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Dedication

To my dear readers, who stayed with this series until the end, and
came prepared with a bucket for their tears
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Prologue

“We shouldn't be doing this,” Daji said.

The campfire burned an unnatural shade of purple, sparking and
hissing reproachfully as if it could sense her guilt. Tendrils of flame
reached out like grasping hands that transformed into flickering
faces that, months later, still made Daji’'s stomach twist with shame.
She looked away.

But the dead were seared into the backs of her eyelids, their
mouths still open in shock at her betrayal. Their whispers echoed in
her mind, the same way they echoed every night in her dreams.

Murderer, they said. Ingrate. Whore.

Fear squeezed her chest. “Riga, I don’t think—"

“Too late for second guesses now, sweetheart.” Across the fire,
Riga was binding a struggling deer with his usual brutal, callous
efficiency. He'd already arranged three serrated knives, all looted
from the corpses of Ketreyid archers, in a perfect triangle around the
fire. Daji hadn't touched hers. She'd been too scared—the glinting
metal looked poisonous, resentful. “*We're far past the point of no
return, don’t you think?”

The deer arched its neck, straining to break free. Riga grasped its
antlers with one hand and slammed its head to the ground.

The flames jumped higher; the whispers intensified. Daji flinched.
“This feels wrong.”



Riga snorted. “"When did you become such a coward?”

“I'm just worried. Tseveri said—"

“Who cares what she said?” Riga sounded brittle, defensive. Daji
knew he, too, was ashamed. She could tell some small part of him
wished they’d never started down this path. But he could never
admit that. If he did, he’d break.

Riga, pinning the deer’s neck down with one knee, jerked twine
around its front legs. The deer’s mouth opened as if to scream, but
the only sound it could make was a hoarse, eerie rasp. “Tseveri’s
always been full of shit. Prophecy, my ass—don’t believe that babble.
She was just saying whatever the Sorgan Sira wanted us to hear.”

“She said this would kill us,” Daji said.

“That’s not precisely what she said.”

“It's close enough.”

“Oh, Daji.” Riga tightened the last knot with a cruel yank,
examined his handiwork for a moment, then moved to sit down
beside her. His hand massaged her back in slow circles. He meant to
be comforting. It felt like a trap. “Do you think I'd ever let anything
happen to you?”

Daji struggled to keep her breathing even.

Do what he says, she reminded herself. That was the deal she'd
made with Ziya. Keep your head down and obey, or Riga will find
some way to get rid of you. She should be glad for this ritual. It was
protection—the ultimate guarantee that Riga could not kill her
without killing himself, a shield for her and Ziya both.

But still she was so afraid. What if this was worse than death?

She found her voice. “There has to be some other way—"

“There isn't,” Riga snapped. “"We won't last much longer like this.
This war’s gotten too big. Our enemies have grown too many.” He
gestured with his knife toward the forest. “And if Ziya keeps acting
like that, he won't last another day.”

He won't last because you'’ve pushed him, Daji wanted to snap
back. But she held her tongue for fear of stoking his temper. His
cruelty.

You don't have another choice. She'd realized long ago that she
needed to make herself absolutely necessary to Riga if she wanted



to stay safe. Indispensable, anchored and chained to his very life.

“Come on, Ziya." Riga cupped his hands around his mouth and
called out. “Let’s get this over with.”

The trees were silent.

Riga raised his voice. “Ziya. I know you’re out there.”

Maybe he ran, Daji thought. Clever bastard.

She wondered what Riga might do if Ziya really did try to escape.
He'd chase him, of course, and likely catch him—Riga had always
been the strongest and fastest of them all. The punishment would
be terrible. But Daji might fend Riga off for a few minutes, buy Ziya
some time, and even if that cost her her life at least one of them
would be spared.

But seconds later Ziya came wandering through the forest,
stumbling as if drunk. His eyes had that bemused, wild look that Daji
had recently grown accustomed to seeing on his face. She knew it
meant danger. Her hand crept toward her knife.

Riga stood and approached Ziya like a keeper might a tiger, hands
spread cautiously out before him. “*How are you?”

“How am I?” Ziya tilted his head. “"Whatever do you mean?”

Daji saw Riga’s throat pulse.

“Can you come sit down?” Riga asked.

Ziya shook his head, snickering.

“This isnt funny,” Riga snarled. “Come here, Ziya.”

“Ziya?" Ziya's eyes tipped to the sky. *Who's that?”

Riga reached for his sword. Daji raised her knife. They’'d prepared
for this, all three of them, with Ziya’s consent. They had to strike
just before he opened the gate—

Ziya's face split into a horrible grin. “Kidding.”

Riga relaxed. “Fuck you.”

Daji exhaled and tried to slow her frantically beating heart.

Ziya sat down cross-legged in front of the fire. His eyes flickered
toward the bound deer with a cursory interest. “It's acting very
tame, isn't it?”

He picked his own knife up from the ground and dangled it before
the deer. Fire glinted off the serrated edge. The deer lay still,



indifferent. It might have been dead save for its resigned, labored
breathing.

“Daji shoved a wad of opium down its mouth,” Riga said.

“Ah.” Ziya winked at her. “Clever girl.”

Daji wished the drug had taken effect earlier. She wished Riga had
given it time. But that would require empathy—a trait he most
certainly did not possess.

“Look alive, Daji.” Riga brandished his knife at her. “Let’s not drag
this out.”

Daji sat frozen in place. For a brief moment she considered
running. Her knees trembled.

No. There’s no way out. If she didn't do this for herself, she at
least had to do it for Ziya.

He liked to fucking joke. He'd never been able to take anything
seriously; only he would be amused by the prospect of losing his
own mind. But her fear—hers and Riga’s—was real. Ziya had been
careening on the line between sanity and madness for months, and
they didn’t know when he'd tip into the void for good. Only this
could bring him back.

But oh, how it had cost them.

“Knives up,” Riga said.

They obeyed. The deer was tame beneath the blades, eyes open
and glassy.

Riga began to speak. Every word of the incantation they'd lied,
tortured, and murdered to obtain made the fire rise higher and
higher, until flames ten feet high jumped toward the night sky. When
Tseveri had spoken these words, they had sounded like music. On
Riga’s tongue, they sounded like a curse. Daji squeezed her eyes
shut, trying to block out the screams in her mind.

Riga finished chanting. Nothing happened.

They sat there for a long time, their confusion mounting, until
Ziya’'s laughter broke the silence.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Riga demanded.

“You're saying it wrong,” Ziya said.

“The fuck does that mean?”



“It's your accent. This won't work with you butchering the words
like that.”

“You do it, then.” Riga spat something else under his breath.
Mugenese words, a slur he'd picked up as a child. Horse lover.

“I don’t know the words,” Ziya said.

“Yes, you do.” A malicious edge crept into Riga’s voice. “"She
taught them to you first.”

Ziya stiffened.

Don’t do it, Daji thought. Let’s kill him and run.

Ziya began the incantation. His voice turned gradually from a
hoarse whisper to a shout, forceful and fluid. This time the words
sounded closer to how they’d sounded on Tseveri’s tongue. This time
they held power.

“Now,” Riga whispered, and they raised their knives to slaughter
the last necessary innocent.

When it was over, the void flung them back into their material
bodies with a shock like icy water. Daji lurched forward, gasping. The
earth felt so solid under her legs, the air so sweet. The world
became the familiar made strange—solid and beautiful and
mystifying. Daji was burning inside, shaking from the sheer power
arcing through her body.

She felt more alive than she’d ever been. Now she was three souls
instead of one; now she was complete; now she was more.

They hadn't fully returned yet from the world of spirit. Their
connection hadn’t severed. She was still reading into Ziya’s and
Riga’s souls, and their thoughts crashed into her mind so loudly she
struggled to separate them from her own.

From Ziya, she felt cold and naked fear combined with a terrible
relief. He didn't want this. He'd never wanted any of this. He was so
scared of what he might become but also grateful for his deliverance
from the alternative. He was grateful to be bound.

From Riga, she felt both giddy delight and a dizzying rush of
ambition. He wanted more. He wasn't even paying attention to the



panic radiating from Ziya. His thoughts were on greater things. He
saw them on a battlefield, at a negotiating table, on three thrones.

To Riga, this had been the last obstacle. Now they were tipping
forward into the future he’'d always imagined for them.

Daji wanted it, too. She just wasn't sure she’d survive it.

Slowly she opened her eyes. The blood coating her hands looked
black in the moonlight. The fire had nearly gone out, yet the smoke
threatened to suffocate. Daji almost fell forward into the embers,
almost smothered her face in the ash and let it end there.

Strong fingers gripped her shoulder and dragged her back.

“Easy.” Riga grinned.

Daji couldn’t share in his euphoria.

Years later, when she tortured herself with memories of the three
of them at the beginning, before everything had gone so dreadfully
wrong, she could never remember how it felt when they were first
anchored. Couldn’t remember the thrill of power, or the terrifying yet
delightful sense of being known. All she remembered was a curdling
dread—the certainty that one day, the secrets they’d stolen would be
paid for in blood.

And Tseveri. Always in her mind she saw the dead girl’s wretched
face, and heard so clearly the last warning she’d uttered before Ziya
ripped her heart out of her chest.

Here’s a prophecy for you, she'd said.

One will die.

One will rule.

And one will sleep for eternity.
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