softened. “Wait awhile, Songkeeper. You cannot do this alone.”

Birdie could not deny the truth of their words. The hours of battle had taken their toll, and a wearier, more disheveled lot she could not imagine. Doubtless she was the worst. And yet she could not deny the knowledge that even if she could wait, Ky would not. Nor could she deny the insistence of the Song.

It pulsed against the corners of her mind, demanding she follow.

“Ky goes to take Dacheren, and I must help him.” She nodded at the Saari and Adulnae. “Come when you are able.” Then she gripped Frey’s mane in both hands as he whirled around and bounded off into the sunset.

•••

Drengreth was deserted.

The saif skidded to a stop before the well, and Birdie slipped from his back to land on numbed legs. Her hands settled on the stone rim, supporting her, until the tingling faded and feeling returned. She glanced back over her shoulder up the hill toward the web of empty shelters and the fireless ring. Not all of those who had been sheltered at Drengreth could have traveled with Ky and his raiders. There were many elderly and many far too young. Most likely, with their numbers diminished, they were out gathering together. But the quiet still unnerved her.

“Why are we here, Songkeeper?”

Other than Eirnin’s crude map that had depicted Dacheren somewhere on the eastern coast near Serrin Vroi, she did not know where it was. And yet the Song had led her here. To Drengreth. To the well.

To the long, hollow note echoing up from its depths.

“There is something I must do.” She drew the rope from concealment and slung the end down into the well. Armed only with an unlit torch and a tinder box stuck through her belt, she gripped the rope, braced her feet against the wall, and climbed down, step by step into the dark. After a few feet, she looked up. The circular shaft framed Frey’s antlered head against the sky.

His voice drifted down to her. “If you know they are gone, why do you search?”

She hesitated over her answer. All through the journey from the coast, it had troubled her. There was a thread that tied everything together. A thread bound to the well. To the hollow cave. To Tal Ethel and the long-silent, long-empty streambed. A thread that explained the hallowed places and did not merely accept them.

But still it escaped her.

“Songkeeper?” Frey’s voice drew her back.

She shook her head. “I’m not looking for them.” The echoes of her voice bounced off the walls and sent a shiver through the rope. In the wake of the echoes, the broken notes of a song blew through the shaft, emanating from the empty space below. She was not alone.

Amos was down there.

The realization halted her descent. Sent a quiver of anxiety rippling through her, followed an instant later by a stirring of shame.

It was Amos.

Her arms began to ache under the strain of the additional weight of the dwarf-made armor. Gritting her teeth, she lowered herself down until the glow of torchlight lighted the shaft, and then slid the last few feet. She landed heavily. Amos did not look up. He stood a few paces away, hunched over the torch in his hand. Head cocked to one side, chin tucked to his chest, brow furrowed.

Over the past weeks, it had become a familiar expression. Once again he battled the whispers of the ghosts of his past. No surprise he did not acknowledge her presence.

He was not fully there.

“It was a riverbed once.”

The peddler’s slurred words caught her off guard. She blinked at him. “What was?”

Amos swung his head around, encapsulating the wide, open space and the path bored out of solid rock in both directions. “This. The Pit. That Hollow Cave we visited in the desert. All o’ ’em reek o’ this strange, uncanny sense of power. Can ye no’ feel it?” His eyes settled on her, red rimmed, blinking owlishly in the garish light of his torch. Even though he spoke to her, she was not convinced that he actually spoke to her. His voice had a soft, dreamlike tone. “Didn’t notice it until the Pit. Artair used t’ tell us about how a river once flowed through all o’ Leira. Never thought it possible. Naught but a myth. But what if the river flowed underground?”

His words aligned so well with the course of her thoughts that she was at a loss for a response. And so the threads settled into place at last, like a dozen distinct notes of a strangely familiar melody, falling into the correct order and melding to complete the whole. Blended with the slave camps and the diggings and the web of tunnels beneath Mount Eiphyr, it all seemed to point to even more. If all these places were connected by the forsaken pathways of the river, then perhaps infiltrating Serrin Vroi again was not such an impossibility.

What better way than to creep into the heart of the Takhran’s fortress from below?

“All that time, and the beswoggled thing was right beneath our feet.” Shivering as with fever chills, Amos sank to the ground and clenched his head in his hands. “Did Artair know?”

He looked so pitiful that Birdie longed to run to him, wrap her arms around his shoulders, and whisper the peace of the Song into his ears. But he had rebuffed her so many times. Tension formed a parchment-­thin sheet of ice between them. She dared not tread too heavily lest it crack.

With a sigh, she started back toward the rope. She could not delay if she hoped to find and reach Dacheren in time. Without Eirnin to guide her, she had little hope. And yet . . .

She paused.

The Song had led her here, had it not? Here and not Dacheren.

It grew stronger then. Out of the hollow note suffusing the tunnel, the master melody blossomed. It called her to follow. It offered no promises. It made no guarantees. Other than a whispered reminder to seek peace and to be still. She did not know where it would lead—whether she would emerge from the dark in Serrin Vroi or miles away in the Hollow Cave.

And yet she could not ignore it.

“Songkeeper?”

“Frey?” She hurried back to the well shaft, realizing only then the implications of this summons from the Song: the saif could not join her beneath the earth. She would be alone. Again. No matter how often she began the trek with friends or allies alongside, somehow she always found herself marching forth to death or victory alone.

And yet not alone.

In broken sentences shouted up the well shaft, she revealed her plan to Frey and asked him to meet and guide the Caran’s army to Dacheren to help Ky. Even if they could not understand Frey’s speech, Jirkar would be savvy enough to realize that the saif came from her.

“But how am I to find the slave camp, Songkeeper?”

“It’s in the foothills around Serrin Vroi.” Eirnin had told her that much. “Head to Mount Eiphyr. By the time you arrive, a battle will have broken out. You will hear it.”

“Very well, but you will—”

She slipped away before he could finish extracting a promise she was not sure she could keep. Resolute steps carried her past Amos’s huddled figure. On into the dark of the tunnel. She paused. Collecting herself. It seemed colder here. A cold that pierced armor and hauberk, as if the chill carried on its breath the icy taste of fear. It seemed a wild and reckless thing, this blind trust in the hope a legend provided. No matter how she looked at it, she couldn’t deny that the idea of following an ancient underground water course in the faint and feeble hope that it was somehow connected to the slave camps and the spring buried beneath the Takhran’s fortress was completely mad.

Utter podboggle.

That’s what Amos would have said.

A faint laugh worked its way up her throat. On impulse, she swung back to his side and laid a hand on his arm. “Come with me, Amos. Please?”

He pulled away, horror engulfing his features. “No, lass, I can’t.”

“But I’m alone. I can’t go alone.” Her voice sprang back from the rock walls. The Song sprang up around her, enfolding her tense limbs in a comforting embrace. Peace. Be still. And yet . . . She knotted her fists. Hating her weakness. “Amos, I need you.”

“No, lass.” His voice was quiet and firm. “Ye don’t.”

And final.

The air she breathed seemed to whistle through her lungs. She reeled away from Amos. Still, the Song beckoned her onward into the dark and unknown. Pausing only to light her torch with Amos’s, she strode into the tunnel as the melody forged a way before her feet.
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“Down. Get down!”

At the urgency in Eirnin’s voice, Ky dropped into a crouch behind a pricknettle bush. His heart hammered in his throat. In the dark untouched by the waning moon, he couldn’t make out the danger, but that pinch in his gut warned that it was nothing good. Out of the corner of his eye, he made out Eirnin’s form wobbling on his crutches as he tried to stoop. He started to help, but a sweep of Obasi’s elbow knocked him back. The Saari jerked the end of the chain, bringing Eirnin to one knee with a muffled cry.

Ky shot him a glare. Pointless in the dark. But barking at him now might get them all killed, so glaring was the best he could do. Obasi’s handling of their guide had grown steadily worse since leaving Drengreth. First insisting on the slave chain and collar, now the way he drove him, chain taut, pace set painfully fast for a man on crutches—all of it reeked of a level of hatred and cruelty that made Ky’s skin crawl. This was dangerous ground they trod.

Or rather Obasi trod and dragged them all along with him.

Because he hadn’t put a stop to it.

Behind, heather rustled faintly. He glanced back over his shoulder. The line of raiders dropped to the ground, Gull only inches from his heels. Their dark clothes and painted faces melted into the shadows like wraiths in the night. As they had discovered in their last raid, scavenged Khelari armor was bulky and ill fitted for most of them. But the smiths rescued from Al Tachaad had reworked as much as they could in a short time. Most of the raiders had at least some protection now. Even Ky wore a light mail shirt with a breastplate and pauldrons over his leathers. Their ranks, swollen by freed slaves and disbanded soldiers—folk who had chosen to follow his banner instead of marching to war—were a far cry from the urchin band that had struggled to survive in Kerby.

Motioning for them to stay put, Ky belly-crawled to Eirnin and tapped his shoulder.

Eirnin lifted his head with a grimace, glaring daggers at Obasi’s broad back, but he still muttered an answer to Ky’s unspoken question. “Watchtower. Thirty paces to our left. Another step and they would have seen us.”

And this was why they had brought him along. Turned out Dacheren was located in the worst place of all: right under the Takhran’s nose in one of the many little valleys that jutted off of Mount Eiphyr. According to Eirnin, the entire mountain was dotted with watchtowers, and a whole ring of them surrounded the slave camp. In exchange for his freedom, the man had agreed to guide them through it, with Obasi’s threat of dismemberment if he failed to keep his word. Ky hoped Birdie wouldn’t mind, but she had chosen to go gallivanting off with the army instead of keeping her promise to help rescue the slaves.

He wriggled up to peer over the bush. Sure enough, the thin moon cast just enough light to reveal the shape of the watch station a little below them and to their left. It was a large wooden cylinder with a conical roof, built atop a tripod fashioned from massive zoar logs.

He dropped back down. “There’s no light inside.”

“Of course not.” Eirnin hissed. “Come now, do you think the Khelari are idiots? Scouts can see more at night when their eyes are adjusted to the dark. There are sure to be two guards and as many ravens. If they spot us, the alarm will reach Serrin Vroi in no time.”

Obasi snorted. “You should have led us another way.”

“There is no other way. It is the same all over this side of the mountain. We will have to move slowly past the tower. Two at a time. Next pair doesn’t move until the first pair reaches that stand of trees beyond. Shelter until all are in the trees, and then move on from there.”

“You sure this is wise, Ky?” Gull echoed the doubt in his mind. “What if it’s a trap?”

“Not worth it.” Eirnin drawled. “My life was forfeit the moment your Songkeeper took me captive.” Saved his life, more like, from what Ky had heard of the story. “Sticking with you lot buys me more time, and whatever they may say, time is a precious thing.”

Trap or not, Ky had decided before setting out that this mission was worth the risk. Worth any risk. Chickening out now made no sense. “Let’s go.”

With a grunt, Obasi hauled up on the chain, almost choking Eirnin as he scrambled for his crutches and tried to get his feet under him.

Enough.

Ky yanked the chain from his hand. “Don’t be a fool, man. You’ll get all of us caught.” The Saari turned on him, head thrust back, chin jutting in challenge. Wild hair stood out around his head like a mane. It gave him an uncanny resemblance to a lion. Ky bent to retrieve Eirnin’s crutches and shoved them into his hands. “He comes with me.”

Together, they started out across the open space. It was slow going that required dozens of pauses to allow for Eirnin’s hobble as they ducked in and out of the shadows. The thump-crunch of the crutches grated on his nerves. He felt a fool holding the chain and leading a man around on a collar like a hound on a leash. But somehow they made it past the tower without alarm and plunged into the stand of trees.

Eirnin fetched up against a tree trunk and lowered himself to the ground, and Ky gladly dropped the chain. It wasn’t like the man could run away. He crouched at the edge of the stand, watching as the raiders snuck up in pairs. With each crackling leaf, he expected a raven call or shouted challenge, but the watchtower remained silent.

Dawn tinged the eastern sky pink before they were all clustered beneath the trees, thickening the cramped space with stifled breaths and the stink of sweat and the rapid pulse of adrenaline pumping through their veins. The crossing had taken longer that Ky expected. He pushed through the huddled mass to Eirnin’s side. “How much farther?”

The man’s face looked gray in the pale light, drawn with pain and weariness. “We are here.”

With Gull’s aid, Ky managed to leverage the man to his feet. Together, they pressed on to the far side of the stand of trees, with Obasi behind them, and then Eirnin motioned them down again. They left the rest of the raiders there. Just a quick reconnaissance mission to scout the area, search for weak spots, and then fall back briefly to plan the assault. Eirnin led them at a crawl up the long, heather-clad slope that broke before them, dragging his crutches behind him. It looked painful. But Ky didn’t have time to dwell upon that. Long before they reached the edge overlooking the valley below, he could hear the noise of the slave camp: the ragged clatter of tool striking metal and rock, the snap of a whip, voices crying out in pain.

The whump-thump of ryree powder catching flame halted him in his tracks. He dropped flat, cheek pressed to the dirt, until the rumble of an explosion far beneath the ground shivered into stillness again. A breeze wafted out of the valley, bringing with it the thick cinnamon scent of ryree powder and something else—something less sweet, something that stuck in your craw and wormed its way down your throat to your stomach.

The stench of rot and death.

Eirnin halted on the crest of the slope and swept a hand down to encompass the view. “There you have it.” He sucked in a ragged breath. “Dacheren.”

Beyond the crest, the earth dropped away into a wide basin, ringed about on all sides by towering hills. Gaping holes gouged the sides of the basin, tunnels that bored into the heart of the earth. Even at this unearthly hour, slaves teemed before the tunnels, bent beneath baskets of rock and earth that they emptied in mounds. Others sifted through the mounds, shuffling rock and dirt into other baskets that still more slaves carted to a second ring of mounds behind the first. Fires burned in enormous fire pits, casting a garish, smoke-ridden glow over the operation.

But Ky’s gaze was drawn inward, past the diggings and fire pits to a ring of cages at the center of the camp, all packed so densely that the slaves slept standing up, slumped against one another, arms and legs protruding from the sides like the shattered limbs of a tree. Beside the cages, two large canvas-covered carts stood hitched to four horse teams. A dozen slavekeepers approached the carts in pairs, limp forms slung between them. The lead pair dumped their burden on the ground beside one of the carts and slung back the canvas.

It was piled high with bodies. Only . . . Ky’s stomach squirmed at the ripple of movement. They weren’t dead. The slavekeepers tossed their six slaves onto the carts and lashed the canvas down again and strolled away in conversation. As if it were the most natural thing in the world. As if they were not the truest monsters in the Takhran’s service.

“Those too weak to work are carted away.”

Aghast, Ky turned to Eirnin and saw none of the horror he felt reflected in the man’s eyes. “Where do they take them?”

“To the Pit.”

Just the sound of it made his skin crawl. He had gleaned enough from what had befallen Birdie and Amos to realize that the atrocities of the slave camps were nothing compared to the Pit, and now those wretched folk were being carted there, half dead. He gritted his teeth and allowed himself a moment to imagine sinking a sling-bullet into the skull of every slavekeeper present.

“Hounds.” Gull tapped his arm, drawing his gaze to the sides of the basin. Stationed every few hundred feet or so, slavekeepers and hounds formed a ring about halfway down the slope. A watchtower like the one they had snuck past overlooked the bowl directly opposite their location, and a second loomed a little farther to their right. Seemed like a lot of guards for slaves so weak and ill treated.

“So, what’s the plan?”

“Not dying.”

A whip cracked, saving him from the need to form a better answer. Near one of the tunnels, a slavekeeper pounced on a small limp form sprawled in the dirt. Looked like a child. A girl. The whip snapped again, and Ky cursed the slavekeeper between his teeth. Turned back to Gull and opened his mouth to give the order—any order. But a high-pitched shriek yanked him back to the scene. A pale-haired boy barreled toward the slavekeeper with uneven, loping strides.

Syd?

The air drained from Ky’s lungs. He shot up to his knees, straining to see. The slavekeeper lashed out with a backhand that cut off the boy’s scream and knocked him flat beside the girl. Wispy brown hair concealed her face, but Ky recognized her. He lunged forward.

Obasi yanked him back, held him flat with his weight bearing down on his chest. “Fool! Now you would get us caught?”

He thrashed against Obasi’s hands, skull grinding into the earth as he bucked and twisted. Barely registered Gull’s face peering over the Saari’s shoulder. “Let me up. I got to go!”

“Ky, what is it? What’s wrong?”

Obasi’s hand settled over his mouth. He choked out the words around the grit driven in by the man’s lean fingers. “It’s Meli. They’ve got Meli!”

•••

“Let him go.”

The Saari warrior cast a withering look at Gull and then reluctantly pulled back. His knees jabbed into Ky’s chest as he rose, driving the last gasp of air from his lungs. Wheezing, Ky shot into a crouch and rounded on Eirnin. The man reached for his crutches, but Ky got there first. Stamped a foot down on them, pinning the crutches to the ground.

“You knew about this, didn’t you?”

Eirnin raised his hands, like he was trying to fend off a wild beast. “No, I swear . . .”

“My friends are down there.”

“But . . . wasn’t that the point of all this? Thought you wanted to find your friend.”

“Not them.” Ky’s voice shook. Quavered like a worn bowstring. But he didn’t care. “They weren’t supposed to be here.” He seized the front of Eirnin’s robe and tried to haul him to his feet, but the man weighed a good bit more than he did. “They were supposed to be somewhere safe. Not captured by your kind and left to rot here.”

“I swear, I knew nothing. Nothing at—” Eirnin’s voice cut out suddenly. His mouth gaped, and shock widened his eyes. He sagged forward into Ky, and the point of the bolt protruding from his chest scraped down Ky’s arm.

Hounds bayed. A horn blared in the basin.

Eirnin collapsed, his weight forcing Ky backward to the ground. A second bolt whipped past above Ky’s head. It would have struck him if he’d still been standing. No time for shock. No time to be stunned. He crawled free of the man’s weight, and then Gull seized his arm and dragged him back down the slope.

“Come on. We have to go!”

“What?” Ky tore free of his grip.

“We’ve been spotted. We’ve lost the element of surprise. We need to leave!”

“No.” He swung back toward the basin, momentarily latching eyes with Obasi as he did so. The Saari warrior crouched on the rim, eyes aflame with anger. It matched the fury burning in Ky’s chest. Meli was down there. Syd too. And no telling how many other runners. No way in Al Tachaad, Dacheren, or the Pit itself was he going to walk away from them. He yanked the sling from his waist and slid a sling-bullet into the pouch. “Pass the word: scatter strike. Move fast and hit hard. We attack.”
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With a speed born of long practice, the raiders burst from the trees, surged up the slope, and then scattered along the rim of the bowl before sweeping down into the basin. They shrieked as they came, like hawks on the wing. And the fierce beauty of the sound set the battle fury loose in Ky’s chest. He held his ground as they raced past, painted faces lifted to the sky, hawk feathers streaming from their shoulder blades. He took out the first two slavekeepers and hounds that started up the slope. Sling-bullets slammed into helms and skulls and sent all four sprawling. The snap and hiss of his sling eased the thundering panic that had taken over at the sight of Meli. Adrenaline roared through him.

Loading on the run, he took off down the slope. Sometimes a fellow couldn’t honor all his promises. Sometimes all the odds in the world were stacked against him. Maybe finding and saving Paddy was beyond his grasp, but protecting Meli was one promise that he aimed to keep.

The first screams hit his ears.

He slammed to a halt. Drawn weapons flashed in the hands of the slavekeepers in the basin, but instead of attacking the raiders hurtling down the slope, they fell upon the slaves. And these slavekeepers did not carry the whips and clubs that he had seen before. Steel sliced through flesh and bone, felling the slaves where they stood, pinning those in the cages to the earth. It was massacre. Cold-blooded slaughter to prevent them from being freed.

But why . . . Why?

Even as the question screamed through his mind, the answer hurtled in after it. Migdon had warned him once how the Takhran dealt with those who interfered with his plans. Warned him, and he had been too bullishly stubborn to listen. He drove forward, slinging faster and harder than he had ever slung before. His heart thudded with each ground-swallowing stride.

A slavekeeper fell. The hound behind dodged his shot, and its teeth tore into his arm. He spun away. His second shot broke its skull. To his left, a raider went down, shot in the leg. And then another, with a bolt to the neck. The body fell in his path.

He leapt over it and kept on running.

Kept on slinging.

While death scythed through the camp, and he was helpless to stop it.

•••

His lass was gone.

Traipsed off into the deep places of the earth, carrying with her the last shreds of light in this horrible nightmare that had consumed his life. Amos dug his nails into his scalp, but the images that flitted across his vision, the voices that bludgeoned his ears, they could not be ignored. Huddled on a rock, torch dead and cold at his feet, alone in the haunting silence of the well, he rocked slightly. Back and forth. Back and forth. Worthless movement, but it was the only way to ease the relentless drive to break and run.

The Takhran had crushed him, like one crushed a pesky nightmoth between thumb and forefinger. He had split him open, torn him apart, smothered him with the inescapable knowledge of every gaping failure, and then plucked out every scrap of courage, everything he had ever hoped or believed, everything that made him Hawkness—everything that made him Amos—and scattered it to the winds.

Left him an empty husk.

Amos licked his bloodless lips and wished again that the pain would end, that darkness would claim his body as well as his mind. He had tried to force it once, sought to cast himself from the cliff overlooking the Pit, but the Khelari had been too swift and the chains too tight for him to succeed. But now, he was free. There were no Khelari to hold him back. And yet he couldn’t bring himself to it.

The creak of the rope caught his ear. Someone descended into the well shaft. A minute later, booted feet scuffed across rock. The sharp snap of flint on steel rang out and then the flutter of a torch. Instinctively, his hand moved toward his side, toward the space on his belt that had housed his dirk. But there was no dirk now, and while he could not bring himself to end his life, he saw little reason to defend it.

He did not turn around.

“Hawkness.” Nisus’s voice steadied the rapid beating of his heart. But there was another step, a lighter step with him. Not Jirkar—it was much too graceful for that. “Sym is with me. We have come to get you. The Songkeeper is in danger. She will need your help.”

That started his heart racing again, pulse hammering in his temple until it felt like someone had clamped a vise around his head. But no . . . Birdie had marched alone into the dark. He had no concept of the time that had passed since then, save for the dead torch and the gnawing in the hollow of his stomach. But Nisus had come through the well shaft. He could not have seen Birdie since she left him.

The dwarf stepped nearer. “This is it, Hawkness. This is the battle we have been fighting for since the beginning. Things are drawing to a close, just like Artair said they would.”

Again with Artair. Amos bit his tongue to halt the tide of curses. It would make no difference. The dwarf persisted in dredging through the past for proof for his misplaced belief in Artair, like one searching a bog for a drowned man. Way he saw it, a man worth believing in wouldn’t have gotten himself drowned in the first place. There was nothing Artair could do to save them. Nothing anyone could do.

And certainly not him.

Sooner Nisus acknowledged that, the better.

The dwarf shook his head, chuckling ruefully to himself. “Jirkar told me not to come. He leads the others to Dacheren with the Caran and Sa Itera, to join with the Saari under Matlal Quahtli to take Serrin Vroi. That’s where I should be. And yet here I am.”

“Why are ye here?”

“Because we need you, Hawkness. The little Songkeeper needs you.” Bitterness tinged his voice. “Or would you abandon her too, like you abandoned Artair?”

Amos jerked his head up and stared the dwarf in the eyes, finally allowing every ounce of the rage and pain and horror seething inside to bleed through onto his face. Nisus blanched. And he hated it, even while a twisted part of him took satisfaction in it, because at last Nisus was seeing clearly. Seeing him clearly.

Sym shouldered past the dwarf and leveled her gaze at him, undaunted. The torch flared in her hand. She too had ventured into the depths . . . but she had come out again.

The hollow that the Pit had carved within him gaped wider and deeper before her stare. He broke away and snapped back to Nisus, ready to squelch any last hope the fool might have for him. “D’ ye know why I’m free? The Takhran released me. He saw the wreck an’ ruin that he had made, knew that he had broken me, an’ reveled in it. So, no, there’s naught left o’ Hawkness now. Naught that can help the Songkeeper. ’Tis best I stay away from her.”

“Best for her or best for you?” Sym’s voice was hard. Without pity. 

Amos did not respond.

“We waste our time here, dwarf. I knew I should have gone to Dacheren.” With a disgusted snort, she stalked back to the rope and waited, hands on her hips, for the dwarf.

Nisus remained. “Come, Hawkness, will you let your pride keep you?”

“Pride? Ye’re a beswoggled fool. I haven’t any pride left at all. I’m nothin’.”

The dwarf gripped his shoulder. Amos flinched away. “Yes. And yet, my friend, you are too proud to accept that fact and move on in spite of it. You wallow in misery and leave your lass, whom you should be protecting, to face this battle alone.” Disappointment etched a furrow across the dwarf’s brow. “All because you have let the Takhran convince you that you are broken, damaged, dangerous. You, Hawkness, who should be our leader.”

Blunt words, edged with truth. Amos winced before the impact. Honest speech had ever been Nisus’s preferred weapon. But he struck too late now. Too much had already been lost. He rubbed the knot forming between his eyes. “Just be gone.”

“All your life you have been a skeptical man, Hawkness. No one could slip a trick past you. There was not a lie you could not see through or a trap you did not suspect. The eyes of a hawk—you saw it all. Will you now blindly accept the lies of the Takhran?”

Silence hung weighted between them. And yet . . .

The earth crumbled beneath Amos’s feet. He gripped the rock that served as his seat, seeking to steady himself as the world of nightmares shattered. Nisus’s words sliced through the lies the Takhran had wound around him and the falsehoods he had repeated to himself. It fell away now, peeling from him like bandaging from a wound. He felt raw and bloody beneath.

With a heavy sigh, Nisus rose. “Maybe you are right, then. Maybe I am a fool. Maybe Hawkness did die in that Pit.”

The dwarf made it to the rope before Amos found his voice. “Wait.” And to his wonder, Nisus did. “Artair is dead, Nisus, but—”

Nisus gripped the rope.

“Wait! Wait. Ye didn’t let me finish. I saw him—in the Pit. The man was dead, Nisus, I swear it, and yet . . .” He rallied to force the words out without choking on them. “And yet I could’ve sworn I heard his heart beatin’.”

In the silence that followed, Amos could have sworn he heard his own heart beating. But he had uttered the words. At long last he had spoken them, and what a strangely terrifying and oddly freeing thing it was.

“Hawkness . . .” Wonder lit Nisus’s face. “Do you know what this means?”

“Aye, I do.” And mayhap, if he insisted stoutly enough, he would believe himself. “Some devilish trick o’ the Takhran. He boasted o’ it, ye know, boasted o’ the power that riddles the Pit, infusin’ it and him with an unnatural life. We’re not battlin’ a man, Nisus. We’re battlin’ a terrifyin’ creature with powers we cannot even fathom.”

“No, my friend. This is not the Takhran’s doing. It cannot be. Artair’s part in this tale is not done. There are promises that have yet to be fulfilled.”

“An’ ye’re mad if ye think a dead man can fulfill ’em.”

“No madder than you are if you think I will allow you to stand idly by while the little Songkeeper ventures into danger alone. She is our hope.”

“There’s naught we can do.” Amos nodded toward the tunnel winding away beneath the earth. “She ventured into the deep.” Abruptly, he found himself explaining the realization that he’d had about the river Artair had told them about, and that was surprising, but no more surprising than the fact that Nisus, the scholar and Xanthen councilor, listened.

Before he finished, the dwarf snagged the torch from Sym and started forward a few steps, bending to inspect the ground, here and there running a hand across the rough surface of the rock. Crouched, he glanced back at Amos. Flames lighted the bones in his face and shadowed the hollows. “She went this way?”

Amos nodded.

In an instant Nisus stood before him. The dwarf slid an extra sword from his belt and offered the hilt to him. It was a working weapon, dented and scarred. Nothing ornamental about it. “We cannot leave her alone. Twice you have braved the caverns below Mount Eiphyr. Will you brave them a third time, old friend? For Artair’s sake? For the little Songkeeper?”

Amos’s gaze fell from the misshapen pommel to the one good hand resting on his knee and the twisted mess of crippled bone and disfigured flesh beside it. Rotted away by chimera venom on his last jaunt through the tunnels beneath Mount Eiphyr. Some would have claimed it a mercy that he survived it.

Only he knew that dying would have been the mercy.

Supposing that the Master Singer did exist—and given the existence of Songkeepers and the Takhran and the Shantren, he had to admit it was a possibility—he had to wonder if Emhran simply had it in for him. Did he enjoy his suffering? Or did the Master Singer find his staggering and stumbling through life amusing, like watching a blind man feeling his way along a rocky forest path?

Or maybe, somehow, there was a purpose in this.

He was startled to find that he hoped it was true. Hoped it with every breath that careened through his lungs. It was a strange thing, to feel hope again. “Ye know that naught would draw me down those dark an’ twisted paths. Naught but my lass.” The desperation in Birdie’s pleading eyes flashed across his mind. He took a deep breath. Seizing the hilt of the sword, he stood and belted it to his waist. “For her, I will d’ what I must.”
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Too late . . . too late . . .

The dismal beat hammered in Ky’s skull as he pounded down the slope. Dark armored soldiers and slavekeepers ranged across the basin floor, killing without mercy. The slaves were slow to react. Ignorant of the danger. Ten fell. Then ten more. Ky yelled in fury and slammed shoulder first into a slavekeeper poised to run a woman through. The sword stroke went wild. Ky swung his loaded sling into the slavekeeper’s face. Sent him staggering back into the path of Obasi’s sword.

The woman’s eyes glazed with horror.

Behind her, a Khelari raised a spear. Ky yanked the woman out of the way. She went down in a heap, arms curled over her head. Safe. But he was too late to save the old man behind her. The spear took him in the gut, and down he went, blood drenching the basin floor.

Ky turned a circle in the middle of the melee, trying to orient himself and then work toward where he had seen Meli last. A dozen different fights raged on all sides. Most of the slaves didn’t even try to defend themselves. Some dropped, cringing, to the ground. Others hid, dashing up the tunnels only to be cornered by the hounds. But some fought. Latching onto anything they could wield to defend themselves—stones, pickaxes, hammers. It was the most brutal kind of hand-to-hand combat. Neither side yielding a step. Kill and live. Or die.

A bolt whistled past his ear. He ducked involuntarily, though by the time he ducked it had already flown past him. A handbreadth to the right, and he would have joined the slain. On either side of him, a slave and a raider collapsed, bolts in their backs. He whipped around. All along the rim, slavekeepers raised crossbows to their shoulders and sighted down the stocks. Aiming into the basin. Toward the camp.

As one, the crossbows went off with a snap that Ky felt in his bones. The volley slammed into the mass of slaves. Not four feet away, Obasi pitched back, three bolts to the chest. He went down as if someone had torn away the earth beneath his feet. A strangled cry burst from Ky’s throat. He whipped off a shot toward the nearest slavekeeper on the upward slope. Stung him. Made him mad. And then laid him flat with a second sling-bullet. But the others were already reloading . . .

His mistake struck home like a punch to the gut.

No matter how fast he slung, there was nothing he could do to protect the slaves or his raiders from the next volley. The raiders’ initial charge had scattered the slavekeepers on the slopes, but more must have come from the watchtowers. He had led them straight into an ambush. Raced into battle like an idjit without thought.

Their deaths were on his head.

Sling looping circles around his arm, he broke free from the panicked mass and charged up the slope toward the line of reloading crossbows. It left him exposed to the next volley, but what did that matter? The raiders depended on him. Flick of the wrist. Sling-bullet zipped away. On he ran. All thought vanished then but the next shot. Reload. Run. Aim. Release.

A bolt glanced off his pauldron. They had spotted him. The force stung his shoulder, but he didn’t slow. Dashed off a shot at a slavekeeper about to fire down into the basin. An awkward throw—the sort he knew would miss as soon as he released—pulled too soon because of the pinch in his shoulder. Sure enough, it sailed harmlessly past the Khelari’s ear.

The slavekeeper swung toward him instead. Ky dove into a roll as the crossbow came to bear. Risky. Too soon and the man would adjust his aim. But the bolt zipped past overhead. He had timed it well.

Howling on his left—a hound bounded toward him from his flank. Ky lurched upright and yanked the sword from his belt.

The earth shifted beneath his feet.

Had he been struck by a bolt? He stumbled to regain his balance, and the hound pitched past him. But there was no pain. And the Khelari around him were steadying themselves too, casting apprehensive glances at one another. Ky planted his feet as the hound wheeled and charged again. The ground trembled a second time. It grew into a shaking that spidered up his legs and jarred his bones. In an instant the screams of the dying and the clamor of battle were swallowed in the roar of rushing water and the rumble of falling rocks.

Earthshaker.

But no sooner had the thought flashed through his mind than he heard something else rising above the roar of collapsing stone. A familiar voice singing a familiar song. He reeled around. Dust billowed from one of the tunnel openings. Out of the thick plume walked Birdie. Clad in dwarf armor, streaked in dust and mud, without a weapon in her fist. At the sight of her Ky felt his heart lift, as if her presence alone embodied hope.

Behind her the dust settled, revealing a mound of shattered rock blocking the entrance. A thin stream of water spilled out over the rock and trickled down through the valley, where it ran red. Voices cried out in alarm. There came a rustle of movement behind him. Sword high, Ky spun back to face the Khelari, but they were already on the move. Fleeing at the sight of the Songkeeper in her wrath. She strode heedless into the midst of the slaughter, and where her song rose, chains snapped, fear fell upon the Khelari, and courage returned to the raiders.

And then the wild creatures appeared, cutting through the camp like wraiths that vanished at will. Petras. Burrow cats. Rock wolves. Even the soft gray, antlered beast, Frey. And behind them: Jirkar, Cade, Tymon, and a host of dwarves. The advance company of the Caran’s army. Howling, they fell upon the Khelari. Bore into them and overwhelmed them. Within minutes, the tide had turned.

And then, abruptly, the battle was over.

Ky felt no relief. This horror could not have been farther from victory. Numbly, he knotted the sling around his waist. He kept the sword drawn. Clenched it tightly in his fist as he spun on his heel and marched down into the basin to face the aftermath.

Picking his way through the bodies was slow, difficult work. Littering the ground, Khelari and slavekeepers lay side by side in death with his raiders and the slaves—men, women, and children from every tribe in Leira. With each step, his anger grew. He didn’t dare look at the lifeless faces . . . but he didn’t dare not look. Because any one of them might be Meli or Paddy or Syd, and he had to know.

He couldn’t bear the not knowing.

Chest shuddering, he halted beside piled bodies and bent to look through them. A hacking cough drew his gaze. Propped with his back to a barrel of ryree powder, a slavekeeper sat with an arrow in his chest, whip coiled beside his hand. Ky started to turn away before the anger could wrench him into action, but the slavekeeper coughed again, spewing blood.

“Aw, c’mon, Shorty.” The slavekeeper’s bloodstained mouth twisted into a grin. “Don’t look so grim. You’ve come to gloat, haven’t you? Enjoy it.”

Blood roared in his ears. His limbs seemed to have forgotten how to move. Another earthquake could have struck and torn the valley walls down around him, burying him in the rubble, and still he would have stood there. Stunned. Searching in vain for his voice and his scattered wits.

It was Dizzier.

The older brother, assigned by Cade, who had mistreated and bullied him throughout his time in the Underground, while teaching him everything he knew about the streets before finally—unthinkably—sacrificing himself so Ky could escape.

“Yeah, it’s me. You can stop your gawking and pick your chin up off the ground.” Dizzier lifted a hand to wipe the blood trailing from the corner of his mouth. His injuries hadn’t slowed his tongue, but his hand was weak, trembling. “Still kicking. No thanks to you.”

“But,” Ky croaked. “You’re one of them.”

“You know the rules. Did what I had to. Join ’em or die. Not much of a choice.” His fingers twitched feebly toward his throat. Then the grin was back, spreading like a gash across his face. “Just lookit you, Shorty. All growed up and in charge. Reckon you finally learned some of those lessons I tried to drill into you. How’d you get Cade out of the way? Leave him to the dark soldiers too? Knew you had it in you.”

Disgust surged in Ky’s throat. At one time, he would have given just about anything to make Dizzier acknowledge him. But not now. Not like this.

Shaking his head, he turned away to continue his search through the killing ground, but a thought stopped him. Dizzier was one of them. A slavekeeper. Odds were he might know something. He cleared his throat and spoke without turning about. “You seen Paddy?”

“The redhead?” A cough shattered Dizzier’s words. It took a full minute of choking before he was able to go on. “What’s it matter? He’s gone. No going back, Shorty. You know that. Gotta look out for yourself.”

Ky clenched his sword hilt. “You didn’t. You near got yourself killed protecting me.”

“Nah, I didn’t.”

“I saw you.” He spun around, determined that for once in his rotten life, Dizzier would admit the truth. “That soldier—Hendryk—was going to shoot me in the back. You wrestled him for the crossbow. Got stabbed for it.”

A wet chuckle gurgled from Dizzier’s mouth. “Wasn’t tryin’ to save you. Thought I saw a way out and took advantage of your distraction. Expected to break free. Wound up here instead with a hole in my side.” He shook his head pityingly. “You really are an idjit.”

Ky’s blood ran cold. Yeah, he reckoned that was about right.

Weighing the sword in his hand, he stared down at Dizzier. Only he couldn’t see the older boy’s pale, blood-flecked face anymore. Instead, images of this disastrous raid consumed his mind. He was an idjit to ever believe that Dizzier could change, or that he could accomplish something good. Just him and his overblown sense of right in the face of so much cruelty. He had charged in here like a fool, so bent on protecting folks and saving Meli that he hadn’t given a thought to the destruction he could unleash. Now the valley was littered with the dead and the dying, and he had brought it upon them all.

He turned away.

“I’ve seen Paddy.”

That brought him to a spine-tingling stop. Didn’t know if he dared believe it or not, but he turned around all the same, drawn to listen in spite of himself.

“Poor fellow was mighty beat up when he got here. Lost a lot of blood from that leg wound. Didn’t last a month. But I reckon you knew that would happen, seeing as how you ran away and left him.” Dizzier’s head lolled to one side. “Just like you did me.”

Something shifted inside Ky. Broke off. Left him drowning in rage, sorrow, and disbelief. Dizzier was dying, nothing more than a wreck of what he had once been, and still it took every ounce of the self-control he had built up over the years to keep from throwing himself on the boy and pounding him with his fists until his grief was expended.

The grip of the sword creaked under his hand.

He took a step forward.

A strange look settled in Dizzier’s eyes—almost one of relief. He thrust his chin up, daring the action. Like a slap of water to the face, it brought Ky reeling to his senses. He pried his fingers from the sword hilt, let the weapon fall, and walked away.
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Once again Birdie walked a battlefield, singing souls to sleep. Only this was no battlefield. It was a slaughter. She waded knee deep through death. It surrounded her on all sides. Here and there she stumbled across one whose melody hovered in the vale between life and death. And then the Song rose like a fountain within her and poured from her lips, recalling the singer to life before she moved on to the next.

And the next.

The numbers overwhelmed her.

She came across a barrel tipped over beside one of the inner mounds of rubble, spilling a pile of uncut crystals, many still attached to chunks of rock. Her fingers settled around the nearest one, and she lifted it, weighing it in her hand. At Al Tachaad, slaves had forged weapons and armor for the Takhran’s armies. Here in Dacheren, had they mined crystals for the Shantren’s talavs?

“Songkeeper!” Frey’s warning dashed the Song from her lips.

She spun around. A blur of white flashed in front of her, knocking her aside. When she lurched back to her feet, Frey stood over the body of a slain slavekeeper, antlers bloodstained. Horror flashed in the midnight pools of his eyes. A crimson drop marred the pristine white of his forelock. Head bowed, he shuffled back, snuffling at the ground and dragging his antlers through the dust to wipe away the blood.

Tears spilled from her eyes, and she let them fall. Such a small thing to acknowledge such a weighty loss of life and innocence. The destruction that the Takhran unleashed upon the world—how could one fight it, when the very act of fighting was itself another act of destruction? How could one seek peace and strive to do good?

When war must come first?

She stumbled on, still clenching the crystal, leaving behind the sickening atmosphere of the basin as she scaled the slope to the rim. Tauros crept toward the western horizon. Evening shadows lengthened in the basin, as if even the sun sought to hide his face from the slaughter.

Beyond the rim, she came across Eirnin, sprawled in the grass. His breathing was ragged, melody fading, but he lived.

Beneath the sweep of his hair, his eyes flickered up to her. “So, love, we meet again.” The words trembled upon his lips. “Don’t suppose you’ve come to heal me, have you? Pity.”

“Why did you do it, Eirnin?”

He just blinked at her.

“You knew about the slaughter. You must have known. Why did you lead them here?”

The Shantren shook his head. “No, but it would have made no difference if I had. You chose your allegiance, child, and I chose mine.”

The weight of it all pressed into her shoulders, drove her to the ground. She sat on the grassy hillside beside him and closed her eyes to the chaos below. “You know what he’s planning, don’t you? The Takhran. All this time, you’ve known.”

“Jealous, love?” A muffled chuckle shook his frame. “This is why you have lost. You know nothing. Your Emhran didn’t see fit to explain. You race to stop something you cannot even understand. How can you carry on when you’re so alone?”

Birdie held her hand out to show him the crystal in her palm. “Crystal mines. More talavs in the making. But those tunnels are more than that, aren’t they? It’s all connected . . .”

“Of course it is.” Eirnin gestured weakly toward the basin. Words punctuated by pauses to gasp for breath. “All part of the grand scheme. The diggings open up the tunnels, clear out passageways that have been filled in over time, connect the slave camps—like Tal Ethel and Drengreth and the Hollow Cave were already connected by the hidden waterway. Everything in place, everything strategically stationed.”

“Stationed for what?”

“The release of the river of melody and its journey beneath Leira. For centuries he has tried, you know . . . Attacked that dome of rock with every weapon known to man. Ryree blasting teams . . . Monsters unleashed . . . Nothing has broken it.”

The crystal slipped between her fingers. Here, at last, they were getting somewhere. “Why would the Takhran want to release it?” His words awakened a nagging recollection of something the Takhran had said to her in the Pit. But that whole night had been such a blur of fear and horror and rage that many of the words themselves were buried beneath it.

“Because, Songkeeper . . .” Eirnin struggled for breath. His head sank back. “Like you, he loves it . . . and he hates it. It is a power that eludes him . . . and yet he must control it, whatever the cost.” His eyes flickered shut.

Birdie remained at his side until his labored breathing and the broken notes of his melody drifted away. The moment of silence that swallowed the dismal notes of his song seemed an endless thing. At last the Song stirred within her again, an insistent plucking that recalled her from the chasm of doubt and despair and led her forth to face whatever deeds awaited. This battle was not the end. It was only the beginning.

She rose and descended into the valley as Tauros slipped behind the western rim.

•••

No air stirred in the basin. No breath of wind to stir the damp hair clinging to his forehead or ease the stench of smoke and death. Ky stood alone in the midst of chaos, and his limbs seemed turned to stone. Feet rooted to the valley floor, hands dangling limp at his sides, he blotted out the noise of the dying and the shouts of the dwarves as they searched for wounded. Jirkar and Cade led the charge. Their voices rang out over the din.

By rights, he should be helping them. But he just stood there. Watching as shadows crept over the basin floor and torches and fire pits sprang to life.

A soft footstep stirred behind him. He did not turn.

A small hand crept into his.

He looked down. Gazed uncomprehending at the small figure with wispy brown hair blinking tearfully up at him. Then Meli’s arms seized him about the waist, and her head was buried against his chest, and he scooped her up, holding her tight, while her tears ran down his neck.

“Meli . . .”

•••

Fear. Sorrow. Despair.

A somber fog strangled the valley. Birdie gazed at the masses huddled around the fire pits. She sat among them—slaves, dwarves, raiders, warriors—drinking in the bitter flow of their melodies. They knew as well as she that this was no victory. The Khelari were dead. But their numbers were nothing in comparison with the bodies lifted from the slaughter grounds and laid to rest in one of the tunnels that the slaves had carved from the rock.

Obasi they had buried on the rim, far from the caves that had reminded him of the Pit. When Cade stumbled across Slack’s lifeless form beneath a dead slavekeeper, his face had gone white, and his eyes burned with wrath. Without a word he gathered her limp form to his chest and placed her beside the others in the tunnel.

Now he sat across the fire pit from Birdie, sword unsheathed across his knees as he stared into the embers. Jirkar was there. Gull and Syd too. Tymon bustled about, distributing hardtack rations around the fire.

Birdie had not seen Ky since she arrived. Perhaps he too lay in that monstrous pile of the slain.

“We should leave.” Gull broke the silence.

“We cannot.” Impatience sharpened Jirkar’s voice. This was ground that had been covered many times since the fight waned and the initial rush of tending the wounded abated. “There are too many wounded. A march would scatter us. Make us easy prey. We stay here.”

Gull twisted a broken arrow between his fingers. “It ain’t like we can defend this place.”

“No, but we can cover the approach from the watchtowers. Serrin Vroi and Khelari reinforcements are a day’s march away around the side of the mountain. The Caran and the main force cannot be far behind, and the Saari should be arriving soon from the south. Better we wait here and plan our next move. This is only the beginning.”

Gull snapped the arrow in half and threw both pieces into the fire. “Yeah, an’ what have we accomplished?”

“We freed them. We were fortunate that any survived.”

“Fortunate?” Cade snapped. “Are we to be content with such victories? This is how the Takhran triumphs. We are convinced that we can do no better, and so we are content with less. What now? Do we fall back? Lie down and let the Khelari trample us into the muck?”

His words flamed the resolve burning in Birdie’s soul. “No.” She met his startled gaze. “No, we move forward. We strike. And we strike hard.”

A sneer curled his lip. “Bold words mean nothing without actions.”

“Excuse me. Beg pardon. Watch your toes.” Tymon jostled his way into their midst, lugging a large cauldron that he slung over the fire pit with a grunt, sending up a volley of sparks. He stepped back, armed with a massive ladle and a mischievous grin. “The slavekeepers kept a very nicely stocked larder. Anyone care to feast courtesy of the Takhran’s pocket?”

His offer eased the tension, more so as the smell began to rise from the sizzling contents of the pot. It wafted through the valley, and Birdie sensed a sort of stirring in the melodies as the sense of doom shifted and a glimmer of hope seeped in. She blinked at the dwarf stirring the cauldron and squirmed beneath a twinge of shame. While she sat there wallowing in her own doubt, the dwarf awakened hope with nothing more than the scent of roasting meat.

Jirkar chuckled wryly. “As a matter of fact, Tymon, I think I would.”

“Excellent! Bowls in the storeroom—should be plenty. Care to lend a hand?”

Birdie arose with the others as they hastened to fetch the bowls, but she broke off after a few steps. Let the others enjoy this moment of peace and fellowship. She had another mission. Sifting through the chorus of melodies, she searched the night for one familiar melody and traced it to him. Ky sat upon the rim overlooking the valley beneath a blanket of stars. Meli was curled beside him like a sleeping burrow cat with her head in his lap. Relief eased Birdie’s heart. They had survived, both of them.

He looked up at her approach.

“The fight isn’t over, Ky.” The words tumbled from her lips. She knotted her fingers together, inexplicably nervous. Amos had refused to help her. Perhaps Ky would too. “Will you come with me? Into the Pit?”

Unblinking, he looked at her, then stood abruptly and eased Meli into his arms. Without a word he strode off down the slope into the camp. A shuddering breath escaped her lips. Alone. Again. So be it. Steeling herself, she started toward the nearest tunnel . . . only to see Ky coming back toward her, torch in hand.

Without Meli.

He adjusted the sling belted around his waist and nodded at her. “Lead on.”

Birdie halted before the gaping tunnel mouth, eyes closed, tuning her ears and heart to the melody whispering from within the dark. It beckoned her to set aside fear and doubt and simply follow. She had come this far, and it had not led her astray. But the thought of this next step into the unknown left her nerves raw and shivering.

Because ultimately, she did know where this path led.

It led beneath Mount Eiphyr, to the Pit, to Tal Ethel . . .

Ky fidgeted beside her. “You know where we’re going?”

“Yes.” She gave a shuddering laugh. “I’m afraid so.” Deep breath. She took a step forward and then paused, distracted by the approach of Cade’s melody a split second before his voice broke behind them.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

Ky whipped around, hand flying toward his sling. “Cade? What are you doing here?”

“Following you. Hadn’t seen hide nor hair of you since the fight ended, and then all of a sudden you come jogging up to the fire, drop Meli off with Gull without even waking her up, and then take off again. What are you up to?”

The older boy actually sounded concerned. He concealed it well beneath a layer of arrogance and disdain. Well enough that Ky did not seem to notice. He started forward, bristling.

She spoke before he could. “It’s time, Cade. We need to end this.” Shock registered on his face. “We seek the Songkeeper’s sword in the Pit. Without it, there’s no hope of defeating the Takhran. But if I can find it, perhaps then I can release the Song and the land can be saved.”

A tendril of the Song settled around her, sparking her heart to courage and rest, a reminder that whatever might befall, the master melody would lead her.

“You go to the Pit?” His voice was deathly quiet, and yet the echoes skittered down the tunnel ahead of them. “To face the Takhran alone?”

She lifted her chin. “Yes.”

Cade turned to Ky for confirmation. “You’re mad.”

“Yeah.”

Hand clenched around the hilt of his sword, Cade cast an appraising glance at them and then the passage beyond. “Fine, then. I’m coming too.”

•••

Torch flaring in her hand, Sym led the way down the uneven surface of the tunnel at a swift yet boggswogglingly graceful stride that left Amos gasping to keep up. Pain lanced through his chest with each ragged breath. Chimeras were foul beasts to kill, and even fouler beasts to be almost killed by. The goat’s horns and lion’s claws had left a weave of scars across his chest. Somehow being here in a tunnel—even though it wasn’t the Pit—brought the pain to his mind as sharp and present as if the injuries had happened moments ago instead of months. He put a hand to his chest and kept right on running.

“Hawkness, are you all right?”

Beneath his pumping elbow, he caught just a glimpse of Nisus’s knotted brow. “Aye, just grand.” Managed to grit the words out through his teeth and tried not to resent the fact that this path had been chosen by the dwarf. He had insisted that trailing Birdie through the tunnels would be quicker than the overland route toward Serrin Vroi, since they didn’t know Dacheren’s exact location in the foothills. Or even if that was where Birdie had gone.

Not one of Amos’s objections had held any sway. The dwarf hadn’t even been deterred by the maze of tunnels that they found. Just congratulated himself on happening to bring “the finest tracker in the desert,” as if the whole seaswoggled business hadn’t been his plan all along.

Devious Xanthen nonsense.

Still, mayhap Nisus had been right to choose this route. With Sym sniffing out their trail—or however the desert trackers worked their magic—they had made good time. Didn’t mean Amos couldn’t blame the dwarf for any discomfort along the way.

“Come on.” Sym called from the front. “More running. Less talking.”

Cursing inwardly, Amos limped on into the dark. It was a heavy darkness, even with the torch. The kind that lurked at the corners of a man’s vision, felt like it was creeping up behind, and deadened all sound save for the dull slap of their feet, the clink of armor and weaponry, the rustling of the torch, and the rasp of their own heavy breathing.

In short, it was a stroll through moonlit fields compared to the Pit.

He was not sure how long they had been alternately running, then walking, then running again—days it seemed—when Sym halted abruptly and crouched to examine the ground. Balancing on the balls of her feet, she held the torch near the rock and turned in a shuffling circle. Beyond, the passage split into three narrower passageways, but they had already passed through several such splits since leaving the well behind, and Sym had never hesitated for more than a breath or two. Now, she looked fair stymied.

“Somethin’ amiss, Sym?”

A curt wave of the torch dismissed his question. Still crawling, she eased down the right passage. Amos glanced at Nisus, unsure if they should follow, but he just shrugged. An instant later, she was back, bending double to examine the ground again before ducking down the left passage. Amos gave it a full minute. Counted it out in the tapping of his fingers against the misshapen pommel of his borrowed sword. Then he wheeled down the left passageway.

Waiting was not in his nature.

The torch flared in his face as he rounded the first bend. He jerked back before the flame could singe his beard and scowled at the Saari warrior until she lowered the spear aimed at his chest. “What’s the meanin’ o’ this? Who did ye think I was?”

“I could not be certain. The trail is confused.”

“Indeed? An’ t’ think I was goin’ t’ say the same about ye.”

Sym’s eyes glinted like steel. “The Songkeeper’s original trail—the one we followed from Drengreth—continues down the other tunnel. But fresher tracks journey down this one. She came back this way with at least two others. And there are other tracks too. Older but larger.”

The emphasis she put on that last phrase brought a sheen of sweat to his brow. He dashed it away and forced a sickly sort of grin to his face. Such tracks were only to be expected. And if anyone knew what to expect from a stroll through the deep places of the world, he should.

“What say you, Hawkness?” Even Nisus’s face looked ghastly and drawn in the light of the torch. “Which trail do we follow?”

Why ask him? “This was your blaggardly idea, dwarf.” Amos pitched in a circle, but whatever signs had led Sym here were invisible to him. “We should follow the most recent trail. Stands t’ reason that wherever the lass is goin’, that’s where we want t’ be. Can’t help her by goin’ back t’ where she’s been.”

“Right.” Sym flashed a smile at him. “Whatever you say, pappy.”

Then, with a flutter of flapping skins and braids, she whirled around and started off down the tunnel again with Nisus at her heels. Leaving Amos to clench his jaw and press on at the rear, wondering how he could deserve such boggswoggling trust.





35

“We’re almost there.”

Even as the words left her lips, Birdie broke into a run, leaning into each stride as if it could consume the distance that remained between her and Tal Ethel. Her limbs ached beneath the weight of the dwarf-made armor, but she pressed on. The Song thundered in her ears with such overwhelming force that she felt rather than heard Cade and Ky’s melodies fall into stride behind her. All else had become dim and muffled in comparison.

It was a multilayered mingling of the master melody. The call of the Song resonated within her chest, a pull that guided her on smooth paths over the rough and pitted ground while the boys stumbled behind her, half blind even with the sputtering torchlight. Somewhere ahead, the deeper thrum of the spring strained to be loosed, surging against the bindings that held it within Tal Ethel. And then a metallic keening, a thin, shivery wail, brought images of howling cold and shards of ice to the forefront of Birdie’s mind.

An all-consuming summons.

Her pace did not slacken, though the breath caught in her throat and she could hear the boys huffing at her heels. Time was difficult to track beneath the earth. But they had slept twice since leaving the killing grounds of Dacheren behind, and that was time enough for reckless anger to abate, for wild grief to be tempered by reason, and for fiery impulse to cool. But Birdie’s resolve had not shaken, nor had the guiding pulse of the Song in her heart slackened. The suffering of Leira consumed her. Each slave they had rescued, each wound she had bound, each soul she had sung to sleep only served to stoke the embers of her wrath to flame. The Takhran’s time had come to an end.

The Song must be released.

With an abrupt turn to the right, the tunnel spilled them out into the wide space of the Pit. The thick, gurgling tones of the dark melody oozed out to meet them. Birdie halted as the stench swept over her and fought the urge to vomit. Behind, she could hear Cade and Ky gagging. The reek was overpowering. A hundred times worse than it had been the last time she’d been here.

Fear snaked through her stomach. One whiff, and it seemed she was catapulted back to that night only a few months ago. Only it wasn’t months ago, and here she stood again, no better equipped to face the Takhran or the horrors of this place.

Listen, Songkeeper.

A gentle chiding focused the notes of the Song and gave peace to her mind. She took stock of their location in the weak light of Ky’s torch. They had entered through one of the many side tunnels that converged on the central cavern, leaving them with a ways to travel yet before they reached the dry streambed, let alone the dome that shielded Tal Ethel or the circle of the twelve. She suppressed a shudder at the memory.

“Is this it?” Cade hissed in her ear. “Is this the Pit?”

She drew in a long breath. “Yes.”

Ky lowered the torch. “Reckon I should ditch the light?”

“No.” Her answer was a breath too quick, a touch too sharp, for the confidence she hoped to portray. But she could not imagine making this journey without the light. Even now, the dark encroached upon the flame too much. It hovered over them, a living, breathing thing, charged with danger, infused with death. And yet . . . with the Song to direct her feet, she would not walk blindly. “Yes . . . Yes. Better we go unnoticed for now.”

The Takhran would learn of their coming soon enough.

“Right-o.” Ky muttered and then knocked the torch against the ground.

One sharp rap.

The light winked out.

Somewhere in the vast expanse of the Pit, a deep note sounded. It vibrated through their bones and coursed through the rock until the stone shivered from its bed. A pulse shook the ground beneath their feet, drove them to their knees, and spread out behind like a wave. Rock shattered. Boulders crashed. Dust clogged the air.

Birdie’s eyes stung. She coughed as she staggered upright. Even without the light, she knew that the path they had entered through was blocked. Whatever other tunnels might remain, there was no going back that way.

Still the Song called her onward.

“Earthshaker.” Cade uttered the name like a curse.

His voice came from somewhere to her left. Hands outstretched, she inched toward him.

“Reckon the Takhran knows we’re here yet?” Ky this time, speaking directly behind her. His hand brushed her shoulder, and she bit back a yelp. “Or is that a common occurrence here?”

“It doesn’t matter.” Strangely, Birdie heard herself answering them though she had not intended to speak. Her voice sounded thin and brittle in the deepness of the expanse. “We’re here. It’s too late to turn back now.”

Grounded by her words, they managed to find one another after what seemed an eternity of fumbling in the dark, bumping into one another and then linking arms instinctively with a muffled curse from Cade and a disgusted snort from Ky. Perhaps it was foolish, but it steadied Birdie. She welcomed the knowledge of the pulse beating beneath her grip, a simple reminder of life in this place that reeked of death. Arm in arm, they pressed on into the emptiness of the Pit. With every step she took she strained her ears for signs of lurking enemies. Hundreds of the broken, five-noted melodies drifted through the cavern. Some seemed mere echoes of long-forgotten songs. Others still seemed to dwell within living, breathing forms. But all were muted by distance. None near enough to seem a threat.

Yet.

Once her feet struck the dry streambed, they made swift progress. Soon the thrashing melody of the bound river heralded their approach to Tal Ethel. As before, she heard no melodies from the twelve chained to the columns, but if she strained her ears to hear beneath the roar of the river and the oily melody leeching through the Pit, she could hear them breathing.

Faint, shallow breaths. Her lungs felt tight, and she realized that she had unconsciously aligned her breathing with theirs.

The two boys marched alongside, weapons drawn in their free hands, muscles taut as bowstrings. And yet they gave no sign that they knew they were not alone. In this, the darkness was their ally. She envied their ignorance.

The steady drops falling from Artair’s corpse caught her ears, and she halted. The sword’s thin, skirling melody emanated from somewhere nearby. She focused on the sound. “Ky?” She barely breathed his name, and still the ring of her own voice set her heart hammering against her ribs. “The torch?”

His hand left her arm, leaving the spot strangely chilled. He fumbled in his jacket pockets. “Got a tinderbox here somewhere.”

“No need for that.” The Takhran’s familiar, quiet voice caused Birdie to freeze.

With a muffled whump, two torches flared on either side of the dome of rock, flooding the surrounding area with orange light. Ky and Cade tensed behind her. Tal Ethel had changed since she last stood upon this spot. An enormous throne had been carved from stone, embellished with iron plating, and fashioned at the peak of an arch that reared over the dome, behind the veil of dripping blood. Two massive jagged columns of crystal flanked the steps that climbed both ends of the arch toward the throne, and a chimera crouched beside each one. Twelve eyes blazed hatred toward Birdie.

Seated upon the throne in resplendent blue robes and silver armor, with the wide collar of the multilayered talav about his neck and a raven perched on his shoulder, was the Takhran. He looked nothing like the young man she recalled. Wrinkles webbed his face. His eyes burned into hers from dark hollows. His broad-shouldered frame seemed to have shriveled in on itself. Like a tree withering during a long drought.

“Songkeeper, at last.” A hum of satisfaction droned through his words. She could not break free of his gaze. One word from the Takhran, and it seemed her courage melted away. “I expected you sooner.”

The words dropped like a stone into the ocean. Birdie struggled to gather her scattered thoughts around the melodies battling inside her skull. Expected. That was no surprise. Like Eirnin said, the Takhran had ever been a mile ahead of them. But regardless of his scheme, regardless of what he believed was happening here, she had come at the behest of the Song.

And yet his words shook her, raised a shiver of doubt.

Screeching, the raven shot from the Takhran’s shoulder and soared over their heads. Birdie instinctively ducked. Torches blazed to light behind her. Jagged crystal columns had been planted on either side of the streambed, winding away across the Pit, spaced with a distance of a hundred feet or so between each one. Beside each column, one of the Shantren held a torch.

“We have been waiting for you.”

Ky shoved past her, unlit torch falling from his hand. His sling snapped, sending a sling-bullet whirling through the air. It slammed into the Takhran’s forehead with a crack that whipped his head back. But he did not fall. He raised a bony hand to his brow and wiped away a smear of blood. But it had no other effect on him. And why should it, so long as the talav hung about his neck? Why should a sling-bullet succeed where even the Songkeeper’s blade had failed?

The blade . . .

The Takhran’s appearance had driven all thought of her purpose from her mind. She looked furtively for the sword, gaze sweeping the ground in vain, then closed her eyes in an effort to isolate the melody. It was nearby. She knew that. But just as she caught the metallic wail of the sword, two dischordant melodies broke free of the tumultuous symphony, claiming her attention.

Two Shantren approached.

Humor laced the Takhran’s voice. “You are familiar with Earthshaker and Seabringer, are you not?” His eyes flickered downward, directing her gaze to two blue-robed figures emerging from the shadows beneath the arch.

Rounding the dome, they angled toward her. On the left, the massive broad-shouldered form of the Shantren she had seen before the gate of Cadel-Gidhar—Earthshaker. Knotted arms and fists crossed his bulging chest, and a scowl twisted his face beneath a braided tangle of hair. On the right, a lean, bearded man with eyes sunken behind cheekbones so sharp they pressed his weathered skin taut—Seabringer. Both wore heavy silver collars around their necks, inlaid with half a dozen crystals. And a long, thin, cloth-wrapped bundle rested in Seabringer’s arms.

The wailing melody strengthened.

It was the sword.

So close and yet still beyond reach. A rapid pulse in her throat demanded that she sing, strike, attack, do something. But the Song had not yet offered guidance. Just whispered an unbroken strain of peace, be still in her ears.

Her mouth went dry.

Had the melody led her all this way only to leave her on her own now?

•••

Ky looked on the face of the Takhran, the tyrant who had ordered the destruction of his city, taken his friends as slaves, and commanded the slaughter at Dacheren, and he couldn’t muster anger. Not even when he had sent that sling-bullet flying at the man’s skull. He felt nothing. Nothing more than a desire to see it done.

His fingers beat a restless tattoo against his loaded sling. The plan had seemed simple in the tunnel. Sneak in and steal the sword. It got a little hazy after that, but what plan didn’t benefit from a little improvisation? And this was why he hated plans.

He sought Cade’s eyes over Birdie’s head, but Cade didn’t acknowledge him. The older boy’s mouth pressed into a thin, hard line, hand white knuckled on his sword hilt. You could almost see the anger heating up inside him.

Ky fidgeted with his sling. This was the worst sort of standoff—the sort weighted so heavily to one side that it was bound to break at any instant into all-out, do-or-die war. He recalled the barrel of ryree powder at Dizzier’s back. Would have come in handy. One spark could have blown this wretched cavern off the map. That would have been a plan he could get behind, because no matter what happened, no matter what threats were made, the fuse would go off. Might take you with it. But it would be done.

There was a cost to keeping folk safe.

The Takhran flicked his hand. “Take them.”

Earthshaker and Seabringer drew weapons—a hammer and a sword—and advanced. Ky whipped off a shot that clanged off the talav about Seabringer’s neck. Always quick on the attack, Cade leapt past with a low cut angling up toward Earthshaker’s rib cage. The war hammer slammed into the blade, knocking the sword clean out of Cade’s hand.

That was a first. Ky had never seen him disarmed on the first stroke.

Shock swept Cade’s face. His body twisted to follow the path of his sword. Earthshaker’s backstroke caught him in the chest and knocked him down. All in a breath. Ky barely reloaded his sling in time to send a shot winging for Earthshaker’s head before a second strike could crash into Cade.

Too hasty. The sling-bullet only grazed Earthshaker’s forehead. Brought him wheeling around, teeth clenched, hammer raised. Movement flashed in the corner of Ky’s eye. Seabringer lunged at his side. Forced him to spin to evade the blade. Even hampered by the cloth-bound sword clutched in his right hand, Seabringer moved with a fluidity that baffled Ky. Left him feeling two steps behind. He needed distance for his sling.

On impulse, he swung to the man’s right. Ducked a weak stroke, circled behind, and hammered his loaded sling into the back of the Shantren’s head. By the time Seabringer lurched around, Ky was a dozen paces away and slinging. Caught the man with a solid shot to the chest. He stumbled back, wheezing. A second shot smashed his right hand.

The cloth-bound sword fell.

Birdie darted past him, intent upon the sword.

“Wait!” Ky scrambled to guard her but lost his footing. Went down on one knee. Hard. He put his hands out to balance himself and realized that the earth quivered beneath his palms. Earthshaker stood with his arms spread wide. Singing. A heavy note filled the air, and the ground bucked beneath Ky’s feet as he lurched after Birdie again. His ankle turned, sending a crunch of pain up his leg, pitching him to the side. He crashed shoulder first into someone’s chest. Pulse thundering in his ears, he jerked away, lashing out with his loaded sling to defend himself.

It struck with a wet thud.

That snagged his attention. He stared up into the bloodless face of a man chained with iron bands to a column of stone. Unmoving. Throat split. Dead.

His heart pummeled his chest in protest. Another quake jarred his insides as he scanned his surroundings, taking it all in for the first time, one mind-numbing image after another. Twelve columns. Twelve dead Leirans displayed like trophies. Countless bodies clumped at the bases. The horror of it collected inside him, rising like bile surging in his throat.

Then the earth shook again, knocking his feet out from under him. Falling, his gaze snagged on a boy bound to a column on the far side of the circle. Thin frame. Freckled face. Red hair.

“Paddy!”

The cry ripped from his lungs, dashed unanswered against the rock. In the wake of his cry, everything within him went quiet. Without, the quake still tossed him around like a leaf. But within, it felt as if a ryree explosion had burst inside his chest. But instead of blowing his ribs out, it sucked everything in. Swallowed it whole.

Until there was nothing left.
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His ears rang.

That was the first thing that crossed Amos’s mind when he jolted awake. Boggswoggling ringing wouldn’t stop. Just kept clanging away inside his skull until he felt his ears would bleed from the din. And the sensations just got worse from there. Dust clogged his throat. Something heavy crushed his legs. Shifting sent pain spiking through his right knee. And his eyes . . . He blinked, wincing at the feel of grit rubbing beneath his eyelids. He could see. At least he could see. There was a light coming from somewhere. Flickering, orange light.

Torchlight.

Last he recalled, he’d been loping down the tunnel at Sym’s heels with Nisus at his side, dead set on finding Birdie and helping her complete whatever fool mission she had embarked on. Next thing he knew, that hideous note of music struck—the one that still rang in his ears—and the blast had torn through rock, shivered stone, and brought the ceiling crashing down.

He craned his neck. A mound of caved-in earth extended before him, walling off the forward passage. A boulder wedged his legs. Beside him, Sym lay on her stomach, eyes closed, a thin trail of blood trickling from her lip.

“Sym?” He croaked the names. “Nisus?”

Boots scuffed behind. Nisus’s filthy face peered down at him. “Hawkness, you are awake. Good. I have been trying to pull you out since the collapse. If we work together, I think we can do it.” Grunting, the dwarf shoved a long rod beneath the boulder pinning Amos’s legs and then kicked a head-sized stone beneath it, forming a fulcrum and lever. “When I lift, you’ll have to pull yourself out.”

Amos’s gaze latched onto the rod. It was one of Sym’s spears. He swallowed a mouthful of grit. “Sym . . . How is she?”

“Ready, pull!” Nisus threw his weight onto the lever. The boulder shifted. Amos groaned at the pain. Another inch. He scrambled back and lurched to his feet, hopping on his good left leg. The right knee was shot. Bandaged tight, he should be able to put weight on it, maybe even limp along at a decent pace, but it wouldn’t be pleasant.

So much for a nice stroll to the Pit.

The boulder thudded back into place. Nisus handed him a strip torn from his cloak, and Amos swiftly bound the injured joint, clenching his teeth to take his mind off the pain. He jerked his chin toward Sym, didn’t allow himself to flinch from the gravity of the word. “Dead?”

“Soon enough, I am afraid.”

Soon enough wasn’t dead yet. Amos glared at the dwarf and limped to her side. Eased himself to the ground. “We’re getting her out.” Barehanded, he tore at the broken stone, digging pieces free and tossing them aside. They clattered off the cave floor. Nisus didn’t speak but knelt a moment later and pitched in as well. Together they dragged Sym’s limp form free of the rubble and laid her in the middle of the tunnel.

She did not awaken.

And there was naught they could do. Broken limbs could be set. Wounds could be bandaged. But injuries so deep within, the result of the cumulative weight of falling stone—those they could not heal. She was dying.

Amos tottered back to his feet, driving the fear and the worry from his mind. If Nisus was right and this was the end of all their fighting, there was more at stake here than Sym. More than any of them. His lass, Birdie, needed their help. He rubbed the grit from his eyes and examined the tunnel. “How likely d’ ye think this collapse was pure happenstance?”

“How likely? In truth?” Nisus sat back on his heels, and a worn laugh spilled from his throat. “We seek the Pit, Hawkness. We have lost our guide, the way is blocked, the Songkeeper is on her own. There is no happenstance anywhere in that.”

“Aye . . . afraid I’m with ye on that.”

“What can we do now?”

“We go on.” Amos shifted his eyes away from the injured Saari warrior. Swallowed hard. “Return for her later.” He didn’t speak it, but the look in Nisus’s eyes acknowledged that their chances of returning were even slimmer than Sym’s chances of surviving her injuries.

The dwarf slid the cloak from his shoulders and laid it across Sym.

Amos spun on his good leg and marched down the tunnel, away from the collapse, supporting his weak knee with a hand on the wall. Bloodwuthering blodknockers, the world was a cruel place. Why Sym?

Why couldn’t it have been him?

“Hawkness?”

He didn’t wait for the dwarf to catch up. Just drove himself forward, one relentless, pain-wrenching step after another. “C’mon. We’re too bloody close t’ give up now.”

“But Hawkness, the way forward is blocked.”

“There’s always a way, Nisus.” A breath of air stirred across his clammy skin. Brought the stench of death to his nostrils. He swung into the next cross passage. “I know these tunnels. Sooner or later, they all lead t’ the Pit.”

•••

In the past, when the Song had risen to her call, Birdie had reached out to the well of melody flowing beneath the water of the earth and called upon it to rise. On the deck of the Langorian slave ship, in the heights overlooking Cadel-Gidhar, and again when she stood upon the shores of the sea. She sang the melody, and the water answered the Song. But the Pit was a dry and barren land. The last remnants of the river were caged within the rock surrounding Tal Ethel. It churned against its bonds.

But it did not rise to her summons.

Chaos raged around her. Cade had been tossed aside; Ky had been struck down. She had started for the sword, but the earth trembled with Earthshaker’s song, driving her to her knees, outstretched hand reaching for the blade that was still too far away. The vibrations of the earth set the blade ringing, filling her ears with its metallic humming.

Seabringer’s voice rose in challenge. He stepped forward, and the earth steadied beneath his feet. As his voice crescendoed, crimson droplets floated from the dry streambed, coursed from the twelve, and drifted toward him, coalescing into a pool at his feet.

The earthquake stilled.

Jaw clenched, Birdie rose to a crouch. Without warning, the crimson liquid shot toward her and slammed into her chest like the blow of a fist. It knocked her back. She gasped for air.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Earthshaker stalk toward Cade. On the ground, the boy scrambled toward the sword, arms and legs flying. Birdie’s warning cry reached him as he yanked the covering away and seized it by the hilt. The crackle of ice searing flesh was unmistakable. His face clenched with the pain. Earthshaker was almost upon him.

Behind him loomed one of the chimeras.

“Cade!” Birdie lunged to her feet and broke into a run. She didn’t know what she intended, only that she had to do something. But Seabringer stepped into her path. A tendril from the crimson pool wrapped around her ankles, snapping her from her feet. Her forehead slammed into the stone.

Pain blazed through her skull. Blood trickling into her eyes, she forced her head up in time to see Cade steady the sword in both hands. His face had gone ashen white. He swept the sword into a tremendous upward swing toward Earthshaker’s chest.

The chimera pounced on Cade before the sword struck. The lion’s teeth sank into his shoulder, piercing chain mail, while claws tore his breastplate and pauldrons away. The chimera shook him like a dune rabbit and then flung him away. His body snapped against the dome and crumpled into the streambed.

The sword slipped from his blackened fingers.

“Cade!” Ky spun back toward the fight, but two Shantren seized him from behind. He yelled and fought against them, but they held him fast.

Birdie blinked the blood away. She had not even heard them approaching. Too many melodies clashed and battled at once. She could not sort through them all.

This was beyond her.

Please, Emhran, help me.

She closed her eyes and focused on Seabringer’s melody. Blotted all else out and hummed it back to him, cleansed, renewed, refreshed. For an instant, his hold on her lessened. She broke free and staggered to her feet—

Rough hands seized her from behind, shoved a gag between her teeth, and cinched it fast. They hustled her forward, and she caught only a glimpse of blue robes and crimson talavs as they shoved her and Ky before the throne.

Cade’s broken form sprawled at her feet, sword lying beside his ruined hands. She tamped down the maelstrom of anger and pain. Beyond, her gaze snagged on a redheaded figure bound to one of the stone columns. She recognized him from her visit to the Underground, so long ago. Paddy. Ky’s friend. Had the melody flowed through his veins too? Had he ever discovered his gifting, or had the hounds merely sniffed out his blood? She sought Ky’s eyes, but his face was set forward, relentlessly fixed upon the Takhran.

All this time, the withered figure had remained seated on his throne while they battled vainly at his feet. Now he rose. Defiant, she lifted her face to him . . . and was stung by the amusement that twisted his features. Was that what they were to him? Merely entertainment?

“Little Songkeeper . . .” He rolled the words over his tongue as he descended, moving with the shuffling gait of an old, ache-ridden man. “Ever the thorn in my side.”

Ky wrenched against his captors. “Just leave her alone.” The strength of his voice was swallowed by the vastness of the Pit.

Birdie stood still, eyes fixed upon the Takhran. Her head pulsed with pain. Yet it was nothing compared to the ache of the hollowness that filled her chest or the sickening emptiness that yawned within her stomach.

She had come at the Song’s command. It must do something.

The Takhran tilted his head, considering her pityingly. “For all your nuisance, you accomplish nothing, little one.”

“Nothing, huh?” Ky rolled his head around to stare at the Takhran. A wry grin twisted his lips, but there was no humor in it. “Heard that your fleet’s at the bottom of the ocean. Shame, that. Pity about your slave camps too—so many slaves walking free and taking up arms against you. Wonder how that happened? Or how we got here, into the heart of your fortress. Yep. That all sounds like nothing to me too.”

Baiting the Takhran accomplished nothing.

Birdie tried to get Ky to meet her gaze, begging him to stop with her eyes. She cried out to the Song for an answer, for guidance, for anything. But the Takhran towered over her. The stench of his withering body caused her stomach to churn.

“You did me a disservice when last we met, little one.” Clouded eyes flickered balefully at her. “But if there is one thing I have learned over the centuries, it is patience. Vengeance is for fools. But when the judicious course walks hand in hand with vengeance, who am I to deny it?”

His eyes were dead. Void of emotion. Lacking any hint of life. She recoiled from them.

An animal snarl twisted his face. In his hand, a blade flashed bronze in the light of the torches. The Shantren holding her tightened his grip on her arm. Quick as a striking snake, the Takhran pivoted to the side and slashed the dirk across Ky’s throat.

Birdie screamed into the gag.

White rimmed Ky’s eyes. His body jerked against the restraining hands of the Shantren. Then his limbs folded beneath him, and he pitched forward against the dome beside Cade, blood spilling out over the rock.
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Every muscle in her body trembled. It felt as though her bones would fly apart before the tempest raging within her. She fought furiously against her captors, but their weight bore her down. The cold edge of a blade stung her own throat.

She went still.

Through the knotted strands of her hair, she saw familiar eyes blinking owlishly behind spectacles, set in a bronze-skinned face that she knew only too well. Inali. The Saari warrior who had betrayed her to the Takhran on her last journey into the Pit. His jaw clenched and unclenched. Furrows dug across his brow.

“I am sorry, little Songkeeper.” He spoke through gritted teeth. “I tried.”

Pain flashed across her neck, followed by the rush of warm blood seeping out over her chest. A strange heaviness weighted her limbs. She slumped against her captors’ hands, catching a glimpse of Inali falling to his knees, his face a mask of pain and rage.

Her vision blurred. She blinked away the haze.

The Takhran reached into a pouch at his waist and drew out the massive crystal that Inali had stolen from the Matlal’s throne when they had escaped Nar-Kog. The Star of the Desert. A ragged breath caught in her chest. The Takhran knelt and immersed the crystal in the blood pooling in the streambed at her feet.

Red suffused the crystal.

So this was the making of a talav, a bloodstone.

The bronze dirk flashed again as the Takhran slit his wrist, catching the spilled blood in his cupped hand. He bathed the crystal and his hands together, humming a strange, dark tune, and the liquid swirled within the crystal in answer.

When he lifted his head, gone was the parchment-thin skin, the cavernous eyes, and the gaunt visage. Once again he had become the striking young man she had seen on her previous journey into the Pit. He slung the crystal on a chain and held it aloft toward her, as if in salute. “The blood of a true Protector. It is a rare thing indeed to find it beyond griffin veins.” His voice sounded heady, almost drunken, in his exultation. “But the blood of a human Protector and a Songkeeper mingled in one talav—in this, the purest crystal in Leira—will be the rarest and most potent of all.”

The Shantren released her then.

Let her fall.

She caught herself on hands and knees beside the still bodies of her companions. Her limbs nearly gave out. She let her throbbing head dangle as her eyes drifted shut. The blood loss and shock of the wound left her reeling, drained her strength. And yet, it could not be deep, or she would surely already be dead.

A sob constricted her chest. With trembling fingers, she eased the gag from her mouth. Dragged herself forward, inch by painful inch, to Ky’s side. Raised a hand to the jagged wound in his throat. Air gurgled through the opening. His chest did not so much rise and fall as jerk in and expel shallow breaths. Her gaze skipped to Cade. Panic rose in her chest, threatening to drown her. She could scarce believe her ears. Their melodies were weak, erratic. They were not dead yet, but they would be soon unless she could save them.

Behind, a horn blared, sending brazen echoes skittering throughout the Pit. Some distant part of her was aware of the rise in the melodies and the thunderous tramp, tramp, tramp of approaching feet, but she searched instead for the quavering wail of the sword. Her eyes latched on the blade. It lay just on the other side of Cade, within reach at last. With her last ounce of strength, she lunged for it, and her fingers closed around the hilt.

The chill coursing through the metal shocked her enough that it drove the daze of pain from her mind and reawakened her senses to the pull of the Song.

Gripping the blade, she crawled toward the dome.

“Go ahead, my dear.” The Takhran’s pleasant voice pursued her. Doggedly, she set her face forward, pressing on through the tears of pain and exhaustion that blurred her vision. “Release Tal Ethel. Fulfill your destiny. Send the river flowing though Leira once more. The spring will be tainted as it rises. It will answer to me and me alone.”

She risked a glance over her shoulder and felt the dread plummeting in her stomach as his meaning became clear. Hundreds of Khelari marched into the cavern, herding hundreds of men, women, and children—all captives, judging by the iron collars fastened around their necks—and forcing them into lines kneeling along either bank of the silent river. Weapons raised, the soldiers took up positions among them. Hundreds of melodies assailed her ears, crying out for deliverance. Even so, it took Birdie a moment to realize what the Khelari intended.

Mass slaughter.

To slay them all and hurl their bodies into the streambed. Tainting the water with their blood. Among so many, surely there were some who were gifted as Songlings. Maybe that was the purpose of the crystal columns. With their deaths, could he infuse the crystals as massive bloodstones, as a way to contain or channel the power of the Song?

Her horror must have shown in her eyes.

“That’s where the power lies, my dear. In the water and the blood.” The Takhran settled the talav that had been the Star of the Desert around his neck. In the torchlight his eyes glistened red. “Life and death mastered. So it has been sung. You need not resist any longer. Not even the master melody can withstand me.”

Teeth clenched, Birdie staggered to her feet, clasping the sword in both hands to her chest. Blood trickled down her arm, slicking the hilt beneath her grip. A drop ran down the length of the blade. She swayed, half expecting the Shantren to attack, but the Takhran issued no command. Their eyes rested upon her, waiting to see what she would do.

If only she knew.

The Takhran’s words rang still in her ears. It seemed pointless to resist now when she wasn’t even sure what resisting meant anymore. Everything that she had learned since visiting the Hollow Cave months ago seemed to point toward releasing Tal Ethel, but if it was what the Takhran wanted—if this was his scheme—then how could she do it?

Help me.

Everything within her cried out in a single, wild, desperate note of prayer as she stood, bleeding and drained of strength, over the forms of her dying friends. It burst from her lungs and stabbed toward the ceiling where Artair’s broken body hung over them. And then there was nothing left within her. All had been expelled in that final, aching call. No courage. No pride. No hatred or defiance. Just cold, gaping emptiness like the maw of the Pit.

And something answered.

The Song blazed through the emptiness. Its fierce torrent dashed against the walls of her heart and seeped into all the hidden places where fear lurked. Blinding light soared across her vision, blotting out the leering Shantren and the gnawing hunger in the eyes of the Takhran, until all she could see was the even brighter blue-white light of the sword pulsing in her hands.

Listen, Songkeeper.

Listen!

Drip. Drip. Drip.

Time seemed to slow. Her vision cleared. Crimson drops spiraled before her eyes, falling, ever falling, to strike the dome of rock imprisoning Tal Ethel.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

She tracked the drops to the rough patch that had been worn into the rock’s smooth surface. Eirnin’s words resounded through her head. Centuries of effort, and still the Takhran had been unable to break the dome and release the spring. And yet the blood of a slain Songkeeper had eaten into the stone. The implications of that notion made her dizzy, but she did not give herself time to think. Did not give the doubts the opportunity to rise and enslave her again. The river cried out from within the rock. The Song impelled her forward.

With the melody coursing through every fiber of her being and pouring from her lips, she spun away from the Shantren and the Takhran and past the chimeras flanking the dome and plunged the bloodstained sword two handed into the rock.

Water and music exploded. The shock flung her backward. The force tore her grip from the sword and swept her away, as the world was consumed in a wild, rushing cascade of roaring water and a thousand voices singing in fierce, concussive harmony.
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All paths, it seemed, did not lead to the Pit.

Or at least, not directly.

Amos cursed beneath his breath when the wayward tunnel spat them out into the midst of the vast subterranean cavern that housed the Pit instead of out onto the floor of the Pit itself. And then he cursed a second time when he realized exactly where the tunnel had decided to drop them—beside the lone torch stand overlooking the Pit, directly beneath Artair’s broken form. And finally cursed aloud, a third time, for good measure. “Bilgewater!”

“What is it?” Nisus eyed him warily.

For about half a breath, Amos contemplated dragging the dwarf back into the tunnel in search of another route to the Pit. But he couldn’t justify the waste of time. Distasteful as he found this place, it was stationed beside the Takhran’s personal staircase. Convenient, wasn’t it?

Almost too convenient. It grated on his nerves. All this way and not a sign had they seen of any of the Takhran’s bloodthirsty monsters. They’d only had to dodge patrols twice. To be sure, there was a war on and all, but he hadn’t expected to find the mountain emptied. And now, to wind up here of all places, grinding his face once more in the scene of his greatest failure? It all reeked too much of coincidence to sit well with his skeptical blood. At last, the argument for the existence of the Master Singer was gaining some credence. Clearly someone held a grudge. That or his own treacherous feet had betrayed him.

A shiver seized his spine. Ghost pains gnawed at the old injuries in his hand and chest. Ghost voices whispered from the shadows. Ghost memories assailed him, crawling like phantoms out of the Pit. He broke free of their hold, buried them, and stamped the earth down tight. He couldn’t go there again.

“Hawkness.”

He silenced the dwarf with an upraised hand and jerked his chin toward the figure dangling from the wooden frame. Looking up, Nisus stood as one transfixed. The color drained from the dwarf’s face, flooding Amos with the bitter taste of satisfaction. Hearing something was one thing, but he had ever been of the conviction that sight grounded belief. Now Nisus would see, and he would be forced to admit the truth: Artair had failed them.

A tear glistened on the dwarf’s craggy cheek.

At the sight, a twinge of shame wormed through Amos’s chest. He set a hesitant hand on the dwarf’s shoulder, sought to lead him away. “C’mon, Nisus. The Pit isn’t far. Got turned around a bit. If these filthy tunnels weren’t so utterly boggswoggling, we’d have been there before this.”

“But we aren’t there, are we? We’re here.”

“Aye. That’s the problem.”

“It is, though?” Nisus twisted to face him, a thoughtful expression on his face. “I am not convinced. Why do you think we are here?”

“Bad luck.”

“Luck?”

“Och, fine, fate then, if ye will.” Amos shrugged. “Whatever it is—fate, happenstance, bad luck—’tis time we were movin’ on. Birdie’s bound t’ be down in the Pit. Ye’re the one who insisted I come t’ help her, an’ I intend t’ do just that.”

Nisus blinked at him. “Is it so hard to attribute aught to the Master Singer?”

“Aye, it bloody well hurts. Now can we move?”

“Not yet. There is something we can do here, something we were brought here to do. Forget your doubts, man. Remember what it was like to trust in something, in someone.”

“Wishin’ somethin’ doesn’t make it so.”

“Denying something does not make it untrue either.” The dwarf crossed his arms over his chest, belligerent. “We cannot leave him here.”

“He’s dead.”

But Amos’s objection fell on deaf ears. The dwarf marched to the winch fastened beside the torch stand, set his hands to the crank, and fiddled with the latch. Gears clicked, metal teeth grinding against one another, and then the wooden platform lurched down, crank spinning free. Only a few feet before Nisus caught the handle. He struggled to hold it steady.

In the Pit, the earth shuddered. The rumble of it vibrated through the rock beneath Amos’s feet, shivered his skin, jarred his teeth, and set his pulse galloping. The fate of Leira was being decided below, and his lass was on her own.

He looked to the staircase.

“Hawkness, the little Songkeeper can stand on her own, and frankly, there is little you can do to help her.” The dwarf glowered around the winch. “But you can help me lower him.”

“So what was all that blather about me needin’ t’ protect the Songkeeper?”

“Blather. But it got you here, didn’t it?”

Amos hesitated another moment and then joined Nisus at the crank. It pained him to admit it, but the dwarf was right. His lass had grown beyond him, as he had always known that she would. She was a Songkeeper in her own right, like Artair had been, and that thought, more than anything else, terrified him. He stood before evidence of what could befall a Songkeeper who stood against the Takhran. The same could befall his lass, and he would no more be able to stop it now than he had been then.

With a heavy sigh, he bent his back to the crank, and together they turned it, lowering the wooden platform in a series of sickening jerks. It was a slow process. The rope was long, the winch old and rusted. Sweat beaded his forehead and plastered his hair to his skull, and with each rotation of the crank, the wooden platform swung just a little bit lower.

Taunting him.

Amos licked his dry lips. Another few inches, and he would be able to look upon the face of his friend. That alone was almost enough to make him relinquish his grip on the crank, but Nisus kept right on turning. Never to be outdone, he carried on as well.

In the Pit, a voice rose in song. Birdie’s voice! An instant later, indescribable light seared his vision. He cried out, staggered backward, scrubbing at his eyes, but all he could see was light, light, blithering light. Blinking finally cleared his vision.

With a roar, a geyser of water shot out of the Pit, enveloping the wooden frame and eclipsing Artair from view.

“Hawkness, help me!” Nisus struggled to hold the winch.

Amos managed to get his good hand on the crank and added his weight to the dwarf’s. The power of the water thrummed through the rope and shook the winch so hard it rattled Amos’s teeth. Then the geyser stopped, and the water fell away. The wooden frame still dangled at the end of the rope, twisting slightly. It was low enough now that Artair’s head was level with Amos’s. Still the same kindly, weathered, bearded face. Deep-set eyes. Thin mouth. Narrow nose with the slight crook where Amos had broken it once in a sparring match. He steeled himself and looked the dead Songkeeper in the eyes.

But Artair’s eyes were closed.

Relief pulsed through him. It was bad enough having to see the gaping wound and ravages of that last brutal beating, without having to look him in—

The thought slipped away as Amos’s search revealed no injuries. Only a thin white scar remained of the slit in his throat.

Dead flesh could not heal.

Artair’s eyes snapped open. His chest heaved, limbs seizing against the restraints that bound him to the platform as he gasped in a long, rasping breath.

He breathed.

For once in his long and varied life, Amos found himself utterly speechless. The words dried up. His tongue clove to the roof of his mouth. It felt like someone had drawn all the air out of the cavern. He didn’t even see the second spout of water that burst from the Pit until it smashed over the side of the cliff and flung him off his feet.

Stone made for a merciless landing. Wincing at the ache in his bones, he picked himself up again and nearly collided with Nisus. The dwarf bent over, wheezing, with water streaming from his beard. He too seemed unable to speak, just jabbed a finger repeatedly over his shoulder.

The winch . . .

Cursing himself for a fool, Amos spun around. But the torch stand, the winch, the wooden frame, even the spout of water and Artair himself—they were all gone. A thin trickle of water trailing over the edge of the cliff was all that remained.
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Blink.

So this was dying.

Images blurred. Figures became less distinct.

Blackness crept from the edges of his vision.

Blink.

At first, it had been a blaze of pain. Then a surge of upheaval in his stomach that arced through all his muscles as his body fought and failed to survive. And finally, a slow seeping dread as his limbs gave out and shock seized control.

Blink.

The pain had dulled to a distant fire now. It was there, but somehow out of reach. Smothered by a creeping blanket of ice that claimed first his feet and then his hands and worked its way up toward his chest.

Weights tugged at his eyelids.

He forced them open again.

Blink.

A song filled his ears—Birdie’s song. He had heard it before.

The blackness shifted, banished by a burst of brilliant light and a thunderous roar that shook him to the core of his being. An overwhelming force blazed through his ears, his heart, his mind. It shattered the ice. Quenched the fire. Drove away the pain. Then an indescribable coolness swept him up.

Floating. Weightless.

Blink.

The fog cleared from his head, but his vision shifted and rippled, as if he looked at the world through the facets of a crystal.

Or . . .

Water.

Ky’s limbs jerked. Strength shot through him. Sputtering, he broke the surface and sucked in a lungful of air. Falling droplets misted his face as his kicking feet struck solid ground. He staggered upright, knee deep in a river, trying to make sense of it all. The flood must have swept him downstream a good fifty yards from the twelve columns and the black dome. Everywhere he looked, chaos reigned.

Coughing broke out to his left. Cade. The older boy had pushed up to his hands and knees and was crawling, head dangling inches above the rushing water. Ky splashed to his side, slipping over slick rocks and the uneven streambed, and gripped him under the arms. With a heave, he pulled him to his feet and half dragged, half carried him through the water.

Side by side they collapsed on the bank.

Still spluttering, Cade wheeled his head around, blinking away the droplets of water that ran from the dark hair plastered to his forehead. “What’s happening?”

Ky blew out a long breath.

“I think it’s the end of the world.”
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Rock pressed against her cheek. Spray misted her face as a current tugged at her legs. Sensation returned in sparks and flashes, and with it came an awareness of where she was and what had happened. Tal Ethel had been unleashed. The strength of the eruption had sent her flying. Her ears rang with the force of it. The Song rampaged wild and free across her senses. She was overcome by it and remade. It shattered her and melded the pieces back together. Left her feeling raw and renewed and aching and filled, all in the same breath.

Slowly, ever so slowly, Birdie lifted her head from the bank where she lay half in and half out of the river and crawled back to her feet. Damp hair lashed her face. Shivering, she turned in a circle, trying to grasp the full impact of what had happened. The sword remained where she had thrust it, buried to the hilt in the dome, but the rock had split. A frothy torrent rushed from the crack, flooding the riverbed.

“You did it.” A faint voice spoke behind her. “You truly did it. You released Tal Ethel.”

Inali.

She had forgotten about him. He crouched on the riverbank, swallowed by a sodden robe that was far too large for his starved frame. So shrunken he seemed, pressed into himself, little more than bones beneath a fragile tenting of skin, burdened by the weight of the talav about his neck. A pitiful figure—and to her surprise, she found that she could pity him.

This was the Takhran’s doing.

Shock and disbelief played across his face. He lifted a hand to the talav at his throat and the look shifted to one of loathing. “Take it. Please?”

But the sight of the talav served as a reminder that this was not yet done. She wheeled around, scanning for enemies. Farther downriver, Cade and Ky had crawled up onto the opposite bank. Captives huddled on either side of the rushing flow, gazing around with shocked expressions on their faces. Almost half of the Shantren and Khelari were missing, swept away, it seemed, by the initial onrush of the flood tide. The others lay scattered across the floor of the Pit like fish stranded upon the shore after a wave. The arch that had supported the Takhran’s throne was gone too, blown away by the force of the released river.

And the Takhran . . .

He lurched past her toward the water’s edge, sodden robes flapping about his legs. Teeth clenched in a fevered grin, eyes alight with desire. His sand-colored hair hung about his face in twisted strands. Straight into the current he charged, until the water reached his waist. Then he plunged his hands beneath the rushing flow. The talav pulsed crimson about his neck, and the Star of the Desert blazed from its place on his chest. With his head tipped back, eyes pressed shut, murmuring beneath his breath, he seemed to be waiting for something.

His frenzied movements left her even more unsettled than his usual frightening calm. The river shifted in response. Birdie sensed a pulling away of the Song from the Takhran. Everywhere else the river surged on unabated, but around his form the level of the water dropped, first to his thighs and then below his knees, leaving him standing in a basin.

His face went livid.

One hand snapped into the air, and instantly Earthshaker and Seabringer scrambled to his side and began a deep, harmonic humming that sent shockwaves rippling through the water.

Splashing steps snapped her gaze away. A man slogged his way upstream from somewhere downriver. Seemingly unconcerned with the chaos unfolding around him, he waded past the Takhran and the two Shantren without drawing their attention. He halted before Inali and beckoned to him, and the Saari rose hesitantly and, with a low, hooded glance at Birdie, slunk after him. Speechless, Birdie gaped at the stranger, and he nodded as he passed.

His eyes snagged her gaze.

Muted brown. The color of zoar bark in autumn, of summer earth heated by the sun, and of Quillan’s mead in firelight. Kindly eyes flanked by smile lines that creased the corners of his eyelids. His melody was a breath of fresh wind, spring rain caressing the earth, a sip of water on a hot day. And it was complete. Not merely five broken notes but a whole melody that harmonized with and echoed the Master Song.

The force of the current did not hinder him as he strode up to the split rock. Unlike with the Takhran, the Song coalesced around the stranger, a spinning whirlpool centered upon him. He stretched out his hands, and the torrent parted, revealing the hilt of the sword. His fingers closed around the grip. The metallic edges of the sword’s melody faded, melting into the man’s song, which in turn blended with the grand melody erupting from the depths of the earth.

One with the master melody. A terrible, glorious beauty.

With both hands, he drew the sword from the broken rock, unleashing another jet of water that shot up into the air with a roar. And in its voice Birdie heard the thunder of the Song. The sides of the Pit groaned, and the cavern shook. The entire mountain trembled. With a blast so loud that it left her ears momentarily deafened, the water tore upward.

The force shot down the walls of the cavern and shivered throughout the Pit. It drove her to the ground. Water and rubble rained down around her. She ducked with her arms covering her head, expecting at any moment to feel the snap of a rock striking her skull, but she was unharmed. The shrieking in her ears faded to a dull whine and then dissipated.

She put down her arms and cautiously lifted her head. Everywhere, people were picking themselves up again. This blast of water had laid them all flat, but she did not see any sign that anyone had been crushed or injured by falling debris. The river had expelled the Takhran and the two Shantren, flinging them high on the bank just downstream from her, beside a fireless torch. All the torches had gone out, winked into nothingness by the rain.

But she could still see.

The thought drew her eyes upward. High above, far beyond where the edges of the Pit broke out into the cavern, pale daylight filtered down, leaving those below in a muted sort of twilight. Her mouth went dry at the realization. The stream of water had burst through the mountain peak and blown an opening in the cap.

Her gaze fell to the stranger standing, sword in hand, before the riven stone. Standing, when all others had been shaken from their feet.

“You.” The Takhran hissed. A thin trickle of blood trailed from his taut lips as he rose to his feet with the calculated intensity of a lion readying for the strike.

The man turned. His stance was not threatening. Merely ready. And yet standing between the two, Birdie felt as though she were caught between opposing thunderheads, waiting for one or the other to lash out first. Earthshaker and Seabringer fell into place behind the Takhran, talavs pulsing around their necks like the embers of a fire.

Water lapped at her toes.

She jerked back a step, gauging the water level. The river was rising. Fast. It had nearly reached the top of the bank. But reinforcements had come to the Takhran. What was she to do now? Tal Ethel had been unleashed, yes, but—

Peace. Be still.

“It should have listened to me.” Bitterness laced the Takhran’s voice. He took a step forward, and the two Shantren trailed him like shadows. Birdie eased closer to the stranger. Regardless of who he was, he wielded the sword without pain, and that alone was enough to earn her trust. “It will listen.”

“It is not yours to command.”

A dangerous light flared in the Takhran’s eye. “Ah, but Artair, that is where you are wrong. Where your kind has always been wrong. Power must be seized. It will be mine to command, because I wish it to be so, and you and your Emhran and all your Songkeepers have never been able to stop me.”

Artair?

Birdie’s eyes widened.

The man—Artair—shook his head. “You are mistaken. The Song is more powerful than you imagine.” He spun on his heel, sword lashing toward Inali. The Saari had only just begun to rise. Terror flashed in his eyes, and he tried to cower, but Artair was too swift. The blade sliced cleanly through the talav, parting chain from bloodstone, and the river swallowed the crystal.

Inali staggered upright, hands rising to his throat.

“If you truly understood the Song’s depth, you would not have dared tamper with it.” Blade lowered, Artair faced the Takhran. “You are finished.”

“No.” The Takhran’s lips tightened into a ghastly smile. “No. I have not endured countless years of this pale and fragile existence to fail now.” His hand snapped up. “Take her.”

Before the weight of his words could sink into Birdie’s mind, Earthshaker seized her. The impulse to flee raced through her limbs a second too late. His whole hand encircled her neck, cutting off her breath and any hope of giving voice to the Song, as he dragged her to the Takhran’s side at the edge of the river.

The dirk—Amos’s dirk—gleamed in the Takhran’s hand. His purpose was clear. He meant to slay her here, to taint the river with spilled blood. Just as he had meant to slaughter the captives. She slammed her heels against the bank, trying to resist Earthshaker’s strength. He lifted her off her feet, his fingers digging into her throat.

A wall of water slammed into them.

Earthshaker’s hold broke, and she landed, gasping, in the shallows.

“You cannot control this river. Not that way or any other.” Artair stepped passed her, sword aglow with a white-blue luminescence, and Earthshaker retreated. “It teems with the force of the Song. Your own pride will be your undoing, Delian.”

With a wild cry, the Takhran snatched the sword from Seabringer and charged to meet Artair with the sword in one hand and the dirk in the other. Their blades met with a ringing crash. Birdie longed to dive into the fray, to strike a blow—for Gundhrold, for the Midlands, for the family the Takhran had stolen from her, for Amos—but the Song pulsed through the river, a summons she could not ignore.

Sing, little Songkeeper.

And so she sang. Kneeling in the shallows with the river spilling over the banks and creeping away across the cavern floor and Earthshaker and Seabringer advancing upon her, their voices lifted in a fierce, dark harmony, and the Takhran and Artair battling knee-deep in the current. The deep throb of Tal Ethel rose to blend with her voice. Louder and louder it grew, and a strand of the melody swept the river into a whirlpool around her, lashing it faster and faster until the water formed a spinning vortex that towered over her head and then swept together, forming a dome that enclosed all of them—Earthshaker, Seabringer, the Takhran, and Artair—in its midst.

The water cast a thousand glittering reflections of Artair’s sword, bathing all of them in blued, ever-shifting light. With each stroke the sword sang, and its voice blended with the voice of the river and Birdie’s voice into a masterful song that drowned out Seabringer and Earthshaker’s halfhearted mumbling and swallowed it whole.

Peace. Be still.

•••

Artair was alive.

Over and over, Amos repeated it to himself as he coughed up the debris clogging his throat and dragged himself back to his feet. It was pure luck he and Nisus hadn’t been crushed by the shower of rocks and boulders that had rained down on their heads. It couldn’t be pure luck, though, because Artair was alive, and that meant that something mighty worked here. Something had been at work here all this time.

No matter how much he wanted to deny it, he had seen the life bleed into Artair’s face with his own eyes, and if there was one thing he had ever believed in, it was the accuracy of his own eyes. He wanted to dismiss it. To claim that all of this was some mad, fevered dream. Maybe he had never left the Pit, and this was all the result of some new devilish torture devised by the Takhran. But he couldn’t ignore the awe of the thunderstorm of music and weapons clashing in the Pit below, and the voice that rose beside Birdie’s in song.

He knew that voice.

Nisus staggered upright, looking like a bedraggled cat caught unawares by a downpour, but the grin on his face and the excitement twinkling in his eyes were infectious. “Hawkness . . . can you believe it? It’s true. All of it is true!”

Amos’s spirits lifted in response. Maybe, just maybe, everything was going to end well. But even as the thought crossed his mind, he felt that skittering sensation on the back of his neck, that familiar itch that warned that something was about to go wrong.

A goat bleated.

His blood turned to ice. There was no mistaking that sound, not here of all places. He wheeled around as a chimera bolted out of a tunnel about a hundred yards away and barreled toward them. His crippled hand throbbed. Searing pain ripped through his chest. His lungs wouldn’t expand.

“Hawkness . . .”

Amos shook free. “Of all the fly-swoggled, barnacle-blithered, charbottled sludge of roughnash . . .” Muttering the words beneath his breath, he snatched the sword from his belt and readied his stance to match the cursed one-handed grip he now had to employ thanks to those bloody monsters. He stood back to back with Nisus. The movement shifted his field of vision, allowing him to see past the monstrous form. Words died on his tongue.

A bellow reverberated through the ground.

“Hawkness . . .”

Monsters boiled out of the tunnels ringing the south side of the cavern. Dozens of them. A hundred. Chimeras, hounds, even the hulking form of a quimram smashing a reckless path through the mass and a beast or two he had never seen the like of before. And in the rear, a herd of fledgling raven steeds with wings not yet strong enough to bear them in flight. All racing at full tilt, a wild stampede converging upon them.

Amos opened his mouth and then shut it again. His sword arm drooped, and he gave vent to a wild laugh of utter disbelief. Of all the terrible things he had imagined—and since escaping the Pit, his mind had concocted a variety of horrific and painful deaths—this he had never envisioned. “What d’ ye reckon the odds are all o’ ’em turned up here by pure happenstance?”

“Hawkness . . .” Nisus’s voice sounded strained. Amos looked at him. The dwarf usually possessed more eloquence. He was a Xanthen strategist, after all, and no one liked blather so much as they did. “Look.” The dwarf pointed at the mass of charging beasts.

“I see.” Bloody well wished he didn’t. “Grand way to go, aye? Fit for the legends.” Maybe the bluff would have been more believable if he could have convinced himself that it was even half true.

The beasts were almost upon them, and the fear in his chest had sunk so low he could feel the jig of his heart in his gut. But beneath the thunder of rushing, pounding, and skittering feet, he could have sworn he heard something else—a deep, crescendoing roar. It reverberated in his skull.

Water broke from the tunnels behind the beasts, a tide of churning white that rushed across the cavern floor, driving the monsters in a mad rush before it.

“You see it?” Nisus’s face had grayed to a sickly cast.

Bilgewater.

Amos cast about in search of salvation. If there was a Master Singer, and this was all a part of his plan, did it include their deaths here?

Farther down, in front of the iron staircase, the cavern floor sloped up to slightly higher ground. The tunnels there were still dry. But it was too far. There was no time to run. No place to hide. No way to escape the oncoming flood. It overtook the back of the line, sending monsters tumbling head over heels, and then the mass of water and beasts slammed into Amos. His legs shot out from under him. The sword flew from his grip. He reached for Nisus, but the flood jerked the dwarf away.

A moment of weightlessness.

And then the torrent carried them over the edge into the Pit.
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It was end of the world, and he was going to die by drowning. That thought brought the cold edge of panic knifing under Ky’s skin. Breath rasping in his throat, on hands and knees, he scrambled to the top of the bank, fleeing the rising river. But the tide continued, relentless. Within seconds the water lapped at his toes.

Cade lurched up beside him. “It’s rising too fast. We’ve got to get out of here.” His eyes flicked in a sideways glance toward Ky, almost as if he expected a fight.

No, siree, he wasn’t about to argue.

Out in the middle of the river, a fierce current lashed around Birdie. The water had formed a sphere around her and the Takhran and the stranger who wielded the sword. If he strained his eyes, he could almost make out the figures inside—Earthshaker and Seabringer too. But they were hazy, indistinct, and very much out of his reach. He couldn’t do anything to help her now, and she couldn’t help them escape. They were both on their own.

The river crested the bank and started spilling out over the pockmarked floor of the Pit. A child’s cry drew his gaze to the mass of captives retreating before the flood. It pricked Ky’s conscience, reminded him of his mission to free the slaves. Most of these captives were still chained. They had to get out before the flood trapped them.

“Ky?” Cade shook him. “Did you hear me? We have to get out.”

“Yeah, and we got to get them out too.” He nodded toward the captives. Cade’s brow furrowed. Ky could practically see him turning the decision over in his mind. He worked up a slew of arguments to convince him—one of which included putting his sling to good use, if needed.

Cade slapped him on the back. “Quickly.”

It stunned him enough that he just watched as Cade sloshed downriver toward the captives and offered his help at a shout. Then the water lapping around his ankles startled him into action. Together, he and Cade coaxed the captives on the far bank across the river, linking arms to create a chain and passing those who couldn’t swim from person to person. Once they were all across, Ky started them at a trot toward the far side of the Pit. None disputed their path or struck out on their own. They were eager for rescue.

It was rough going. Few of the captives were fit to run. Whether from old age, injury, or illness, they looked to have been on their last legs when they were brought to the Pit, and though the Song-filled atmosphere seemed to have revived them, much like it had him and Cade, they were still weak limbed. The flood coiled around their calves, slowing them down, and the uneven surface of the ground sent them stumbling and tripping on their way. It wasn’t long before Ky had a small boy bouncing on his back and a one-legged man using his shoulder as a crutch. He spared a glance at Cade, who had an old woman’s arm slung across his shoulder and was practically carrying her.

Cade flashed him a worried look. “We have to hurry.”

Ky nodded, trying to ignore the voice hissing in the back of his mind that they would never find safety in time. Other than getting as far away from the spring as possible, neither of them knew where they were going. Not to mention that this was the strangest water he had ever encountered. He took it in as they ran. A thousand currents swept through the flood, pulling streamlets down the tunnels that spawned off the cavern, but he was able to stay upright. The force was there—even with water emptying down the tunnels, the level in the Pit rose—but he got the sense that it was restrained somehow.

And that was a relief, because in some places that they passed, he could have sworn that the water was running up the walls—up—and who had ever seen a current do that before?

Roaring filled his ears. He lurched to a stop. Water cascaded over the edges of the Pit, and straight ahead a dark, wriggling mass in the downpour caught his eye. Monsters. The sheet of water plummeted into the flood with a slap like thunder, and the impact sent a wave surging toward them. No time to brace for it. It hit Ky in the chest. Knocked him over backward. He came up, spluttering, and scrambled to right himself as he searched for the boy. Everywhere, gasping captives fought to stand.

Cade worked down the line, helping people up, urging them to press on. Ky found the boy next to him and hauled him onto his back again. Jogging was out of the question now. The flood had risen to his knees. They stood before the far end of the Pit, and still he didn’t see a way out.

“Staircase.” A Saari warrior pushed up beside him. Dusky hair dangled in beaded locks around his gaunt face. His sodden blue robe identified him as one of the Shantren, but there was no bloodstone around his neck. “I know where it is. I can get us out of here!”

He nodded and let the Saari take the lead—until the warrior turned toward the side of the Pit covered by plunging water. Ky shouted for him to wait, but the Saari squared his shoulders and dove into the torrent. An instant later he burst back through, shaking droplets from his hair.

“The staircase still stands. There’s a narrow gap between the Pit wall and the water.”

Cade nodded. “Let’s go.”

The Saari offered his shoulder to the one-legged man and together they ducked beneath the waterfall. The others followed, one by one. Cade motioned for Ky to go next. He sucked in a breath for the plunge, but a shout caught his ear.

“Gerroff, ye great bat-winged slumgullion! Leave us be.”

Only one man spoke like that.

Hawkness lurched through the floodwater on their left, sword in hand, with the dwarf Nisus at his side. A winged black horselike creature about the size of a hound chased after them, beak pecking at their backs. Hawkness spun and gave it a hefty kick in the throat that sent it skittering back. “Begone, ye foul, dimwitted, blatherin’ slewstop!”

Ky blinked in surprise. But he had seen too many mad and insane things this day to be truly shocked by anything else, even the sight of Hawkness recovered and here in the Pit of all places. There would be time enough for tales later. For now, they had to survive.

“Hawkness, over here!”

The man wheeled around at Cade’s shout, and then both he and the dwarf waded toward them. “What in blazes are ye both doin’ here? Where’s my lass?”

Cade spoke quickly. Before he had even finished explaining, Hawkness had started back across the Pit, only to be halted by Nisus with a hand to the chest and shoved toward the staircase, arguing the whole way. Ky ducked beneath the waterfall, and the boy’s arms tightened around his neck. Cade joined him, and then Nisus and Amos, still arguing. They clambered up the metal stairs and overtook the others near the top, breaking at last through a veil of water into the cavern. Floodwaters poured from most of the tunnels, but a ridge of dry ground remained, extending from the staircase to a set of tunnels on the west side. Ky swung the boy down from his back and hunched over his knees, forcing his lungs to begin working again.

Nagging unease gnawed at his mind. He had forgotten something . . .

It struck him with the force of a quimram charge. Paddy. In the rush to save the captives, he had forgotten those chained to the twelve stone columns. Dead, maybe. But by rights he should be dead too.

He spun and pushed past Cade back toward the steps.

Cade seized his arm. “Where are you going?”

“I got to get Paddy.”

“He’s dead, Ky.” Pity softened Cade’s voice. “I saw him too. There’s nothing we can do for him, but we can get these folks to safety.”

Dead or not, he couldn’t leave Paddy behind a second time. “Not without Paddy.” He looked flat into Cade’s eyes. Jaw firm. Silently begging him to listen, just listen.

Cade released his arm. “Be careful.”

Ky shot down the staircase and plunged through the cascade into thigh-deep water. Splashing behind alerted him to Hawkness, limping at his heels, breathing heavily as he waded into the flood, but otherwise looking more alive than he had in a long while.

Hawkness scowled. “C’mon, lad. Don’t waste time lollygagging. Let’s go.”

•••

The flood surged around Ky’s waist by the time they reached the circle of twelve columns. He slogged his way forward. The captives still hung bound in place. Pale, bloodless faces. Wide, staring eyes. Bodies slumped against the restraints. He didn’t know what he had been hoping. Or rather, he did, but it seemed far fetched now. And yet why should it? Both he and Cade should be dead. Was it too much to ask for Paddy too?

He reached a tentative hand toward Paddy’s shoulder.

Cold.

The air drained from his lungs. “They’re dead.”

“Maybe . . . and maybe not. I’ve seen a lot o’ strange things today, lad.” Hawkness worked his mouth around, then slid the sword from his belt. “Might want t’ step back.”

“What do you mean to do?”

“I was a prisoner in the Pit, lad. I saw a few things.” Hawkness gritted his teeth and swept the blade across the meat of his forearm. Sheathed the sword and then pressed the wound to the band across Paddy’s chest. It parted with a snap, and Paddy slumped forward, faster than Ky could catch him, and slipped beneath the flood.

Hawkness peered into the water. “That was . . . unexpected.”

Anger heating his neck, Ky sucked in a breath, ready to dive under and pull Paddy back out. Before he could, Paddy’s head broke the surface beside him, coughing and spluttering, eyes wide and staring. Ky gave a shout and shoved a shoulder under his arm. “Paddy! You all right?” His voice broke over the words.

Recognition dawned on Paddy’s face. “Ky?”

“Yeah, yeah, it’s me. We’re going to get out of here. Just hold tight.”

With a roar like a dying quimram, Hawkness surfaced. He shook his head, scattering droplets. “Dove down. The other bands were already loosed. Should’ve been cinched at his waist an’ knees too, but they were already broken. His an’ the others.” Confusion knotted his brow. “The river must’ve loosened ’em somehow.”

Didn’t matter how, the way Ky saw it, so long as they could be set free.

Hawkness moved on to the next, and Ky hurried to help him. Three more slipped beneath the water and emerged again, shaky and disoriented, but alive. After the fourth Paddy hovered alongside, helping fish them out of the river and supporting them until they got their legs beneath them again. After the seventh, the flood had risen to their chests.

The last restraints broke before the current, sending the remaining five beneath the water. They emerged, twelve all told. Men. Women. Children. Dwarves. All freed from the living death the Takhran had forced upon him. They clung to the columns and to each other, and one of them started laughing—a breathless, unbelieving sound—and a moment later they all joined in.

Paddy turned to Ky, a grin wrinkling his freckled face. “So, what now, laddy-boyo?”

An ocean now separated them from the staircase, and the current seemed stronger than before. He could feel it tugging at his ankles, threatening to pull him from his feet and sweep him away. Off to the side, the swirling vortex of light and water still enveloped Birdie, and through it Ky caught flashing glimpses of dueling figures. No help there.

He took a deep breath and turned back to Hawkness and the twelve. “We swim.”

Some of them look downright terrified at that, and he wondered how many actually could swim, but they had run out of other options. He linked an arm with Paddy, motioned for the others to grab hold, and then cut off through the water, kicking hard to make up for only having one free arm. No way would they be able to swim the long distance to the staircase, but if they reached the side of the Pit, they could work their way back holding onto the wall.

It was a harrowing journey. Only about half of the twelve were capable in the water. They supported the others who kicked and thrashed and bobbed about in panic. Still, Ky doubted they would have made it if the water hadn’t seemed more buoyant than normal. Just like at the staircase, the angle of the cavern created a gap between the cascade and the cliff wall. Ky propelled himself through the waterfall and seized the cliff face. He hung there for a moment, limbs shaking from the strain. Paddy came through after him, and then the rest of the twelve. The current whipped fiercer here, tossed by the pressure of the flood dashing against the wall and the downpour from the cavern above, but at least they didn’t have to swim. As the level rose, they worked hand over hand higher up the Pit wall.

When the churning below his kicking feet suddenly intensified, Ky realized that they were passing over one of the tunnels. He tightened his grip and shouted a warning over his shoulder. He didn’t start breathing easy again until he made it past the tunnel and the current beneath him eased. Then a tug on his arm jerked him off balance.

He caught a glimpse of the surprised look on Paddy’s face as the boy slipped, slammed against the wall, and then was dragged into the tunnel current. Linked together as they all were, they didn’t stand a chance. The current peeled them from the side of the Pit and sucked them under. Next thing Ky knew, he hurtled through a dark passage. He tried to claw his way back to the surface, but the river twisted him head over heels until he couldn’t tell which way was up or down. He lost hold of Paddy. His lungs burned for air. Limbs quivered from the fight.

Something slammed into him, knocking his jaws open and expelling the last stale air from his lungs. It startled him enough that he instinctively sucked in a breath, and then panicked, expecting water to flood his throat.

And that’s when he realized just how strange this water was.

Because he could breathe in it.

The current eased, leaving him drifting instead of hurtling. It wasn’t dark, like he expected. The water itself had a strange luminescence that revealed his surroundings. Cupping his hands, he twisted around and saw Paddy floating beside him, eyes shut. That must have been what had hit him. Ky seized his friend and shook him until his eyes opened, then pointed to his own open mouth and the rise and fall of his chest. Paddy’s eyes bulged.

And then he too was breathing.

Together, they rounded up the twelve and shook them awake to the strange world they found themselves in. They sank to the bottom and walked upon the jagged rock floor of the tunnel, ducking behind stalagmites, hopping over massive boulders fallen from the ceiling. Then they swam to the top and crawled upside down across the roof, and then rolled and walked upon it, swinging around stalactites, jumping—falling—and then floating as they shook with silent laughter at each other’s antics.

Ky hung back until Paddy swam circles around him and jabbed him in the ribs and acted like he was going to dunk him, and the oddness of trying to dunk someone already underwater caught him off guard. Laughing, he shot after Paddy and raced him to the next bend.

Warmth stirred through the water around him, a sense of something like pleasure or affirmation. Deep within, he could almost hear the vibrations of a voice singing. Then the current picked up again and propelled them down the tunnel, carrying them safely through the bends and over, beneath, and around outstretched fingers of rock. Until it broke through a hole in the mountainside and spilled out at last into a pool in a green hollow. The river deposited him on the bank, and he crawled to his feet beside the others.

Ky lifted his face to the sky and breathed deeply. He felt both drained and strangely exhilarated by the ordeal. Behind them, the shattered tip of Mount Eiphyr reared its head to the sky, and the foothills that surrounded Serrin Vroi extended before his feet. The sun hung low over the horizon. He had no idea whether it had been days or weeks or even years since he had entered the Pit. But in the distance, he heard clashing weapons, whinnying horses, and roaring lions—the sounds of battle.

“Oi.” Paddy spoke up. “Where’s Hawkness?”
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Birdie stood her ground as Earthshaker advanced toward her. Somehow, in that last scuffle on the riverbank, he had lost his hammer, pitting them against one another song against Song. The ground trembled before his advance, a line of destruction rippling through the stone. The rock tore beneath her feet, breaking off into jagged shards, and the force of the snap knocked her backward a step. Arms outstretched, she managed to stay upright.

And her song did not falter.

Over the Shantren’s massive shoulder, she saw Seabringer’s thin face twist in concentration. An instant later his melody reached out, a tentative stroking toward the river churning beyond the vortex that the Song had created around them. But the river shrank from him as it had shrunken from the Takhran, and frustration welled in his voice.

A second note from Earthshaker, and the earth beneath her feet caved in. She leapt back and found herself on the edge of a hole as deep as she was tall. Did he mean to bury her?

Behind, the clash and clang of blades pulled steadily at her ear, dividing her attention between her fight and the one waging between the Takhran and Artair. The two men grunted beneath the force of the blows. Their feet hammered the ground, and in the rhythm of their movements Birdie heard the echo of their warring melodies. Meanwhile, the two Shantren sought to pin her down and keep her from the fight.

Seabringer’s melody reached out again. And again, nothing. The Shantren loosed a cry of rage. Bloodshot eyes gleamed at her beneath stringy hair. Head down, he charged at her. Reckless. Weaponless.

She felt the tug of the Song in her chest. A strand of water spun off the side of the vortex, coiled around Seabringer, and yanked him into the raging flood beyond.

Earthshaker charged next, the riverbed shaking in time with his pulsing melody and pounding steps. The rock shattered beneath her feet, and the force threw her backward at the same time the Song’s coiling melody wound around Earthshaker. She pushed back to her feet.

Earthshaker sought to resist the pull of the water, sinking his feet into the earth as it trembled and shivered beneath him. He gave a desperate cry, cutting off the rumbling note of his song, and then the river yanked him away.

Birdie wheeled around. Of all the battles that she had seen, nothing quite compared to the fight unfolding across the riverbed. Both the Takhran and Artair made full use of every speck of terrain within the sphere, advancing first one way and then another, wielding the uneven ground like a second weapon against their opponent, striking from atop large rocks and forcing their opponent down into hollows where the river had eddied and bitten deep into the stone.

The Song urged her closer. So she inched toward the battle and found the liquid walls of the sphere creeping in behind her, narrowing down the fighting space, limiting range, until the space was so small that the walls trembled with the force of Artair’s song clashing with the Takhran’s oily, dark melody.

Within a few strokes, Artair proved the better swordsman. He forced the Takhran back against the vortex wall, and the river spat him back again. But the Takhran fought with a ferocity that reminded Birdie of the monsters he had bred in the Pit. It was a mindless, careless, overwhelming hatred that led him to lunge inside of Artair’s striking range again and again, while Artair’s attacks peppered his torso and arms and legs with gashes. But each cut that Artair landed healed almost as soon as the blood began to flow. Meanwhile, the dirk sliced Artair’s cheek, and if the Songkeeper hadn’t pulled back, it would have been his throat. The Takhran’s sword bit into the meat of his shoulder, and a strangled cry rang through Artair’s melody and set the walls of the sphere shivering.

Both were bloodied and exhausted now. Surely the fight couldn’t last much longer.

Artair beat past the Takhran’s guard and buried his gleaming blade in his chest. The Takhran’s limbs seized and his head jerked back, teeth stained with blood. Then he mastered himself and plunged the dirk into Artair’s side.

The Songkeeper fell back.

Birdie cried out. “No!” Bereft of her song, the sphere shivered and started to fall back, water melting into itself and the flood beyond. She had not realized how high the floodwaters had become. A wave crashed over the edges of the dissipating sphere and the water rose to her ankles before she could rally herself to sing again.

In that moment of silence, she heard a familiar voice.

Amos! Amos . . . here?

The peddler appeared, dripping, from the water that had borne him inside the sphere and fell upon the Takhran with a battle cry ringing from his lips. With both hands, crippled and whole, he seized the Songkeeper’s sword protruding from the Takhran’s chest, and the sword suffered his touch. He drew it from the wound, and the Takhran shuddered.

Teeth clenched in a bloodstained smile, the Takhran brought his own sword around to strike at Amos, but Amos batted it away and swept his feet out from under him. Chest heaving, he stood over his fallen foe and readied the sword for the killing stroke.

“Wait!” Birdie broke off the song again. “The talav! Amos, the talav.”

His head jerked up at her voice, and his eyes roved around the sphere before settling at last on her as if he were seeing her for the first time. “Talav?” His lips moved, muttering the words, and then understanding dawned on his face. He slid the blade beneath both the crystal-inlaid collar and the chain holding the Star of the Desert.

“No . . .” Palms splayed on the riverbed, the Takhran struggled to rise.

Amos twitched his wrist, severing the chains. Dozens of crystals fell from the Takhran’s neck like a crimson rain. They crunched beneath Amos’s boots as he stepped closer to pluck the Star of the Desert out of the reach of the Takhran’s grasping fingers. Mouth pursed, he contemplated the massive crystal a moment, and then spun it up in the air and sliced it in half before it struck a rock and the shards shattered on impact. A thin stream of water trickled beneath, bearing the fragments into the swirling flood beyond.

A thin wail tore from the Takhran’s throat. His body twitched and withered. In the blink of an eye, the handsome young man was gone, and in his place lay the shriveled form of an old, old man. Skin hung like a covering of wrinkled paper over bones that were bent and twisted beneath the weight of age. Sunken cheeks. Cavernous eyes. His narrow chest shuddered, gasping in a ragged breath.

Birdie realized then that she had stopped singing, but the sphere still held around them. A deep voice sang in her stead. She twisted around. Artair had risen. Holding the bloodstained dirk that he must have drawn from his own wound, he stepped past her and motioned for her to take up the song again. So she lifted her quavering voice to the sky and threw herself into the comforting presence of the Song as, side by side with Amos, Artair stood over the Takhran.

“Tell me . . .” The Takhran’s breathing was labored, and the words rasped from his throat. “How did you know . . . my name?”

Artair knelt at his side and set a hand atop the Takhran’s quivering chest. Softly, so softly that Birdie had to strain her ears to hear it, he said, “The Song has always known your name.” And in the wake of those words, the discordant strains of the Takhran’s melody shattered, riven into a thousand pieces. The conflict leeched from his body. He sank back against the riverbed. The water welled around him. In a voice that reminded Birdie of autumn mornings and brilliant sunsets and the cry of a breeze in a woodland grove, the Songkeeper sang his soul to sleep.

But the void that consumed the moment of his passing was so deep and dark and hopelessly silent that Birdie wept to hear it.

At last Artair raised his head. “Release the flood.”

And at the Song’s urging, Birdie let her voice fade and the melody trail off. She moved to Amos’s side, wrapping her fingers around his hand and hugging it to her as the vortex swirled away and the river crashed down upon them. The current of the melody surrounded them and bore them up through the tumultuous flood, carrying them out of the dark beneath the mountain and into sunlight.

•••

Three armies were scattered across the foothills surrounding Serrin Vroi. From the look of it, Amos had emerged upon the tail end of a battle between the Khelari, Saari, and the remainder of the Adulnae and the forces of the Whyndburg mountains. He dashed the droplets from his eyes and wrung the water from his overcoat as he clambered atop a large boulder extending out from the slope, searching for a better vantage point.

Behind, Birdie and Artair stood on the banks of the flood stream that had borne them from the nightmare of the Pit. They talked together, laughing softly now, and the pleasant sound flamed his raw nerves like a spark on ryree powder. He shut his ears to it and turned his focus to the battlefield below. It was a confused mess, as battlefields usually were, but there was no mistaking one thing: the Khelari were on the run. Lion-mounted Saari warriors hunted the fleeing enemy, and near the front he caught sight of two figures, gleaming with gold and wearing lion-skin cloaks. Sa Itera and Matlal Quahtli, he presumed, and if Nisus had been around, he would have bet a dicus on it. Those who surrendered were spared, but those who did not met with the swift and brutal justice of the desert.

From the battlefield, he turned his gaze to Serrin Vroi and the Takhran’s fortress. The army in the field might have been defeated, but from all he recalled of the city, the Khelari could have held out there for some time before retreating to the fortress itself. Breaking them out would be a nightmare in and of itself.

His jaw dropped, and he gave vent to a muttered “bilgewater” at the sight.

Every gate in the city had been torn from its hinges and half of the walls had crumbled. The flood that had burst from the Pit must have torn through the city as well, and yet he saw no sign of collapsed houses or streets littered with bodies. In some places he even saw folk venturing out from the shelter of their houses and staring around with awe-filled expressions. Suddenly, he felt very small and foolish. For all that he had ever been and all that was left of him, he was just a man, and this was the work of something far greater.

Someone far greater.

Footsteps crunched toward him, too heavy to belong to Birdie. Amos’s heart sank into his gut as Artair scaled the rock beside him and settled back on his heels, surveying the view. His mouth had gone dry. He couldn’t bring himself to meet the man’s gaze, just stood there working the fingers of his right hand, crippled no longer, restored when he emerged from the floodwaters.

At last Artair broke the silence. “The Takhran’s might is ended. Tal Ethel has been unleashed, and the Song flows through the land once more. It will be some time before all is right, but it is well on its way to being remade.” He gave the satisfied nod of a man who has completed a task well done.

“Aye.” Amos could barely utter his reply.

Not a word did Artair say of his failure or how Amos had fled in Artair’s hour of need or how he had doubted all these long years or how he had turned Hawkness from a hero into a petty thief and selfish criminal. All the things that Amos had thought and whispered to himself over the years, all the names that he had called this man, rampaged through his head.

Liar. Fraud. Deceiver.

Teacher. Master.

Friend.

A hand settled on his shoulder, steadying him. Artair’s grip banished the whispers of the Pit. “If it’s no trouble, I would like to have my sword back.” His eyes twinkled.

Amos’s gaze dropped to the gleaming blade clenched in his fist. He had nigh forgotten, yet now, at the sight of it, he could feel the chill seeping into his skin. Gnawing at his bones. He hastily relinquished it. Dropped it into Artair’s open palm. “No, no trouble at all.” Then, desperate to get away before he could start blathering like a blame fool, he spun on his heel and marched downslope toward the armies gathered below.

“Wait.” Artair’s voice halted him midstride.

Even now, after so many years, the man could halt him with a word. But he couldn’t bear to go back. Couldn’t bear even to turn and face him. So he just stood there, shivering in his damp clothes, until Artair reached his side once more.

“This is yours.”

The bronze hawk’s head of his dirk stared up at him, emerald eyes glaring as fierce and brazen as ever in the glow of the setting sun. It snapped him back—countless years, it seemed—to that moment when Artair had first given him the dirk, named him Hawkness, his right hand. Despite the fear and self-loathing waging war in his chest, he managed to meet those eyes that had always looked upon him with such kindness.

“Take it, Hawkness.”

Amos gaped from the dirk to the man and back again. Didn’t he know about his failures? About the years of denial? About what Hawkness had become? He deserved to die in the Pit. Deserved to have his name cast out in infamy. Deserved to lose the use of his hand—and the seaswoggled floodwaters had cured even that. The last thing he deserved was a chance to take up his role as Artair’s right hand and stand once more at his side.

“Hawkness.” Steel fingers pried his fist apart, pressed the dirk into his hand, and folded his fingers around the stacked leather grip. All the while, Artair met his stare, and in his unblinking gaze Amos read full knowledge of his misdeeds, weaknesses, and countless mistakes. Still the Songkeeper smiled, and his smile was like the first breath of spring upon a winter landscape. “There is much to be done.”

Deep breath. “Aye, Songkeeper.”
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Birdie walked in moonlight beside the river in the foothills outside of Serrin Vroi. It hummed on its winding path westward to meet with the River Adayn, and then beyond, to the Great Sea. Only too gladly did she leave the chaos of the aftermath behind her and forge on into the quiet of the night. With the fall of the Takhran and the scattering of his army, there was much to settle over the coming days. But for now, Artair worked with the Matlal, Sa Itera, and the Caran to see that all were settled in warmth and comfort for the night.

Leaving her free to seek solitude.

One by one, she undid the stiff buckles of her armor and let the bronze pieces fall onto the riverbank, until she stood clad in the tattered lion-skin breeches and airy red tunic that the Saari had given her. Breathing easier, she scaled a rock by the river’s edge and sat with her feet dangling. The water shivered with a joyous strain of music. It wafted around her like a rising mist and spread out over the valley. A breath of cool air. A balm to her soul.

Its powers to heal had erupted in wild freedom upon release. Countless numbers had been rescued from the brink of death itself, including Sym and many upon the battlefield who had been caught in the downpour of the geyser. It would not always be so, Artair had explained. The Song would choose to heal as it always had, as Emhran decreed.

For now, she chose to revel in the aching glory of this sign of the Master Singer’s presence. She closed her eyes and sang softly along with the river.

“Now lass, tell me this: how exactly is a man supposed t’ get a wink o’ sleep with all this earthshatterin’ racket?” The peddler’s gruff voice broke through her song. “Is this what ye hear all the time? Bearded pikes and mottlegurds, but I feel sorry for ye.”

She turned to greet him with a smile and then stopped, struck by something wondrous. The peddler’s melody was no longer incomplete. The five notes were gone. Instead, his bluff, hearty voice rang out in echo of the master melody. A song unbroken. Made whole.

He made a show of stopping his ears and winked at her. Could he hear the song of the river too? She flung herself at him and held him tight.

He patted her awkwardly. “Aye, lass, ’tis good t’ be back.”

With a groan, Ky dropped on the rock beside them. He sprawled with his head in his hands, gazing up at the stars. “Trust me, Hawkness, this is scads better than your snoring.”

His melody too had changed.

She sat beside him, marveling at the wonder of it all as Amos and Ky chuckled and the river sang in the background and, high above, the Morning Star shone bright. Here, in this breath of peace and quiet, it was hard to recall the fear and the horror that had consumed them only hours ago.

It had been washed away, like the filth of the Pit, upon the flood tide.

Ky broke the silence as pink tinged the eastern sky. “Cade and I’ve been talking. Reckon once things settle and we’ve visited the last of the slave camps, we’ll head back to Kerby with Meli and the others. See if we can rebuild. Make the city what she was before the Khelari came.”

“Aye, reckon that’s a grand idea, lad.”

“What of you, Hawkness?”

Amos’s left wrist twitched, sending the bronze dirk flashing up into the air. He caught it with a thwack flat on his right palm, studied the blade a moment, and then sheathed it. Patted the hawk-head pommel with a sigh. “Seems there’s work for Hawkness t’ do after all. I shall go wherever Artair and the lass demand.”

“And what of you, Songkeeper?”

She glanced away into the rippling current at her feet. “There is much to be done. So much suffering. So many shattered lives . . .” Too much for a Songkeeper to heal on her own. The world had been broken by the Takhran, but even now, the river flowed once more throughout all of Leira. Mending. Renewing. Making whole.

At long last she could seek peace.

The Song had led her through the unknown in the darkest places beneath the earth. It could lead her forth through the unknown in the sunlit lands as well. For now, she was content to bask in the stillness that welled within her soul. Stirred by the voice of the Master Singer, resonating in her ears: Behold, I am doing a new thing.

And her heart sang in answer.
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She loves to connect with fellow wanderers and readers online:
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Want to read more from the world of Leira?

Get a FREE Songkeeper Chronicles short story by signing up 
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