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STACIA STAR.K

tables of the Thorn's most notorious taverns, I was winning enough to

supplement my mother's meager income.

Some part of me still misses the thrill of studving my opponent,

of keeping my own expression carefully neutral while I surveved my

hand . . . even though I know it attracted too much nnnecessary atten-

tron.

At least fifty people linger over wine, ale, and rnediocre food. Tables

are packed tight, forcing strangers into reluctant intimacy as they jostle

for space. It's a typ:ical crowd for this time of night-late enough that

anyone still here is relaxing afier a long day of work or plannirig to stay

until last call, unwilling to go home to their own ioneliness.

From behind the bar, Yorick meets my eyes, his bald head proclaim-

ing his sigil-less state. I shake my own head. Stubborn bastard. No mat-

ter horn'many times I tell him he should refi.rse Gaius entry, he insists he

won't turn away a paying customer. It's difficult for mundanes to eke out

a living anywhere in this city, and Yorick knows that better than anyone.

One of these days, that collection of high-cluality wines he's so proud

of will end up in pieces on the scarred wooden floor-along r'vith the

mirrored wall behind him. The customers who have been his regulars

for the past decade will find their night ruined, and his reputation will
be shattered along with his wine.

Another glance at the clock. Ten minutes.

At the table, Gaius still hasn't folded. Magnus has the better hand.

He throws his cards down with a grin, and Gaius curses.

I crane my neck. If he'd played smarter, he could have won.

Gaius's shoulders tense, and he shifts his attention toward the

door. Ail my senses go on high alert"

When he first hired me, I'd assumed Iny presence was a way to ciis-

play both his wealth and his sense of selfimportance. I soon learned he

had good reason to fear for his iife. If I'd known how many men would

attempt to kill him for sleeping with their wives or cheating them in
business, I would have negotiated a rnuch higher wage.

At least I rvould have attempted lo negotiate a higher wage' Every-

thing they say about beggars and choosers is true.

Gaius's beady eyes are intent, and his wir:y body stiffens' His hand

slips beneath my side of the table as he keeps his attention on whoever

is walking toward us. Two fingers tap against his thigh.
I suppress an eye ro11.

\TI

This little signal is somr

relationship. Apparently, for

able admission of fear.

I drag my gaze across tl
toward us.

"Gaius Panthen," the m;
giving him a direct path tov

He's taller than Gaius. a

cle. I'd put him in his earh
a man twenty years young
forehead, ending at the mi<

Murmurs pick up at the
danes in Yorick's tavern, brd

A newly awakened brr
wind-just enough to sen(

as their power matures, s{
they were lucky enough to 1

could tear the roof offa hor
Silver- and gold-crou,ned

flick of their wrist, a silver<
rain-while a gold- crow-ned

raze an entire town.
A tidal wave of adrenal

forgoes any attempt to pretr

iook. Youd think someone'
to swing a sword by now.

I stride across the taler
cross," he mutters.

Orson's eyes flick up to r
Wasted potential.
His gaze slides dismissi

His meaty fists clench.
'Ahem." Yorick cuts i-n

turns his head. Yorick's han

wall to his right.
No power.

Orson sneers and takes
can smell the wine on his b:
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STACIA STARK

snaps. "I would much prefer to feel your bones breaking beneath my

fists."

A hand slams into my back, and I stumble forward' Gaius pushed

me. The cow-ard.

Orson bares his teeth at me. "Out of the r,vay."

"You know I can't do that." At least not for the next few minutes.

If Orson had arrived just a little later, I'd already be on my way to the

apothecary.
His gaze slides clinically over me, lingering on the sword hilt above

my shoulder and the knives strapped to my thighs and biceps.

"I know who you are, champion."
I stiffen. No one else in this tavern would address me that way. They

know-better. But Orson lifts an eyebrow, waiting for my response.

'Arvelle is a champion," Gaius boasts from behind my back. "My

champion. And she'll kill you if you attempt to touch me."

It's Gaius who I'd like to kill. I fantasize daily about shoving my

biade deep into his throat. Unfortunately, poverty and desperation go

hand in hand.

Orson studies me. Amusement flickers across his face.

"l see how it is," he says, returning his attention to Gaius. "I may not

be able to kill you nou), but I'm betting your little champion isn't with
you every minute of every day." His expression is one of dark promise.

"You took my wife, and I'm going to make you suffer before you die."

"Not tonight you're not," I say.

He nods slowly, never taking his gaze from Gaius, who ducks far-

ther behind me. "No," Orson agrees. "Not tonight."
He stalks from the tavern, patrons scattering in his wake'

Silence reigns until Yorick's voice booms across the tavern. "lr{usic!"

he demands, and someone strikes up a cheery tune just as the clock on

tire..rya11hits 4 a.m.

Finally.
I reach for my satchel beneath the table.

"Yotl can't go." Gaius catches Iny arm. "Didn't you hear the manl
He'llkillmel"

"Sadl,v, our time together is finished tonight" Try not to rnake any-

one else want to murder you before I see you next,"

His hand tightens. "If you think I'm payjng yotl--"
Our eyes meet and the color drains from his face. i i<nou' rvhat he

IUr/E U

sees in the wasteland of my e
leases me, shoves his hand int

I pluck it from his palm. -

by then.
With coin in hand, I tug n

out into the frigid night.
The moon hangs pregnanl

ing a dense shroud offog. Thir
close. Fog's Edge was originall
the streets here, wrapping eve

ago, a magistrate drunken\- n
side. The name stuck.

I hurry down cobblestoned :

of booted feet. I d memorized t
cuts before I was oid enough
brothels the sigil-crowned lilre
know which taverns cater to !-al

which streets I wouldn't dare r

Laughter cuts through the
bling fountain at the end of, t
another, the glowing sigils ora

I turn right, keeping mr
lifted high. Two city wardens r

ding heavily with each step. 1

helmets, the city's insignia sta

The wardens' ieather brea

same emblem, as have the hi
cloaks announce their presenc

]rorsehair extending fror: .

ridiculous.
I'm not foolish enor-1":- ,

strolling through the Thorn
not here to investigate the rr
can work without fear of ext
the time, they're the ones lini
dation.

Pressing myself into the'
Within moments they're g
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STACIA STARK

sounds to my 1eft, and I cut rny eyes to the alley. Two men and a woman

stand crowded together, most of their bodies hidden within the shad-

ows. The woman lets out a low moan, her cheeks tightening as she

sucks on one of the men's fingers. Her veins giow faintly through her

skin, like a highlighted map, the luminescellce morbidly beautiful.

Glister. It's a short-lived high, but a popular one in the Thorn. The

woman's eyes ro11, mouth parted in bliss. The man pulis his finger

free and smiles as she slumps against the stone wail. His gaze shoots to

me and he presses his finger into the powder cupped in his hand. With

a grin, he lifts that finger and beckons for me to join him, the giister

glou,ing like a star.
"Waut a taste, beautifull"
The empty euphoria stamped on the woman's face is all too famil-

rar. and brie burns up my throat. Turning, I continue walking down the

biock, rgnoring the low, taunting laugh behind me.

As usual, Perrin's apothecary is open. And as usual, it's hot and

humid, despite the chill of the air outside. I step inside, untie my cloak,

and nod a greeting at the older woman standing by the counter, her

eyes heavy with exhaustion.

When Perrin finishes measuring out a handful of sleeping berries

for her, she turns to go, and I step up to the counter.

"I need a lung tonic," I say.

He grimaces, displaying crooked yellow teeth' "Can't. Someone

came in and bought the last three this mornrng."

My gut twists. l'hat som.eone rnust be truly desperate if they're buy-

ing so many tonics at once. But I can't find it in me to care about their

misfortune. I've got more than enough of my own.

"When will you get morel"
"Next delivery isn't for three more days."

I can feel the blood draining from my face. Perrin leans against the

counter between us and sighs, the lines of his craggy face softening.
"Try Golinth. He'll charge ten percent more, but he gets deliveries

three times a week from his supplier. He'llhave it in stock."

"Thanks""

Except Golinth doesn't have it in stock.

And neither does the next apothecary, five blocks west.

Panic beats at me. Someone has been buying up the exact lung ton-

ics my brother needs.

VE

All ofthem.
I would've heard if the Th

disease. So who is taking all'
Bythetime I makemywa

to the east, the Thorn *lo*ly
In this distria, families

people housed in the qart
stories high. A ground-floo
taken for granted. Thanks to
up without the threat of erict

The familiar silhouetE d
structures of our streel Trrl
is a blend of weathered smr
cracks in the stone, as if ra
together.

Behind the dark, wooden
I don't have.

Dread expands in my sh
risk to Ev's life has been or
handle that-barely-by taki

tonic. . .

Ewen is dead.

My head spins, my lungl
against the wall of my hor
From the look ofhis elegant

the Thorn. The hair on the b
'Who are you)"
He smiles, flashing fang

Vampire.
An old, powerfrrl varyir

indication.
Ewen's cough rips thlu

wooden shutters.
The vampire's smile wil

peror."
My stomach denches- I

visceral, vampires commad
their movements, creaE ilh
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STACIA STARK

strike without warning . . . their powers span from subtle, cluiet manip-

ulations to the kind of overwhelming control that makes their victims

question everything they thought they knew.

I change my position, planting myself firmly between the vampire

and the door. Bran can't get in unless invited. But he could still attempt

to lure my brothers out.
"And w'hat exactly do you want, Branl"
The vampire lifts one pale hand, revealing two glass vials of vibrant

purple liquid. Every hair on my body stands on end'

Lung tonics.

It's all I can do not to lunge at him. But my speed is nothing com-

pared to his, my strength insignificant. And if Bran truly serves the

emperor, he's likely even more powerful than I'd first assumed-

He smiles, cheeks creasing, eyes empty. "I find I need your particu-

lar skills."
"I have no ski11s. I'm an occasional bodyguard. That's it."

He raises an eyebrow at my flat tone. 'And yet you won the Sands

six years ago."

My vision wavers and I barely refrain from reaching out to lean

against the door.

Winning the Sands is dangerous. I did it anyway, because I had no

choice. In the process, I announced to anyone watching that I was a

trained killer. Winners' names are public record. And killers are valu-

able in this empire.
The vampire has been spying on us. He knows exactly what we

need, and he's the one who has been buying the tonics. I'm sure of it.

My lips are turning numb. "You need to leave."

Bran takes a step closer, and rny head clears, my pulse steadying. I

may not be able to kill him, but I can make him hurt before I die.

He goes still, s1ow1y lifting his hands in front of him as if I'm a cor-

nered animal. "Compiete the Sundering and I'll save your brother's life."

More coughing from inside the house, as if to punctuate the vam-

pire's offer.
"Not interested."
"Your brother is very sick. You're barely keeping him alive."

My hand tightens on the hilt of mv dagger. Typical of a vampire to

discover exactly what i need the most and then offer it to me under the

pretense of benevolence. This isn't the first time someone has tr:ied tcr

vl
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10 STACIA STARK

has noticed. Nesonias is my brother's only chance for a cure. It's why
every move I make is with the goal of moving all of us north. Bran's

mark proves that the vampire can easily ensure Evren is healed. A11 it
would take is a simple order.

Bitterness floods my mouth. It's been a long night. The next few days

are likely to be worse. And the vampire taunting me with my brother's

life is like a handful of salt rubbed in an already festering wound. "I won't
even get close to the emperor. I step foot in that arena, and I'11 die."

"I don't think so," Bran says. "I saw you fight once, champion."
'I was younger then."
"Give yourself some credit."
My head aches. I want nothing more than to go inside, check on my

brothers, and take a short nap before breakfast.
"I attempt to spy for you, attempt to kill the emperor, and I'11 wish I

was dead. If I die, what happens to my brothersl"
"I'll make sure the sick one is healed. Completely. As soon as the

emperor is dead, I'11 free your brothers and you may foin them. With
enough money from your time in the arena to start a new life."

"Good night, Bran."

Black eyes narrow and a chill crawls up my spine at the malevo'

lence in his eyes. I can practically feel his years pressing on me. Three

hundred at least.

"That's not how negotiations work."
"This isn't a negotiation. I said no."
"You're killing your brother."
I barely hide a flinch. My entire body turns hot. "We both know I'11

have a target on my back from winning the Sands ali those years go.

I'm all my brothers have. If I die, they're both dead anyway. Now get

away from my door."

His gaze lands on my brow, and I know my sigii has flared. "It must
be difficult," he muses. "Feeling the gap where your power should be.

Becoming a gladian would likely help with that. It may not give you

power, but it will give you respect." Tucking the vials away, he smiles at

me. "I'll give you until midnight to think about it."
"I don't need it."
"Midnight," he says as if I haven't spoken. In a movement too fast

to see, he's gone.

C
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STACIA STARK

he will no longer let me see him cry, but his eyes are still swollen some

mornrngs.
"Do you want to talk about itl" I ask him.
Gerith shakes his head. But he moves his leg aside. Hiding a smile,

I enter his room and sit on the side of his bed.

Long, thin fingers brush his woolen blanket. "Do you ever wonder
what our lives would be like if Uncle hadn't taken your winnings?"

Every fucking day.

I can't look at the table in our kitchen without seeing the note my

uncle left. The rnords l'm sorry just as hollow as the empty space in my

closet nfiere I'd carefuily hidden the money we needed for a better lifle.

Less than a day after I'd won the Sands, our uncle w-as gone. And
so was our future. A healer ior Evren. A small but comfortable house

on the coast in Nesonias. Fresh seafood every ciay. Vegetables from
the small garden I'd learn how to tend. An education. Not just fbr rny

br:others . . . but for me too.
"There's no point 1oo1<ing back.'
"i'm not iooking back. I'rn iookirrg forward " His chin juts out. "Cne

day, i'rn going to fincl him, and I'm going to lti1i hirri."
"You -,von'i be a'ole to," I tellhirn, mock seriously. "Becalrse i'11 f;nd

him first."
Cerith srniies, but it's shal.;y. "How could he do it? I just . " . I don't

unders'iand""

Of course ire doesn't understand. I don't understand.
"Cer-"
"You risked your life to win that rroney. W-e had everything we

needed""
"1 don't like to talk about that time," I say.

His eyes are solemn. "Because of her. And because of him."
Grief rips into me like a talon, stealing my breath. He's not taiking

aboui our uncle now.

Occasionally, I think I'm doing fine, that I'm moving on with my
1ife, and then I hear her name. Or I'm reminded of hirn.

"Yes."

Gerith studies rn,v face. "One day', v,rhetr I'm big, I'11 fight in the

Sands. We'll get enough mone)/ to cure Ev. And we'll all leave."

My smile freezes on rrry face.

I'11 die before I let my brother"s step fcrot in any arena. Every move I

\TE
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