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    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sprawl. 
 
    It’s a common human failing. Cities sprawl. Messes sprawl. Sometimes our minds feel like sprawl has overtaken them, with too much information coming in at once and not enough rationality to effectively sort and file it.  
 
    Sprawl is also a failing I think most epic fantasy authors fall prey to at one point or another, especially when they’re writing long series through the eyes of multiple viewpoint characters. It’s character sprawl, or plot sprawl. It gets into the story and multiplies like rabbits. 
 
    It’s very hard to control. Before you know it, the story is completely out of hand, with so many plot lines and character threads that you have to hire a fleet of researchers to keep track of them all.  
 
    Even seeing first-hand the cautionary tales of great authors who’ve struggled with this malady, I still wasn’t prepared for it. As I headed into book five, having somehow advanced from a comfortable seventeen viewpoint characters to a jaw-dropping twenty-six, I still wasn’t prepared for how my plotlines were chomping at the bit to run willy-nilly into a hundred different branches. 
 
    Now, let me assure you, I’ve done my best to rein it in. I’ve issued a moratorium: no more new viewpoint characters! And as we head into the downhill portion of this series towards the finish line, I’m doing everything in my power to leave no dangling plot line unresolved.  
 
    But while I’m working hard not to create new characters and new plot lines just for the fun of it, sometimes the story needs another viewpoint in order to be told properly. So, you will see a few new faces in The Sixth Strand. 
 
    My propensity for adding new characters notwithstanding, we have a lot of them to follow now, and that has made it challenging to weave this book together into a cohesive whole. A coherent whole.  
 
    It’s also made it difficult (if not impossible) to keep every character’s story thread moving forward, even a little bit. I tried my best, but—full disclosure—some of your favorites may not have as much book time as you would like, and there are one or two characters we just won’t get back to in this book at all.  
 
    Don’t fret. We’ll see them again in book six. 
 
    In the meantime, for those of you who read Kingdom Blades a while ago (or just for a refresher because, why not?) here is where everyone left off: 
 
      
 
    Ean, Darshan and Tanis 
 
      
 
    In the second half of Kingdom Blades, Shail traps both Darshan and Ean in Shadow. They find each other and travel through the worlds of Wylde (that combined universe of Warlock worlds, operating cooperatively beneath the Demon Lord Baelfeir’s starpoints).  
 
    As an Adept of the Realms of Light, Ean cannot survive long in Shadow. To save Ean’s life—and in no small part due to Kjieran’s growing influence—Darshan binds Ean to himself with a benevolent binding. When Ean wakes, he realizes he can work deyjiin and begins exploring what this new ability might mean for the game. 
 
    Soon after, Ean and Darshan are set upon by revenants (the disowned entities of Warlocks; they hunger for energy) and are being overrun when Tanis, along with the Warlocks Sinárr and Rafael, come to their rescue.  
 
    Rather than battling the millions of revenants, which Tanis doesn’t feel is productive, the lad opens a portal into one of his own worlds in Shadow and transports the revenants there. 
 
    Afterwards, while recovering on another of Tanis’s worlds, Ean submits to a Telling from Tanis and regains the last of his memories as Arion Tavestra.  
 
    In those memories, Ean recalls Arion’s last hours, the decisions that resulted in his death, and his final battle with the Enemy, Shailabhanáchtran.  
 
    Ean also realizes that Tanis is Arion’s son, and in that recollection, their binding is restored. 
 
      
 
    Franco and Alshiba 
 
      
 
    While Franco Rohre is acting as a Deputy Vestal to the Alorin Seat, Alshiba Torinin, he is elected as the Nodefinder Rebellion’s candidate for Vestal—somewhat against his wishes—and becomes an adversary to Niko known as ‘the Admiral.’  
 
    With the help of the Eltanin Seat, Mir Arkadhi, Niko van Amstel learns of Franco’s identity as the Admiral, as well as his allegiance to Björn van Gelderan. Again with Mir’s assistance, Niko rouses the Speaker of the Council of Realms to send a battalion of two hundred and fifty Paladin Knights to T’khendar. Their objective is to retrieve Alorin’s missing Vestals and to bring Björn van Gelderan back for questioning and trial.   
 
    When we last saw Franco, he’d been ordered to take the knights to T’khendar using the Sylus node, which connects Illume Belliel directly to the unsanctioned world. Unbeknownst to the leadership in Illume Belliel, Björn had taken precautions against such an eventuality and had tasked Franco with plus-crossing the Sylus node in defense.  
 
    Franco first brings Niko, Mir Arkadhi and five Paladin Knights into T’khendar. These knights steal away into the city of Niyadbakir with the professed intention of stealing Dagmar’s weldmap and bringing it back to Mir.  
 
    When Franco returns to Illume Belliel with Niko and Mir, the Sylus node switches. Thus, when he takes the rest of the two-hundred-plus knights back across it, they arrive at a different destination in T’khendar. 
 
    After Franco returns to Illume Belliel in his third time across the node, Niko stabs him and throws him on the Pattern of the World, bound in goracrosta. Due to Isabel’s foresight, Franco’s fourth and final plus-crossing delivers him directly into Björn’s palace in Niyadbakir, where Isabel is waiting to Heal him.   
 
    Meanwhile, in Illume Belliel, Alshiba has formally withdrawn her nomination of Niko as a candidate Vestal and officially nominated Franco in his stead. Before she can see Niko removed from the cityworld, she is taken hostage by Mir Arkadhi and several Paladin Knights loyal to him.  
 
    Niko orders Alshiba’s death, and Mir takes her, bound in goracrosta, to a high bridge where he drops her over the edge. 
 
    Shortly thereafter, Shailabhanáchtran uses Alshiba’s Vestal ring to travel from Alorin to Illume Belliel, where he opens a portal to Shadow and invites the Warlocks, led by Baelfeir, back into the Realms of Light. 
 
      
 
    King Gydryn, Prince Farid and the Sundragons 
 
      
 
    In The Dagger of Adendigaeth, Gydryn val Lorian sustained near-fatal wounds during a marauder attack orchestrated by Viernan hal’Jaitar. Prince Farid of the Akkad rescued Gydryn and brought him to Raku Oasis for healing.  
 
    Now, in Kingdom Blades, Gydryn’s health has been restored, and he finally meets the Akkadian Emir. In their discussion, he learns the truth of his son Trell’s survival and comes to understand the depth of the treachery perpetrated by Prince Radov of M’Nador, the Duke of Morwyk and the Prophet Bethamin. 
 
    Soon thereafter, Gydryn reunites with Trell. He tells his son how he secretly ordered his soldiers to rendezvous at the abandoned fortress of Nahavand, behind Akkadian-held lines, and informs Trell of his intention to take his army home to Dannym. 
 
    Only then does Gydryn learn that a thousand of his men were taken captive while in transit to Nahavand, and that they are being held in the fortress of Khor Taran in the province of Abu’dhan. 
 
    Trell volunteers to take a company of Converted to free Dannym’s soldiers and leaves immediately to do so. 
 
    Meanwhile, Radov of M’Nador is preparing an attack to reclaim the oasis city of Raku. As part of this effort, he makes a new pact with Dore Madden and the Prophet Bethamin. In exchange for Radov sending his navy to harry the Dannish coastline (which will aid the Duke of Morwyk’s efforts to claim Calgaryn), Morwyk sends reinforcements from his own army to aid Radov at Raku. As part of the same agreement, Dore sends fifty eidola and promises to give Viernan hal’Jaitar a way to defeat the Sundragons.  
 
    The zanthyr Leyd provides this solution by way of a pattern matrix, which he delivers in simulacra form—a three-dimensional pattern pinned to glass. He warns Viernan that the pattern must only be worked when all six Sundragons are together.  
 
    Gydryn is preparing to leave Raku Oasis with Prince Farid (the Emir’s son and a Nodefinder, who is going to help the king rejoin his men in Nahavand) when Radov’s army attacks the city. Eidola quickly overrun the Emir’s forces, and Farid and Gydryn are caught in the attack. They are both badly injured, and Gydryn falls into a sacred spring. 
 
    Viernan hal’Jaitar’s wielder meanwhile launches the pattern matrix on the drachwyr, failing to notice that only five of them are present. Those five are pitched out of time, far into the distant future. Fortunately, Mithaiya is not with them. 
 
    She wakes from a healing sleep on an airless planet to the desperate calls of her siblings just before they are pushed too far into the future to communicate. Learning what’s happened, Mithaiya hastens back to the battle in Raku in time to save Gydryn and Farid from the eidola attack. 
 
      
 
    Trell, Tannour and Loukas 
 
      
 
    In the second half of Kingdom Blades, Trell takes command of a company of the Emir’s Converted and orders them to the mountain fortress of Khor Taran in the region of Abu’dhan to rescue his father’s soldiers. 
 
    Unbeknownst to Trell, a spy among their company has been reporting on their movements to Viernan hal’Jaitar. The spy tries several times to eliminate Trell before the company can reach Khor Taran and orchestrate a rescue. 
 
    While in transit, Trell rekindles his friendship with the Avataren combat engineer Loukas n’Abraxis. He also befriends the Vestian prince Tannour Valeri, who Trell learns is an airwalker, and upon whose specialized skillset he comes to greatly depend. 
 
    Tannour in turn discovers that he has regained all of the Adept gifts that were mysteriously taken from him years ago. He realizes that this is because he somehow made a new tether (the binding link that enables his powers) to Trell.  
 
    This puts him in a perilous position. Using his powers anew could rouse the Sorceresy’s notice. Tannour worries they may try to either assassinate him or sever his tether again, like they did before, and once more deny him the use of his powers. 
 
    But when a battling Trell and the al-Amir of Khor Taran, Lazar hal’Hamaadi, are both washed into a waterfall as a result of the flooding fortress, Tannour is forced to help them, despite his fears. 
 
    After Tannour rescues Trell and the al-Amir, all three men return to the scene of the battle and discover that Trell’s Converted have taken the fortress. The Dannish soldiers have just been released when the flooded waters in the fortress become as glass, and the River Goddess Naiadithine speaks.  
 
    In her water-mirror, Naiadithine shows everyone the battle ongoing at Raku. Trell and the Dannish soldiers see King Gydryn sinking into the sacred spring, apparently dead. Naiadithine tells Trell and everyone standing witness that they must ‘end this war.’ 
 
      
 
    Carian, Alyneri and Fynn 
 
      
 
    Carian and Fynn have been drawn into working with the Nodefinder Rebellion.  
 
    Niko van Amstel’s recent edict requires Nodefinders to either have gained a Sormitáge ring or to be listed on an ‘approved list.’ Otherwise, they are not eligible to use the nodes held and maintained by the Espial’s Guild. 
 
    The Rebellion is fighting against this edict by establishing their own network of nodes that their allied Nodefinders can use in traveling and trade.  
 
    As part of this effort, Carian and Fynn take Alyneri to the home of a mysterious truthreader named Cassius of Rogue. Cassius is also a Nodefinder by training and controls an expansive network of nodes.  
 
    Carian and Fynn propose that Cassius should allow the Nodefinder Rebellion to use his nodes. Cassius requires Carian and his friends to remain at his manor while he considers their proposal.  
 
      
 
    Nadia, Felix and Caspar 
 
      
 
    Nadia van Gelderan, Princess Heir of Agasan, is taken hostage by Shailabhanáchtran and later delivered to his brother Darshan as a ‘gift.’ Darshan learns much from Nadia. While he is deliberating over what to do with her, he sends one of his Marquiin, Caspar, to keep her company. 
 
    Nadia takes pity on Caspar and impulsively bonds herself to him to better help him contain the storm in his mind, which comes as a result of the Prophet’s tattoos. 
 
    Caspar is with Nadia when Ean val Lorian unexpectedly arrives, and later Pelas. In the battle that ensues, Pelas escapes with Caspar and Nadia and returns them to Faroqhar. 
 
    Meanwhile, since the Danes’ attack at the quai game (which occurred at the end of Paths of Alir), Felix di Sarcova is being held for questioning in the Order of the Glass Sword’s Tower.  
 
    To Felix’s astonishment, Tanis’s zanthyr appears and takes Felix to the palace to speak with the Empress and tell her what he knows of the Danes’ attack. Felix tells Valentina of his roommate, Malin van Drexel, and how Malin disappeared from the Imperial Archives. He outlines his efforts to hunt down Malin’s kidnapper, explains how Tanis became involved, and details their subsequent investigation into the Literato N’abranaacht (aka Shailabhanáchtran). 
 
    Felix is with the Empress and her Consort, the High Lord Marius di L’Arlesé, when Nadia, Caspar and Pelas return from Tambarré. Nadia is able to corroborate Felix’s explanation, thus exonerating him of any wrongdoing. 
 
    Felix then sails with Phaedor and the High Lord di L'Arlesé on a mission to the land of the Danes to discover if they were actually behind the attack at the quai game and to potentially rescue the Adepts taken captive. 
 
    Nadia meanwhile is trying to get her mother to disclose the secret identity of the Literato N’abranaacht to those who should know, so as to better inform their investigation into his mysterious pattern, which allegedly awoke him to elae. 
 
    Nadia and Valentina both know the literato is actually a Malorin’athgul and thus is able to both cloak his nature as an Adept and work elae’s strands natively, but Valentina refuses to divulge the literato’s secret until she’s had more time to investigate him.  
 
    Nadia is at the Sormitáge with Caspar when they encounter the Endoge, Liam van Gheller. They are discussing Nadia’s safe return after her quai game capture when Pelas and Darshan appear to battle their brother Shail in the middle of the plaza. 
 
    Nadia and the Endoge are caught in that battle and later rescued by Pelas. Nadia subsequently decides to tell the Endoge everything, despite her mother’s dictate. 
 
      
 
    Sebastian and Dareios 
 
      
 
    Sebastian has been working with Dareios of Kandori to develop weapons that can harm eidola, based on an order from Isabel that ‘they must find a way to defeat entire armies of these creatures.’  
 
    Ean was working with Sebastian and doing most of the testing of patterns on eidola to determine which were the most effective, but after Ean leaves to confront Darshan in Tambarré, the task of testing and advancing the weaponry falls to Sebastian. 
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    As usual, in the appendix you’ll find a glossary and dramatis personae, the list of Sormitáge rankings, the Laws of Patterning and the Esoterics. Hopefully you’ll find these references helpful as you read.  
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gadovan Mandoril, Captain in Illume Belliel’s Order of Paladin Knights, held up his fist to halt the others of his elite company and pressed himself to the wall. Across the Palace of Niyadbakir in T’khendar, an alarm was sounding, screaming through the galleries, echoing in the hallways, blasting on the currents of elae. Gadovan still wasn’t sure if it had anything to do with them. 
 
    “Unholy Criim and all his demons,” drawled Mathias Kline, Gadovan’s second-in-command, “how long is that bloody thing going to keep blaring?” He retracted his elae-generated helmet to shove damp hair out of his eyes.   
 
    “Restore your helmet, Kline,” Gadovan ordered, low and tight. “This place is full of wielders.” Their suits made them invisible to the eye as well as to elae’s currents, but only when fully engaged.  
 
    Kline’s helmet shimmered back into existence. Their armor responded to their intent, as with any pattern.  
 
    “Where’s the damned map?” the knight named Tars hissed. “I thought you could track it with that book.” 
 
    “I am tracking it.” Gadovan gestured to the flood of servants clogging the arteries of Björn van Gelderan’s palace. “But as you see, there’s something of an obstacle in our path.” 
 
    Tars grunted. “They’re servants. We can lay them out in seconds.” 
 
    “And rouse all of the Fifth Vestal’s Shades to our arrival?” Mathias protested.   
 
    “We’re counting on the element of surprise, Tars,” Gadovan murmured. 
 
    “When over two hundred of our knightly brethren get here, these fools’ll be plenty surprised,” added Jude, the fourth in their company.  
 
    “When are the others getting here?” Mathias asked Gadovan.  
 
    Two hundred of their fellow knights had been readying to attack T’khendar when Gadovan and his team had departed. He wasn’t sure why the alarm was sounding or what it signified. He saw no armored soldiers, nor anyone who even looked important, just a god-awful number of cleaning women and courtiers rushing through the halls.  
 
    “They’ll arrive any second now if that Rohre fellow knows what’s best for him,” Tars grumbled. 
 
    “Shut it, all of you. No more open communication from here forward. Keep it to the bond.” Gadovan saw an opening coming in five, four, three…  
 
    Let’s go. He led the others across the wide hallway and down an intersecting passage, encased in invisibility.  
 
    An amalgam of every strand of elae, their radiant armor protected them from all but the most potent workings. When moving, elements of the fifth strand reflected their surroundings in a natural camouflage; when standing still, they became completely invisible. Their boots, fashioned of the second and third strands, obscured all sound of their running feet. 
 
    When the Eltanin Seat Mir Arkadhi and Alorin’s Candidate Vestal Niko van Amstel had briefed Gadovan’s team on their mission, the two Vestals had described a fiery realm of red skies and basalt mountains. Gadovan had been expecting to invade a fortress. Instead, he’d spent the last hour winding his way through the alabaster halls of an elegant palace, feeling less like a righteous invader than a cheap thug looking for something precious to steal.  
 
    And they were supposedly there to steal something very precious indeed: the famous weldmap belonging to Dagmar Ranneskjöld.  
 
    All around them, the alarm kept screaming. 
 
    The book secured snugly inside Gadovan’s coat tugged him mentally to the right. It was a variant trait specific to second-stranders from his world. He could find people using their personal belongings, and this book had come straight off Dagmar Ranneskjöld’s bookshelf in Illume Belliel.  
 
    But Björn van Gelderan’s palace was a veritable city unto itself, even with the book to guide them. And that alarm certainly didn’t help his concentration. Gadovan feared at any moment he would run into one of the Fifth Vestal’s Shades, who were said to be capable of binding a man with a thought—even a Paladin Knight encased in magical armor.  
 
    Gadovan raised his fist to halt his team just shy of an archway. Beyond the tall opening lay a pentagonal atrium rivaling the one in the cityworld’s Hall of a Thousand Thrones. Along each of the five sides, a grand staircase wound upwards to higher floors. The atrium and all five staircases were swarming with people.   
 
    Moving through a flooding crowd would test their armor’s capacity for camouflage. Gadovan listened to the pulse of kinetic tides until he heard a break in the cadence. Then he motioned them on.  
 
    Five floors later they reached the final landing. 
 
    A long marble hallway extended before them, blessedly empty. It might’ve been half a mile to reach the far end, where Gadovan could barely make out a statue on a plinth. Dragging a breath deep into his lungs, he motioned the others on, and they jogged soundlessly on the patterned blue carpeting that ran the entire length of the passage. 
 
    Guard your thoughts, Gadovan ordered. The fourth here is viscous. You can pluck a thought from it like a fly from molasses.   
 
    The readings he was getting from the book indicated they were nearing its owner. Gadovan motioned them to a halt just shy of a set of tall double doors and pressed himself to the wall. He listened for kinetic pulses inside, but the room was still. Only one occupant. 
 
    Gadovan nodded to his men. They entered a library and spread out facing a wall of tall windows, dark with night. A long table stood before the windows, bathed in its own reflection. The windows revealed nothing of the knights as they slipped invisibly into the room. The cold glass showed only the glowing image of a large reticulated globe hovering over the table, and the man who was standing before it with his back to the doors.  
 
    With his head bent just so, his shoulder-length blond hair draped across his face. The way he braced his muscular arms wide on the table accentuated his warrior’s build. Gadovan easily recognized Alorin’s Second Vestal from the description he’d been given.  
 
    Dagmar was studying— 
 
    That’s got to be the map! Tars started running towards the man, who could only be Alorin’s Second Vestal. 
 
    Tars—wait!   
 
    But the knight ignored Gadovan’s mental command and drew his blade as he rushed on. Gadovan cursed and ran after him, followed closely by the others. 
 
    Tars swung up his sword—  
 
    The man at the table turned— 
 
    Tars suddenly stiffened. He toppled sidelong onto the table, and his sword went clanging across and off. One hand grappled ineffectually to grab the map as he collapsed to the floor and froze in an awkward cringe.  
 
    Gadovan, Mathias and Jude pulled up just shy of the carpet where Tars lay like a dead lizard. They all vanished their helmets with a thought.  
 
    Mathias turned to Jude. “Nice. Static pull?”  
 
    “Nerve dart.” 
 
    “I didn’t see you fire anything at him.” 
 
    “I put a tack on him before we left.”  
 
    Mathias gave him an approving thumbs-up. 
 
    Dagmar Ranneskjöld looked over the three knights, clearly recognizing the emblem of the Council of Realms emblazoned on their cuirasses if not the knights themselves. Then he grunted. “You’re late.” 
 
    “I deeply apologize, milord.” Gadovan gave a slight wince. “There was some sort of alarm going off in the palace. The halls were full of people.” 
 
    Dagmar’s brows arched towards dubiety. “You have invisible armor.” 
 
    “It’s good for fortresses and forests, Your Excellency,” Jude said. “Not so effective among crowds.” 
 
    Dagmar turned him a flat look. “Which you would’ve avoided if you’d arrived on time.”  
 
    Jude dropped his gaze. “Sorry, milord.”  
 
    Mathias shoved his damp hair back from his eyes. “Niko van Amstel had to hear himself talk for upwards of an hour before any of us could leave—some Criim-demented speech about Alorin as a birth mother. Major Reynald was practically apoplectic.”  
 
    “Then he demanded to cross the node with us,” Jude added. 
 
    Dagmar speared a look at him. “Niko van Amstel is here?” 
 
    “No, thank the Time Fathers,” Gadovan said. “Franco Rohre put him down with a hard right hook. Garret had to carry him back to Illume Belliel.” 
 
    “So you’re short by one.”  
 
    “Aye, your Excellency,” Mathias said, “but we three are really all you need.” 
 
    Dagmar looked the three of them over, appearing unconvinced. He turned to the awkwardly petrified knight lying on the floor. “Who’s this then?”  
 
    “That’s Tars.” Jude went to collect Tars’ sword from the other side of the table. 
 
    Dagmar followed Jude with his gaze. “What did he think you were coming here to do?” 
 
    “To steal your weldmap, sir,” Gadovan answered. 
 
    Dagmar snorted. “That would be quite the trick.”  
 
    Mathias’s eyes were riveted to the weldmap lying open on the table. “So…that’s not it…I suppose?” He tried to make the inquiry sound innocent and failed miserably.   
 
    Dagmar’s gaze said, Do you seriously think I would let any of you know the location of the real map? Then he looked back to the frozen knight. “Any chance of making this Tars fellow useful?” 
 
    Gadovan pushed his dark hair out of his face. “He’s a second-strander from the realm of Heche.” 
 
    “So, that will likely be a no, then.” Dagmar rubbed his jaw. “We can hold him until the others arrive, I suppose.” 
 
    A braided gold circlet banded the Vestal’s blond hair, but otherwise he wore black from head to toe. The only spots of color were his pale green eyes and the blue stone of his oath-ring, which glinted as he folded the tree trunks that passed for his arms across his chest. “Have you been briefed on your mission here?” 
 
    Gadovan exchanged a look with the others. “We were told only that you needed Nodefinders with a particular skill-set. I’m Gadovan. These are Mathias and Jude.” 
 
    Dagmar nodded brusquely to them. “What training do you three have?” 
 
    “We’re gold-circle on our home world. I’m told that’s five rings, by Alorin’s standard.” 
 
    Mathias grinned. “Only the best, as the Fifth Vestal requested.” 
 
    Dagmar arched a dubious brow. “The best, eh?”   
 
    “The three of us have been tracing nodes since adolescence, milord.” Mathias exchanged a grin with Jude.  
 
    Dagmar noted the exchange. “Mapping routes between the realms for the Eltanin black market?”   
 
    “Deadly if you fail, deadlier if you’re caught,” Mathias said proudly.  
 
    “So you’re comfortable treading the moral grey,” Dagmar surmised. 
 
    “We’re Eltanese, milord,” Jude offered with a shrug, as if nothing more need be said. 
 
    Dagmar grunted.  “Well enough.” He collected the weldmap and began rolling the canvas as he stepped over Tars. “Lose the armor and come with me.” 
 
    Gadovan nodded to the others. They each brought their hands together and folded their thumbs to allow the wide silver bands they wore to touch just so. Their armor shimmered out of existence. Beneath they wore fitted uniforms in the style common to the cityworld. 
 
    As the Eltanese followed the Vestal out of the library, Mathias’s gaze kept straying back to the frozen Tars. Gad…do you think he’s just going to leave him there? 
 
    “Uh, milord,” Gadovan asked as he caught up with Dagmar, “what should we do about Tars?” 
 
    “The Fifth Vestal’s Shades will take care of him.” 
 
    Mathias gave an uncomfortable laugh. “Jacks of all trades, are they?” 
 
    Dagmar gave him a look that made them all swallow any further comments.   
 
    Outside the library, they turned to the left. The passage was deathly silent. “Milord,” Gadovan asked, “what was that alarm about?” 
 
    Dagmar eyed him askance. “A drill, in the event of invasion.” 
 
    “Invasion from the Paladin Knights?” Jude asked, sounding concerned and perhaps a bit culpable. 
 
    Dagmar made a deprecating grunt. “When the real invasion comes, we’ll be ready.” He did not say what forces would constitute the ‘real’ invasion, and the Eltanese weren’t of a mind to ask him. 
 
    “The work we have for you is slightly more complicated than tracing nodes between the realms,” the Vestal said as he led them into a narrow alcove and down a set of winding steps. “You’re going to be dredging ley lines—” 
 
    “Dredging them?” Mathias turned a wide-eyed look to Gad. “As in creating entirely new magnetic channels—” 
 
    “Yes. That’s what dredging means, Mathias.” Dagmar angled him a don’t-interrupt-me-with-stupid-questions stare. “There’s no other way to restore the grid. The nodes have been too degraded. We have to remap the ley lines to new nodes, where you’ll have your anchor.” 
 
    “Anchor?” Gadovan stressed, noting the singular.  
 
    Dagmar stopped on the landing and looked back at them. They all drew up short rather than run into the point of his stare. “Currently it’s rarely possible to establish two anchors on T’khendar’s world grid—leastwise not in the sections you’ll be working—and triangulating anchors is out of the question. There aren’t enough nodes still active and safe in that region.” He looked them over speculatively. “I’m sure you’ll catch on.”  
 
    Then he pushed through a door leading out of the stairwell. 
 
    Gadovan exchanged a What the hell have we gotten into? look with his cousins. 
 
    Mathias shook his head. We are definitely not getting paid enough for this.  
 
    Jude pushed his finger into Mathias’s ear and wiggled it. Maybe you should argue the terms of our accord with our uncle, Mat. 
 
    Mat swatted his hand away. Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not that stupid. 
 
    Gadovan pushed through the door after Dagmar, whereupon he came to a standstill, with Mathias and Jude piling up behind him yet again. 
 
    They faced a seemingly endless hallway. Identical doors fronted each other literally as far as the eye could see. Dagmar was already several lengths ahead of them and moving fast.  
 
    “Holy passage of the Time Fathers,” Mathias murmured. “Is this—” 
 
    “Is has to be.” Gadovan swallowed.  
 
    “Criim, Gad.” Jude’s face had gone slack. “Do you think they laddered the entire world grid? Who does that?” 
 
    Gadovan took a deep breath and started off after Dagmar again. 
 
    Gad, Mathias thought tightly as he followed, this is a whole new level of We. Are. Screwed. 
 
    Gadovan emphatically agreed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Amithaiya’geshwyn’s footsteps echoed as she ran, beating a rapid cadence in time with the explosions drumming Raku’s walls. Everywhere the sounds of battle accosted the tranquility of the oasis.  
 
    Ahead of her, the doors to the Emir’s palace hung from their hinges. Dead soldiers covered the steps before them like the droppings of birds. 
 
    Balance hangs by a thread… 
 
    Ramu’s words of caution thrummed in her mind, even as the sound of her running feet pounded in her ears. Her every step sent ripples through the mortal tapestry.  
 
    She’d left the Emir’s son, Prince Farid, in the arms of Dannym’s king at the edge of a sacred spring, surrounded by piles of ash that had once been eidola. She’d slain more of the abominations during her chase to the Emir’s palace, but too many still stained the tapestry. She could sense them on the currents, feel their presence like beetles feeding on the fabric, weakening it.  
 
    Mithaiya took a running leap and launched herself to the top of the steps, soaring over the bodies littering them. She landed beyond the broken doors and ran down a corridor littered with more dead and dying, the aftermath of passing eidola. Death choked the air. 
 
    She and the other drachwyr had meant to prevent this. They were supposed to be in the skies, enforcing the stalemate between the armies of the Akkadian Emir and Radov of M’Nador, protecting the Balance in at least one of the wars currently darkening Alorin’s tapestry. But a foul pattern had been worked against her siblings, and the stability their presence provided to the tapestry had already been obliterated by an avalanche of chaos.  
 
    Shouting and the clang of weapons reached her ears from somewhere ahead. Mithaiya ran across a blood-spattered floor to the strains of an unholy cacophony.  
 
    A battle was raging in the atrium when she reached it.  
 
    Dozens of the Emir’s personal guard were trying to hold off a third as many eidola. Motley light shining down from the atrium’s rainbow-glass dome splayed across their battling forms, making a colored travesty of each man’s death. 
 
    Balance hangs by a thread… 
 
    Mithaiya found the strands of elae that flowed into each eidola—binding them via twisted patterns into derisive mimicries of men—and with a thought, seared each thread from the aether. 
 
    Stone bodies exploded into ash.  
 
    Mithaiya ran into the milling clouds, through the oaths of the startled guards, and ordered as she went, “Return to the Emir!”   
 
    She charged on down the corridor, trailing a wake of guards. 
 
    She knew the mission Radov had tasked to his eidola. If the Emir fell, Raku Oasis would succumb to the Ruling Prince’s forces with barely a whimper. Even now, trebuchets assaulted the walls while waves of men shed their lifeblood onto the desert sands, but that larger battle was a mere distraction, a lure for the Akkadians’ attention, while Radov’s eidola won the day for him. 
 
    Mithaiya was going to heartily disappoint him. 
 
    She was nearing an enclosed courtyard when shouting from the Emir’s chambers reached her ears. Mithaiya sprinted— 
 
    And ran right through a wall of deyjiin. It sizzled against her shields and itched her skin as she passed through it.  
 
    She spun and flung up a hand to halt the guards following her—they wouldn’t make it through that barrier with life still in their veins. The moment her back was turned, a bolt of deyjiin struck her shield.  
 
    Mithaiya turned slowly, and her eyes found the creature standing on a balcony across the court.  
 
    Had it been a Malorin’athgul such as Darshan daring to attack her, she might perhaps have forgiven the offense, but a subhuman creature birthed from the depths of a vile mind? This audacity could not be tolerated.   
 
    Behind her, the guards retreated to take a different path to their liege.  
 
    Mithaiya knew a simmering anger.  
 
    Her siblings cast out of time, these eidola sent to destroy a fair-minded leader, the outrageous sacrifice of lives down on the field of battle—and all of it a tiresome distraction from their more important role in T’khendar, where the real struggle was ongoing. Radov’s compounding atrocities made a molten core of Mithaiya’s fury. 
 
    She reached for the ethereal thread binding the eidola Lucid to life, but either the aspect of deyjiin in its veins or some other artifice prevented her finding its life-thread as she’d found the others. The creature threw another bolt of deyjiin at her, which Mithaiya simply sidestepped.  
 
    Then she took a running leap, grabbed the balcony railing and swung herself over. She landed facing the creature.  
 
    It made a rattlesnake clatter deep in its throat and swung its blade for her head.  
 
    Mithaiya stepped inside its guard, wrenched the sword from its fingers and closed her other hand around its throat.  
 
    It rattled a futile protest. She slammed it through the plaster with her hand still clenching its throat, brought her nose close to its own deep within the wall and warned whatever mind was running the thing, I AM COMING FOR YOU. 
 
    Then she found its core and burned it to a cinder. The body crumbled to ash in her hand. 
 
    Mithaiya spun and ran on. The shouting had fallen silent, the sounds of battle stilled. Not a good sign. 
 
    She found the doors to the Emir’s chambers askew and inside—to her relief—the Emir, surrounded by a dozen breathless guards. Twice as many others carpeted the floor. It had been a near thing. 
 
    “They fled!” A wide-eyed captain pointed through broken doors to the shattered balcony. 
 
    Her warning clearly had reached someone.  
 
    Mithaiya met the Emir’s gaze. “Farid and the king are safe.”  
 
    Zafir gasped a prayerful oath and dropped to his knees.  
 
    Mithaiya charged after the retreating eidola.  
 
    She could feel them ahead of her, black eels slithering through the tapestry. She launched herself off the tower balcony and flew across the city roofs and alleys, over the heads of the running and the wounded, above the yard where soldiers amassed with weapons bristling, to land in a sonic boom of the fifth upon the outer wall.  
 
    Soldiers staggered. Arrows flew askew. The force of her arrival blasted aside a boulder that had been about to hit the wall, and it dug a great, splintered trench through earth and army. 
 
    Mithaiya leapt atop a merlon and stood for a moment there, encased in the fifth, with fury burning in her gaze and the wind tearing at her long black hair. All around her, swords clashed, arrows rained, catapults exploded fiery destruction against the walls. Men swarmed like maddened ants across the Khalim Plains, tearing each other limb from limb.  
 
    Verily, the desert god Huhktu was beating a doleful count upon his drums of skin and bones that day while his sister Inithiya gathered the souls of the dying. Mithaiya fancied she could see the Akkadian death gods walking that battlefield with a snaking line of spirits trailing behind them.  
 
    And beyond the oily smoke that stained the skies and the taste of blood that tainted the air, darkness was spreading through the mortal tapestry as the threads of hundreds of lives were abruptly knotted off. Elae’s usually crystalline currents washed around Mithaiya in a ruddy frenzy, muddied by too many waters of the first dumping into them at once.  
 
    Arrows pelted off her fifth strand shield. Mithaiya could feel Balance blustering as wind through the tapestry. Without her siblings there to weight it, the mortal fabric had become a luffing sail.  
 
    Down on the field of battle, a score of black-skinned eidola were clambering over the living and the dead to escape her wrath.   
 
    With immortal eyes capable of seeing through compound elements, Mithaiya watched through smoke and ash as the abominations fled. One by one, she found the threads binding each eidola to life and then, in a singular pulse of will, seared them from the aether.  
 
    She knew the moment it was finally done, all of them erased, for the tapestry heaved a tremulous sigh. 
 
    She hadn’t seen such creatures since Warlocks walked the Realms of Light. But these eidola had not been formed of the aether of Shadow but sculpted out of living men by a grimly twisted intellect. Perhaps the same intellect who had fashioned a pattern capable of banishing her siblings. Any mind capable of creating a pattern such as that one was surely a mind who ought to have known better.  
 
    Woe to the men who had done this thing.  
 
    In the absence of her brothers and sister, it fell to Mithaiya to weight the entire mortal tapestry. Ramu would not have agreed with the way she intended to do it. Balaji would frown upon her decision. 
 
    Mithaiya didn’t care. Neither of them were there to make the choice.  
 
    She searched the fourth strand currents for a specific mortal mind, and finding it, commanded, SIGNAL THE RETREAT.   
 
    She didn’t wait for compliance. No mortal could refuse her commands. She stepped off the wall and plummeted down hundreds of feet, landing on the back of a Nadoriin who had been about to slay one of the Emir’s Converted. The former sank deeply into the earth, crushed beneath her. The latter stumbled back with a muted curse. 
 
    And well he should swear by her name. The sun that formed her essence was casting its rays in every direction. She saw the light beaming from her own eyes, scribing new patterns of shadow and light wherever she turned. Already the heat radiating from her skin was melting through the armor of the Nadoriin crushed beneath her. The smoke of his charring flesh was steaming up around her boots.  
 
    Horns sounded, signaling the retreat. The Converted spun a look between herself and his escape. 
 
    “Go,” she murmured. 
 
    The soldier scrambled to his feet and raced away. 
 
    Gathering her power beneath her intent, Mithaiya turned the sun of her attention towards the enemy. She’d seen enough of this war to last several mortal lifetimes, and her patience for it had thoroughly expired.  
 
    The men of M’Nador would not claim the oasis from the Seventeen Tribes that day. Nor any day thereafter. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    One 
 
      
 
    “He who commands space commands reality.”  
 
      
 
    –The First Law of Shadow 
 
      
 
    Timelessness. To keep the count of Time’s ephemeral meter was to mark the ever-shifting landscape of shadows across a world, the omnipresent whisper of growing things, the rhythmic exhalation of living breath. It was the meticulous observation of change of position in space— 
 
    But truly, how meager must a mind be to even care? 
 
    He hadn’t realized how much time had passed until he looked with new eyes upon Alorin’s mortal tapestry. It had certainly changed. So disparate was its pattern from the one he’d known that he wondered for a marveling instant if he’d returned to the right realm.  
 
    Had he not been, well…himself, he might’ve retraced his steps. But he kept no company with error, and he’d been to that mountain many times to view the tapestry—albeit what must’ve been several millennia ago now. Still, he knew those icy reaches as intimately as any world of his own creation, even with the storm raging around him.  
 
    It blustered among the crags, spitting snow to mingle with the shadowed whirlwind of his own essence, while in the valley below the mountains, ice crystals dissolved into a steady rain that doused the lowland hills.  
 
    He felt a profound kinship to the storm. This amassing of conflicting elemental forces at once germane and incongruous to each other; this raging, chaotic amalgam of water, temperature and light; ever evolving, ultimately transient, yet fundamentally omnipresent in the world. Refreshing to experience a storm not of his own making. 
 
    But philosophizing on the storm—while entertaining on some level—wasn’t revealing the answers he sought from Alorin’s mortal tapestry. Yet…the careful observer perceived the storm as a microcosm of the tapestry’s chaos.  
 
    Order in chaos. That was Cephrael’s motto, woven through the mortal tapestry in a constantly shifting pattern. An infinitely vast pattern of individually-determined threads, lengthening, entwining, binding and dividing into whorls and spirals, arabesques and endless knots, forming a living maze of choices and action… 
 
    Yet when all was said and done, still just a carpet for Cephrael’s wall. 
 
    He’d known the tapestry would change during his absence—change in the Realms of Light was the only constant—but he hadn’t expected to see such a plethora of threads missing from the whole.  
 
    They’d once shown in vibrant metallic hues—rose, gold, bronze and silver—as dazzling as if spun of precious metals. The tapestry looked dull and barren without them. A part of him desired to retrace the folded eons to see again and compare the patterns, then to now. Perhaps one day he could, if all went according to plan. 
 
    But what had happened to those threads? How had they become so few? And how had the golden strands become the least of them, when once they’d held dominion over all?  
 
    He admitted this was an unexpected complication.   
 
    Unanticipated, rather, for he expected only what he caused himself to become.   
 
    And yet… 
 
    Behind him, a pillar of darkness coalesced within the swirling snow. The cyclone moved towards him, with the wind tearing and buffeting it into tortured shapes; ice met deyjiin in a revel of improbable designs.  
 
    The whirlwind merged with his own ghost-dark formlessness…and the other Warlock greeted him in the way of Warlocks.  
 
    “Baelfeir.”   
 
    “Vleydis.” Baelfeir matched Vleydis’s starpoints in mutual recognition and thereafter perceived Vleydis as the other Warlock perceived himself: a tall, winged creature, faintly human in form, with a sharply beaked mouth and raven eyes. “I bid you welcome.”  
 
    “And to you, my lord, on the momentous day of your return to Alorin.”  
 
    Baelfeir looked the other over curiously. “I perceive a disharmony in the chord of your salutation. Did you imagine I would have difficulty regaining this realm?” 
 
    The essence of Vleydis flinched faintly. “I would not presume to doubt you, my lord.” 
 
    “Yet you did, without presumption.”  
 
    When Vleydis offered no answer to this, Baelfeir studied him via their shared starpoints.  
 
    It might’ve been a single day in Shadow since their universes had hosted one another, or it might’ve been thousands of years by Alorin’s accounting—time held little meaning to immortals, and to Baelfeir less than most—but whatever the count of millennia during which Vleydis had been incarcerated in Alorin, time’s passage had clearly influenced him in unanticipated ways. 
 
    “I perceive an uncommon hesitation in your composition, my old friend. Surely you haven’t been so long within the starpoints of this realm that it has changed you?”  
 
    The other Warlock seemed hesitant. “I cannot say, for I have no basis of comparison.” He met Baelfeir’s gaze, then looked away again. “But I perceive time in ways I never did before I…”   
 
    “Faded?” Baelfeir offered the concept the other seemed to be searching for. 
 
    The shadowed planes of Vleydis’s face altered, reminiscent of a wince. “You cannot know the sense of it.” His smoke-form rippled as if with a discomfiting memory. “I became…achromatic, starved of energy. For untold years I couldn’t form a prism, couldn’t coalesce.” 
 
    Baelfeir’s gaze flicked to him. “You are right. I do not know the sense of it.”   
 
    “Such was my oblivion when Shailabanáchtran summoned me back to consciousness.” 
 
    “Shailabanáchtran.” The name across Baelfeir’s lips hinted of dark, wry humor. 
 
    “I have been keeping association with the Malorin’athgul since my resurrection. His view of compulsion casts a shadow of yours, my lord, yet it is not the same shadow.” 
 
    “Shailabanáchtran is not a Warlock, for all he feigns to understand us.”  
 
    “But he follows in your footsteps,” Vleydis noted with an undertone of caution, “tracing the history of the Quorum of the Sixth Truth. He’s pieced together much.” 
 
    Baelfeir smiled dangerously. But never quite enough. 
 
    This then was the root of Vleydis’s hesitation—some form of indenture to the Malorin’athgul in exchange for his resurrection from oblivion. Another unanticipated consequence.  
 
    But one must expect multiple variables when a plan is left to unfold across the eons. It would be a tedious contest indeed if he knew the outcome of every shot long before any arrows were loosed. 
 
    Shailabanáchtran had opened a portal into the cityworld of Illume Belliel, giving the Warlocks access to the Realms of Light and ending millennia of exile. The Malorin’athgul was expecting them to show immense gratitude and remain in the cityworld, or perhaps to seek entertainment on other worlds—Baelfeir had read as much in the other’s insinuations—rather than seek Alorin for their entertainments.  
 
    But Baelfeir had agreed to no such terms. And he didn’t need Shailabanáchtran’s aid—or his permission—to find Alorin’s fabric.   
 
    Thinking newly on these facts and the light they shed, Baelfeir moved himself and Vleydis from the snowy ridge to the lowland hills, where the rain was tapping a sullen dirge upon a villa and its surrounding estate.  
 
    Lining the circle of the villa’s drive, coaches waited to disgorge their occupants in orderly fashion beneath a porticoed entrance. The arriving guests paid no notice to the two dark forms atop the near hill; they appeared but twilight shadows in the mist. 
 
    Vleydis’s iridescent black eyes noted the fête and the guests already milling behind the villa’s bright windows.  
 
    “Ah.” His simple exhalation yet spoke volumes. 
 
    Baelfeir gave a quiet laugh. “By this I assume you’ve come for some other purpose than joining in my fun tonight.” 
 
    “I fear you would no longer find me an apt companion, my lord.” 
 
    Baelfeir angled him a stare, as surprised by this confession as by the truth it suggested.  
 
    He watched the villa in silence for a long while after this, ruminating on new information, moving pieces around on the game board of his thoughts. He’d known the game would change during his absence, but he admitted a certain thrill in discovering it had shifted so far beyond his own expectations.   
 
     “Alorin hasn’t known your aspect for eons, my lord,” Vleydis observed carefully—critically? Baelfeir couldn’t quite discern the wavelength of the other Warlock’s thoughts. “I cannot but wonder if this new generation will, in fact, welcome your return.”   
 
    “You wonder at that?” His lips formed a smile of malevolent grace. “They’ll welcome whatever I decide for them to.” 
 
    “I thought you said you’d tired of that game.” 
 
    “Perhaps I have.” Baelfeir looked the other Warlock over, made curious by his curious questioning. In his infirmity, had Vleydis been reduced to such lowly measure as to become Shailabanáchtran’s spy?  
 
    Smoke shifted around Vleydis’s shifting thoughts, sparks of tumult flaring within those shadowed depths. Baelfeir could no longer be certain of the other Warlock’s loyalties.  
 
    Intriguing. 
 
    Before the villa, the orderly movement of carriages in their shuttling cycle reminded Baelfeir of the clockwork motion of a massive timepiece, Life’s pocket-watch left open to the rain.  
 
    Change…it was the only constant in the Realms of Light. He should’ve realized that Vleydis, too, would change if rendered helpless to Time’s will. 
 
    The other Warlock turned his violet-dark eyes to him. “You puzzle at what you behold in me, but I’m merely wondering if this realm will change you, too, my lord. It is not the same world you left so many millennia ago.” 
 
    “I would be supremely disappointed if it was.”  
 
    “But has the pattern taken the shape you intended?” Vleydis’s starpoints vibrated with insistence and confusion, ringing a painful dissonance of conflict. “So many countless centuries—timeless for you, though not for me.”  
 
    Baelfeir perceived a cacophony of torment layered beneath this truth.  
 
    “Some of what you set into motion has certainly manifested, but the rest?” Vleydis was practically begging for an answer. “My lord…has it come to fruition?” By which he was clearly asking, has my sacrifice been worthwhile? “Is it enough?” 
 
    Enough. Baelfeir almost laughed at this offhand use of the word.  
 
    What was enough? A glimpse, a taste, a satisfying meal? Or claimed he a glutton’s abandon? How could one ever claim he had created enough?   
 
    Creation was purpose unto itself. Enough could never define it. 
 
    Vleydis looked back to the clockwork coaches and made an effort to quash whatever confluence of emotions had overcome him. The smoke of his essence swirled and reformed, assuming the shape of regret.  
 
    Yes, the time he’d spent in this realm had certainly changed him. 
 
    Vleydis bowed his head, reminiscent of a child called to heel. “Before we parted last, you spoke to me of a certain personage, asked me to keep a lookout for news of him through the centuries.” 
 
    Baelfeir sharpened his attention on the other Warlock. “Indeed.” 
 
    “Shailabanáchtran kens nothing of him beyond the myths. It would seem the one hasn’t made an appearance in Alorin during the long voyage of your absence. Unless, perhaps…if Shail could have mistaken him, been fooled by illusion?” 
 
    “No. He would know the other in his primary aspect unquestionably.” 
 
    “Then it is assured, my lord. No one has seen him.” 
 
    Or at least no one capable of recognizing him, for no more could be ascertained from these few facts alone.  
 
    Thinking upon this information, Baelfeir’s gaze tightened.  
 
    His slight frown unexpectedly mirrored a small face staring out through one of the villa’s windows—as it happened, directly at himself. Within the window’s reflection, superimposed over the little girl who was staring out, Baelfeir imagined a male face, handsome in its aspect…and vital, even when buried under a mountain of rock.  
 
    Could it be possible that the one whose visage he so clearly recalled had abandoned this world? As improbable as it sounded, he had to admit the possibility in light of their last altercation. Certainly the lack of evidence of his presence in the tapestry supported such a conclusion. And it would make his task easier… 
 
    Yet he hoped for some other explanation. Because games, to be games, required barriers, and the greatest of all barriers was a worthy opponent. 
 
    Vleydis’s earlier question still hung within Baelfeir’s thoughts. Had the tapestry assumed the shape he’d intended?  
 
    How much of its current design was a result of his own causation—the seeds of his will allowed to germinate and grow through the eons of his absence—and how much of its pattern had been influenced by his opponent’s hand?  
 
    These were truths he would have to unearth from the tapestry’s deepest furrows. 
 
    Time held no context for him, but over the obvious millennia that had passed since last he’d stood within this realm, walked its hills, viewed the mortal tapestry… somewhere in those lost eternities, he recalled missing Alorin.  
 
    Why did this alien world so overcrowded with individual universes harbor such allure for him? Oh, he knew why it interested him, but why did both Alorin’s harmony and its cacophony resonate so deeply in his core, as though the world pendulum swung from the cords of his own being? 
 
    Cephrael had never explained this to his satisfaction. 
 
    Baelfeir’s attention flickered through a host of improbable thoughts and finally landed on one that offered more fact than disbelief. He had much to consider now. 
 
    But first, a little dalliance down in the valley, a delicious amuse-bouche to whet his appetites of old.  
 
    How generous of them to throw a fête in his honor. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bea was named for her mother’s favorite flower. But nobody called her Begonia, just Bea. Or sometimes Little Bea or Sweet Bea, by the housemaids; Bea-bonnet, by the happy-faced head cook; Curious Bea, by the gardener; Bea-utiful, by her father; and Bea-be-mine, by the villa’s caretaker, who let her follow him about the sprawling estate whenever her mother went to bed with a headache. 
 
    Bea usually had the run of her lord father’s manor, but that night His Lordship was hosting a special fête for some foreign lord—Bea could name all of the Great Houses of the Empire, but she couldn’t recall the name of the lord coming tonight, no matter how many times her tutor had made her repeat it—and all the local nobility had been invited to attend. 
 
    With the preponderance of flowers, decorations, candles, food and guests in attendance, it ought to have been a gay affair, despite the murky autumn evening, but as Bea knelt on her window seat, staring out into the rain, she felt…frightened. 
 
    It was a different fear from that tremulous-lip guilt of having been caught doing something forbidden, far afield of the decisive fear inspired by a wolf’s howl when alone in the woods. More like the fear that claimed her in the witching hour of a moonless night; a sort of formless fear that threaded worms through her belly and wove ill omens through her dreams; the fear of something unknown…something with needle teeth barely glimpsed beneath a razor-eyed smile.  
 
    “What ye be a-staring at out there, Sweet Bea?” The chambermaid Cesa bent beside her at the window and cast an inquiring look out into the rain.  
 
    Cesa was from northern Hallovia and had honey hair and large brown eyes as dark as a doe’s—so opposite to Bea’s own, which always looked to her like dull, colorless glass, despite her father’s claims that her eyes made her precious beyond compare, or her mother’s insistence that she was a lovely treasure.   
 
    Bea’s hands shook on the windowsill as she gazed across the rain-swept hills. “There’s someone out there, Cesa.”  
 
    “Lots of someones, Sweet Bea. I cannae say when last I saw so many a-lords an’ ladies a-gathered, save to glimpse the Agasi Empress or her ilk.”  
 
    But Bea wasn’t watching the guests. To her truthreader’s eyes, the shadows on the near hill vaguely resembled two men, if one had wings and the other was uncommonly tall. Just looking at them filled her with a sense of dread. She pointed a porcelain finger towards the hilltop. “No, Cesa. Out there. Don’t you see them?” 
 
    Cesa laid a gentle hand on her cheek, drawing Bea’s gaze to meet hers. “I only see the mist, sweetling. I’ll wager that’s all your pretty eyes a-see, too.” 
 
    Bea looked back to the figures. The mist swirled and eddied around them, but the two shadows kept their forms. Her voice sounded small to her own ears as she whispered, “You really don’t see them?” 
 
    “I don’t have a truthreader’s eyes, Sweet Bea—or a little girl’s imagination. But I won’t be a-maginin’ yer lady mum’s irritation if I don’t have ye ready for the ball by the time she makes her entrance.” Cesa took her by the shoulders and drew her away from the window, saying, “Come ye now.” 
 
    Bea let Cesa guide her back into the brighter light of her dressing chamber, but that feeling of dread lingered, lengthened even, in the way that the shadows clinging to the edges of her room grew longer with the dying candlelight. All the while Cesa prepared her for the fête, Bea kept expecting the shadows in her room to rear up and form one of the figures from the far hill. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bea tried to enjoy her lord father’s party. She knew she ought to enjoy it. There were sweetmeats to eat, and dancers to watch, and golden-clear punch that tickled her nose and filled her belly with a warm, fluttery anticipation. But no matter how hard she tried, that ill feeling clung to her, as though Cesa had dressed her in apprehension instead of gauzy pink tulle. 
 
    Bea saw the form of the tallest shadow-man in everything: the curtain of melted chocolate pouring out of a fountain; the covering of powdery confectioner’s sugar on a velvet-dark cake; the silken folds of a lady’s rustling skirts; the shifting reflection of lamplight on the walls. Even the conglomerate of dancers in the waltz seemed to morph in and out of that imposing figure. Bea began to fear it had been permanently branded on the backs of her eyelids, burned by cold darkness and foreboding.  
 
    She’d just sat down on a velvet-covered bench with another cup of punch held between faintly trembling hands—while the heady drink didn’t exactly calm the strange nervousness that had claimed her, at least it made her less aware of it—when the gilded ballroom doors opened to admit her father’s honored guest. 
 
    A hubbub ensued as the crowd parted and her father’s chamberlain led the arriving lord along a channel formed of gracious bows, directly towards Bea’s lord father, and indirectly towards Bea herself. Bea got to her feet. 
 
    She felt a chill upon first noting the arriving lord’s height, for he was tall like the figure across the valley. He wore a floor-length crimson coat, very fine, and his long black hair was drawn back into an elaborate queue. He stood broad in the shoulders and through the chest, and his cold-eyed gaze as it slid indifferently across her made Bea watery inside. She would’ve been afraid of him if she hadn’t in that moment been so much more afraid of the tall shadow-man. 
 
    She couldn’t explain why the latter so frightened her. Bea just had the sense that something terrible was about to happen and he was somehow part of it. She’d said as much to Cesa, but the maid had dismissed her worries, despite the fact that Bea couldn’t lie. Bea didn’t think her premonition was just ‘little girl jitters.’ It had the round wholeness of truth in her thoughts. 
 
    Her father’s voice floated to her ears, rising above the general murmur of the party and the even louder dismay shouting in her head. “Lord Abanachtran, you do us great honor.”  
 
    Bea raised her gaze to see her father and mother bowing to the lord. 
 
    Abanachtran. Yes, that had been the name her tutor had tried to teach her. It still felt strange in her ears, even stranger on her tongue. 
 
    The Lord Abanachtran murmured something in reply and offered her father a smile that left his eyes untouched. Bea couldn’t hear his words, only the glaze of his strange accent upon their language and the reverberation of his deep voice thrumming unease through her chest.  
 
    But her father smiled in reply, laughed lightly, and motioned the tall lord further into the gathering, ostensibly to introduce him to the many others thronging for his attention. 
 
    Bea gripped her cup with both hands.  
 
    She felt taut, like a spindle wound too tightly. Any moment she worried someone would speak to her and she’d snap and violently unravel, with strings of herself flying hither and yon. 
 
    “Bea…” A resonant male voice spoke suddenly from behind her. “Is that short for Beatrix or Beauty?” 
 
    Bea turned slowly, little feet taking little steps. Something in the way he’d said her name… 
 
    She looked up-up-up until her gaze finally met his. She’d never seen eyes so charged with blue, bright as sapphires flashing in the sun. The stranger was even more handsome than her father, with full, dark hair swept smoothly back to curl just below his ears. He wore a velvet coat and had a calculating smile. 
 
    Bea’s breath scraped into her lungs and froze there.   
 
    “Sweet Bea. Bea-bonnet.” Her nicknames sounded threatening crossing his lips. “Curious Bea.” He fixed her intently with a dangerous gaze. “That one seems most appropriate.”  
 
    Bea swallowed. “I’m not supposed to talk to strangers.” 
 
    “But I’m no stranger, am I, Curious Bea?” He shifted those lightning eyes to look over the gathering. “In fact, I think you know me quite well already.” 
 
    Bea dropped her gaze to the cup in her hands. The golden punch was rippling. She felt his power traveling on, casting waves through the lake of thought. She didn’t know him, but she knew what he intended.  
 
    Then the whispers began. 
 
    “Demon Lord…” 
 
    “Lord of Shadows…” 
 
    “Ba’alen…” 
 
    “Belloth the Beguiler…” 
 
    Throughout the hall, his many epithets became effervescent, bubbling up through the drink of conversation, crossing everyone’s tongues in conspiratorial tones or with animated expression, fervent curses bespeaking legendary deeds…whispers rife with awe.  
 
    Within moments, the murmurs changed, as gossip will, from dubiety to possibility, and eventually crystallized into certainty. Everyone began speaking as though it had long been true: the Warlocks of Shadow had returned to the Realms of Light. 
 
    Far across the wide room, the Lord Abanachtran spun his head and pinned a razor-eyed gaze unerringly on the man standing beside Bea. 
 
    The latter gave the lord a trifling smile.    
 
    Bea’s hands were shaking. “Please…” The cup slipped from her fingers. Glass shattered with a splash of golden liquid that quickly soaked through her velvet slippers. She tangled her fingers in the stranger’s dark coat and lifted desperate eyes to him. “Please…” 
 
    A half-smile curled one corner of his mouth, but it wasn’t humor that burned in his gaze. “Please what, Curious Bea?” 
 
    “Please…” she could barely form the thought for the fear shouting in her head. “Don’t hurt them.” 
 
    “Ah.” He shifted those lightning eyes back to the fête. “What would you give to save them?” 
 
    Bea withdrew her hand as though from a shock.    
 
    “Would you revolt against your birth? Deny your nature, your…truth?” He seemed chillingly amused at the idea. “Would you lie to save them, Sweet Bea?”   
 
    Bea’s mouth went dry.  
 
    Couples were waltzing, but suddenly she couldn’t hear the music playing or the happy chatter of her father’s guests, only a violent buzzing in her ears.  
 
    He hooked a long finger beneath her chin and tilted her head up to meet his gaze, so far back that it hurt her neck. His perfect lips formed a perfect smile.  
 
    Tell me a lie, truthreader. The fiery command flamed through Bea’s thoughts, while his eyes searched hers. Come now. Not so brave, after all? 
 
    Bea thought frantically for anything to say, but her mind felt on fire. She opened her mouth to scream, but only a frosted breath emerged. 
 
    Bea’s bladder involuntarily loosed itself.  
 
    He set off through the crowd as wet warmth flooded down her legs.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Change unfolded with Baelfeir’s passing. A smile, a nod of greeting, merely a chance meeting of his gaze—such was enough to turn the shape of the design. What was light became dark; straight, erratic. If the pattern began one way, Baelfeir ensured it would end another.  
 
    Across the long ballroom, Shailabanáchtran posed a fuming pillar in the well he made in the tapestry, but Baelfeir easily contained his chaos within a space he’d set aside for him. He could paint over any trace of the Malorin’athgul’s presence later if he chose. 
 
    For on this evening commemorating his return to Alorin, the Lord of all Warlocks was an artist intent upon his canvas, and the pattern was singularly his to fashion. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “It cannot be so,” the contessa declared to the circle of women surrounding her. They were all making slow progress in the line to meet the Lord Abanachtran. 
 
    “But it is, Contessa,” said the dark-haired beauty standing in front of her. “They say he’s come back—everyone is speaking of it.” 
 
    “A Warlock of Shadow,” another lady murmured, shaking her head. 
 
    “Preposterous,” clucked an older woman who was wearing a dress that had clearly been tailored when she possessed a more youthful figure. “Everyone knows those are just stories.” 
 
    “I’m more interested in the lord from Myacene,” said one of the younger ladies, whose gaze was pinned on the Lord Abanachtran. She ducked an impish grin towards her shoulder. “Does anyone else wonder what he looks like beneath that coat?”   
 
    “Never mind him,” said a red-haired woman whose eyes were fixed in the opposite direction. “Who is that?” 
 
    The contessa turned to see a striking figure crossing the dance floor. Just looking at him made her think of indiscretions she hadn’t dreamed of since taking her marital vows. She felt her cheeks growing warm and turned quickly away. “I’ve never seen him before.” 
 
    “Contessa,” whispered the redhead, eyes wide, “he’s coming right towards you.” 
 
    “My, but if he doesn’t have Ba’alen’s own good looks,” remarked the older woman, whose face, the contessa noted, had become indecently flushed. 
 
    The contessa felt flushed herself, and even more so when she perceived the stranger stop close behind her.  
 
    “Ba’alen, is it, ladies?” Amusement hinted in his voice, which was as deep and liquid as the night.  
 
    The contessa turned her head to see the stranger offering a courtly bow, slight yet appropriate for one of his obvious station. He looked them all over with gloriously blue eyes….dangerous eyes, the kind of eyes that set a girl to dreaming of intimate liaisons with such a man…the kind of eyes a girl could spend her entire life gazing into.  
 
    He settled those dreamy eyes mercilessly on the contessa. “Surely the Lord of Shadows is an unseemly topic for such well-bred ladies as yourselves.”  
 
    “Everyone is speaking of him, my lord,” replied the redhead, looking as flushed as the contessa felt.  
 
    “Is that so?” The stranger took her hand in his and captured her gaze with his own. He asked more softly, “And what is everyone saying?” 
 
    The redhead’s breath came faster. She darted a glance at the other ladies. “They speak of Belloth’s enchantments,” she was staring fixedly at his mouth and his slow lifting of her hand towards it, “…and of his ways of beguiling humankind.”  
 
    “They say he’s returned to the realm,” offered the dark-haired beauty, somewhat more decorously than her companion, “and they warn of his many guises.” 
 
    “A different name and face in every kingdom.” The older woman in the ill-fitting dress looked the stranger boldly up and down. “And a different lover in every town.” She didn’t even try to hide the invitation in her gaze. 
 
    The stranger finally pressed the redhead’s hand to his lips. Her bosom was rising and falling so passionately that the contessa feared the woman’s breasts would spill out of her gown. She forced herself to look away. 
 
    “The myths warn of him,” the dark-haired beauty added raptly. “Children are taught to fear him.” 
 
    “Stealing babes in the night?” He smiled devilishly across the redhead’s fingers, still held close to his lips.   
 
    “I heard he chained men just as easily as maidens to his loins,” the older woman said, as if eager to fill the requirement herself.  
 
    “Were those chains literal,” he inquired amusedly, “or figurative, do you think?” 
 
    “Myths have more basis in exaggeration than fact,” the contessa remarked. She hadn’t meant it to, but her tone sounded as brittle as she felt.  
 
    The contessa tried not to look at him. She didn’t understand the feelings he was eliciting from herself and the others, or why she’d begun trembling like a vibrating string deep along her core. She suspected she’d had too much wine; she recalled drinking but one glass, yet her increasingly woolen thoughts bespoke a rare intemperance. She feared embarrassing herself like the redhead, and she sought an opening to escape the unsettling effect of his company. 
 
    “They say he could bind entire armies to his will,” the dark-haired beauty meanwhile continued with desire now glistening her eyes, “and even once marched ten thousand men right off the edge of the world.”  
 
    “They speak,” the redhead offered breathlessly, “of his…power over…” 
 
    “Frail minds,” the contessa quipped brusquely. 
 
    The stranger gave a low chuckle and shifted the force of his attention to her. “Frail indeed, Contessa.” 
 
    She felt his gaze fall upon her as palpably as the sun reappearing from behind a cloud. As the focus of his direct interest, she somehow could no longer withhold her interest in return. Her eyes lifted to his as though propelled. Breath fled her lungs, draining all vitality save for a thrumming apprehension that tingled her skin.  
 
    His sparkling sapphire eyes assessed her. From the resulting curve of his lips, he approved of what he saw; yet the hunger in his gaze seemed to have little to do with admiring her figure. He released the redhead’s hand with eyes now only for the contessa.  
 
    She stared at him while her breath quickened, wondering if she could possibly be misconstruing the meaning implied in his gaze. The entire night had begun to assume a dreamlike quality…and not an altogether pleasant sort of dream.  
 
    A smile hitched one corner of his mouth. He extended his hand to her.     
 
    She had no idea why she accepted it.  
 
    The room spun.  
 
    Suddenly she was dancing in his arms. The whole ballroom was dancing, lords and ladies twirling in clouds of taffeta and tulle. The ceiling was a blur of crystal lights, the nighttime windows awash with color. She saw a thousand dancers reflected in the mirrored walls. They all danced with him. 
 
    Across the room, the Lord Abanachtran stood as a lighthouse in the storm, staring at her—no, at the stranger that was spinning her recklessly across the ballroom floor. For a moment, the Lord Abanachtran’s stare anchored the contessa, and she became aware of herself in a way she’d forgotten. She felt suddenly ashamed to be dancing so wantonly with a foreign lord.  
 
    The Lord Abanachtran’s dark gaze speared through the sea of dancers, separating them in twain, and he strode into the parting between the dancing waters, intent upon reaching them.  
 
    But the stranger holding the contessa laughed and spun her around, and the dancers closed upon each other again in crashing waves of colorful silk, drowning the Lord Abanachtran in their midst. 
 
    The stranger pulled the contessa closer then, and she laughed in his arms. Why did she laugh? Everything was wonderful.  
 
    Everything was horribly awry. 
 
    He pressed his mouth against her ear. “Ah, look. They’re in love.” He spun her to see the couple of his interest, a man and woman dancing close, their eyes locked raptly upon each other. 
 
    The woman was the redhead from the line. The man was the contessa’s own lord husband.   
 
    The stranger twirled her out of view of the pair and bound her close in his strong arms. His probing gaze invited her to become closer still. 
 
    She struggled against this invitation, fought to assert her own will, but she couldn’t put shape to her thoughts. Her mind was formless mush. All she knew was the heartbreak of seeing that look in her lord husband’s eyes, aimed at another.  
 
    “Contessa…” The stranger breathed a lustful entreaty against her ear.  
 
    Suddenly he had her pinned naked between his muscular arms, up against a wall. The chamber was dark, save for flickering candles. A bedchamber. He stood stripped to the waist, the finest specimen of a man she’d ever seen.  
 
    She closed her eyes to the spinning world, but still she saw her lord husband—imagined or real, she couldn’t decide. Was anything real in this horrible dream? But her lord was kissing the other woman now, and nothing had ever felt more real than his betrayal.  
 
    “Nature inclines you to fidelity,” the stranger murmured between the kisses he was planting down her neck, his breath cool but his hand so hot upon her breasts. Or was her bare flesh so hot beneath his hand? She couldn’t separate the liquid sensation of his touch any more than she could separate her desire from her fear.   
 
    He sealed his mouth hotly upon hers. His tongue probed to draw hers out while his hand slipped lower…indecently low…deliciously low. “Will you defy your nature for me, Contessa?”  
 
    She broke free of his mouth to suck in a shuddering breath. His hand was probing her so intimately, his thumb now stroking lavish circles…  
 
    Was this really happening or was it just a nightmarish dream? Did she even know which answer she wanted when all she really seemed to want was—  
 
    “Yes!” she gasped.  
 
    “Yes…what, Contessa?” 
 
    The answer thrust itself into her mind even as she prayed he would soon do to her body. “Yes, Lord Baelfeir,” she wept.  
 
    And reality shattered.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bea huddled in a corner while the millstone of her life flew off its axis, gouging a haggard path through the world, uprooting everything once fixed, casting the pillars of stability awry.  
 
    The stately waltz had devolved into a frenzy. Many had abandoned the dance to engage in steamier pursuits. Two of her father’s servants were fornicating with each other, blocking access to the doorway, while just past them, the villa guards were engaged in a violent contest of blades. Across the room, the stranger had a countess pinned against the wall with her skirts pushed high. She was crying out his name as he drove himself into her. No one seemed to notice.   
 
    Bea’s mother and father had left with the Lord Abanachtran—left her, their precious jewel, without a second glance. Bea watched, sickened, as her father’s Chamberlain slowly disrobed and handed his clothing to another man, piece by piece.  
 
    In the loggia, two boys who had always been the closest of friends lay on the ground with knives twitching in their chests, shedding their heart-blood onto her mother’s marble tiles. Their fathers stood nearby; they’d sipped their wine as the boys battled, making no move to stop them, doing nothing even now as their firstborn sons expired. 
 
    Bea couldn’t see the illusion cast upon the partygoers—if illusion it was, this perversion of nature—but she could feel the fourth strand churning in tumultuous waves.  
 
    On and on the musicians played, the dancers danced, all of them wearing plaster smiles hardened into a permanent reflection of horror.  
 
    Bea’s haunted gaze strayed to the two boys dying on the patio.  
 
    They were lying in a growing pool of blood, their hands reaching for each other as though restored in death to the sanity stolen in life…the sanity he had stolen.  
 
    Bea envied them their escape. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Two 
 
      
 
    “There is no higher purpose guiding existence in this universe.  
 
    Only the conscience and minds of men.”  
 
      
 
    –Isabel van Gelderan, Epiphany’s Prophet 
 
      
 
    Franco Rohre clutched at the mental anchor that held him to the node on T’khendar’s world grid. Everywhere he looked, he saw red: the red of flames consuming the aetheric substance of the world; the red of corrosive clouds that were the result of degenerating magnetic leylines; the red haze of his own bloodshot eyes, the result of too many days engaged in fighting forces no mortal mind was built to withstand. 
 
    Almost…there… Dagmar’s thought came faintly, yet it brought slicing pain to Franco’s overtaxed awareness. Stars and inky blackness clouded his vision. His head swam. 
 
    Franco! Hold that anchor! Isabel’s mental voice jolted him back to alertness. He realized his anchor had started to slip and fixed a firmer hold upon it.  
 
    Franco fought a battle against the kinetic fury of a world in peril. Energy ripped past him with lightning force, threatening to tear him off his anchor, continuously scouring his consciousness. T’khendar’s Pattern of the World was a feral creature trapped while wildfire consumed everything around it; it didn’t recognize that the Adepts braving the flames to break its bonds were fighting to set it free.  
 
    To effectively accomplish what they were doing— 
 
    First of all, no one should be doing what they were doing. 
 
    —he really ought to have had three anchors into three different nodes. Triangulation was the only stable way of holding a position on the Pattern of the World. 
 
    But the nodes in this part of T’khendar’s world grid had already been too far degraded by the Malorin’athgul Rinokh’s relentless efforts to unmake the realm. In order to repair the grid, they had to first repair and recharge those leylines, so that when they got to the next damaged node in this section—which Dagmar was heading for—they would be able to channel enough energy to reinvigorate the node and restore that section of the grid. 
 
    Theoretically. 
 
    The three Nodefinders from Eltanin were elsewhere on the grid, doing much the same as Franco, Dagmar and Isabel.  
 
    While Dagmar inched towards his goal, Franco had to hold the anchor on his own node. He also had to keep his mind connected to both Isabel and Dagmar, so that when the time came, they could all close the circuit and charge the grid.  
 
    But holding a degraded node open… 
 
    Franco likened the experience to trying to keep the sea from claiming a sinking carrack by holding onto its anchor chain. From a dinghy. In a hurricane.  
 
    Franco, focus please. Isabel’s presence remained a quiet but potent support. She held the second triangulation point while Dagmar strove to reach the third. She knew what Franco was enduring. She was enduring the same. 
 
    But focusing meant staying in the moment. Focusing meant recognizing how obscenely dangerous and foolhardy was their undertaking. Focusing meant feeling pain radiating from the backs of his eyes all the way down to the soft bed of his feet. Focusing meant being terrified.  
 
    And it meant doing all of that, hour after unending hour, until his brain had become a formless mash, his skin had sloughed into char, and his eyes were bleeding. 
 
    At least…you’re not…having to…make…the climb. Dagmar’s voice floated to him as though from a distant mountain peak, echoic of a breathless, obdurate determination.  
 
    The Great Master was scaling the worst of the degraded leylines to reach the final nodepoint while fighting the current the entire way. Franco compared this to trying to climb a near vertical scree slope. Beneath a waterfall. In a flood.  
 
    How the Great Master could maintain his sense of humor after doing this for months on end…   
 
    Isabel. Dagmar’s call that time was both warning and acknowledgement. He’d made it. 
 
    Franco braced himself. This activity mainly involved clenching his jaw and offering a fast, fervent prayer. 
 
    Then the blast hit. 
 
    The tsunami wave of power that suddenly came charging through the Pattern made the torrential hurricane he’d been enduring for untold hours feel like a balmy drizzle. The current ripped Franco off his feet and spun him on its winds. But his anchor held, and while it held, the power could only pound and tumble him in fury.  
 
    He clung to his anchor, nearly horizontal in the kinetic wind, eyes squeezed shut to the screaming light but still blinded by it, his tortured mind on fire, gasping for breath until even that became impossible and everything went white-hot… 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was expected that they would lose consciousness. In fact, that was more or less the point. You held on until you blacked out, each time hoping that you’d held to consciousness long enough for the current to recharge the node.  
 
    They all had fail-safes—an ethereal chain bonded to their life pattern, and a material chain of Merdanti links bonded to a leather belt around their waists—that would haul them off the Pattern the moment they lost consciousness. 
 
    This would save their lives, but it would also mean all of their toil would be for naught if one of them lost consciousness before the node was restored.   
 
    This was the first fear Franco always awoke to: had he held on long enough? 
 
    The second fear was: had he survived it? 
 
    Since he was thinking at all, he decided he must have managed at least the second of those.  
 
    Rebuilding the pattern of a world was not something mortals were supposed to live through. Each time he did it, Franco feared that the gods would claim him simply for the impudence of thinking he could. 
 
    Lying on his cot, Franco considered moving but then decided against it, citing immense wisdom in inaction. He wasn’t ready yet to test any part of his body with the monumental undertaking of movement. After defying the will of the gods, it was no wonder he woke up hurting everywhere. 
 
    But he did wonder where he was, because this certainly wasn’t his tent. 
 
    Tall beams supporting doubled canvas—you could barely hear the ever-present, howling wind—and tapestries concealing the bare walls imparted a sense of luxury to the otherwise sparse accommodations. He was lying between soft sheets without even a speck of sand grinding his flesh, surrounded by wall-to-wall carpets and a faint breeze carrying the hint of citrus.  
 
    Isabel’s tent then.  
 
    The First Lord had wanted to raise a pavilion for his sister out of the desert bedrock, but Isabel had forbidden him to waste his effort for her comfort. She could sleep in a tent like everyone else, she’d said.  
 
    Well…not precisely like everyone else. Hers was far more luxurious than Franco’s, for instance. In his tent, sand found its way through the seams into every bloody crease and crevice. Isabel’s tent even muted the constant wind. Franco appreciated having slept soundly for once.  
 
    While he laid there trying to breathe as shallowly as possible to avoid rousing the beast that was his overtaxed system, his thoughts strayed—as ever they did these days—to Alshiba. 
 
    How well he remembered being tossed onto the node with Niko’s dagger in his gut while Mir’s goons dragged Alshiba away. He vaguely recalled arriving in Björn’s palace in T’khendar and partly remembered Isabel working to Heal him from the dagger—not to mention the lingering effects of Mir’s vicious amusements—while the First Lord removed Mir’s compulsion; subsequently, Franco had spilled out Niko’s entire plan to Björn. 
 
    Oh, when Franco got his hands on Mir Arkadhi… 
 
    And yet, the Eltanin Seat appeared to be an ally—as bitter a reality as that was to swallow—for the First Lord had told him that ‘Mir would keep Alshiba safe.’  
 
    If that statement had come from anyone else, Franco would’ve rejected it outright; but if the First Lord trusted the Eltanin Seat with Alshiba’s life, then Franco was missing something important.  
 
    So during the early days of his recovery from Mir’s torture and Niko’s dagger, Franco ruminated on the First Lord’s declaration, trying to reconcile this fact with his own experience.  
 
    And it had eventually occurred to him—like one of those hateful truths you circle for days without actually ever advancing on, until suddenly the moment comes when you have to stop chewing the inside of your cheek and do something about it—that if Mir had needed Björn to know something important, such as everything Niko was doing in T’khendar, his entire plan spelled out in detail—Mir could’ve only ensured Björn got this message by entrusting it to the Vestal’s sworn man: Franco. 
 
    Because Mir couldn’t send such a message safely through Illume Belliel, not with Niko dogging his steps, not with all of the cityworld on the alert for Björn van Gelderan’s spies…no, Mir couldn’t pass along such a message unless he’d done it exactly the way he had: by making the message itself a torment, a taunt, something to hound Franco’s conscience and eat away at his resolve. That he could do right in front of Niko, with the blasted man watching and laughing the entire time.   
 
    Of course, Mir would’ve known that Björn would instantly recognize that Franco had been truthbound. He knew that Björn himself, if not his sister or Raine, could easily undo his fourth strand knots. So he’d given his clever report for the First Lord while making a torment out of it for Franco, a fool out of Niko, and taking his own dark amusement in the bargain. 
 
    Franco absolutely loathed Mir Arkadhi.   
 
    Eventually he got tired of envisioning ways of mutilating Mir and mustered the fortitude to get up off his cot—the most comfortable damned cot he’d ever slept on—and dress himself. This went as might be expected, with perhaps more muted cursing than might be expected, even though, in all, he felt far less like a mangled scrap of meat than he usually did. 
 
    No sooner had he donned his boots than he felt an uncommon urge to see the First Lord, so he cloaked himself against the storm, wound a scarf around his head in the desert fashion, and ducked out of the tent to brave the whirling sand.  
 
    Handrails and guide ropes latticed the campsite to aid movement through the constant scouring storm, but Franco didn’t need the rails just then, for though the wind still howled at the night, the sands merely flurried. He followed a path of glowing lamps, murky in the choked air, to reach the portal at the edge of camp.  
 
    A black basalt archway three times the height of a man demarked the place of crossing. Franco bent against the wind, dug his boots into the mounding dune and strove through— 
 
    —and emerged into the silent night atop the mountainous overlook where the First Lord had raised his command center from the volcanic rock. They called the place Khanjar, so named because it resembled the hooked dagger favored by the desert tribes.  
 
    Franco unwrapped his head scarf and shook out the sand from his clothing with echoes of the wind still screaming in his ears. Then he took a deep breath of clear air and looked around.  
 
    A thick stripe of stars made a band through the heavens, perpendicular to the line of mountains he was standing on. Behind him, the obsidian pavilion and its adjoining buildings gleamed darkly, blocking his view to the north; while to the west, a gibbous moon hung in still silence, as if loath to intrude on anyone’s much-deserved sleep. 
 
    The pavilion was quiet, with the perennial denizens of the First Lord’s command center for once at rest. Or perhaps they always slept between the hours of four and five in the morning and Franco was just never there to witness this miracle. 
 
    He was just feeling the first vestiges of hope that even the First Lord had found his bed, when his surveying gaze noted a shadowed form at the far end of the overlook. He gave a disappointed sigh and headed over.   
 
    A low obsidian wall edged the mountaintop. Franco followed its undulating path to the far end of the ridge, where a spire of bedrock formed the hook in Khanjar’s blade.  
 
    As Franco neared the spire, more of the view it had been blocking opened to him, and—  
 
    There, balanced midline to the horizon, veritably eye to eye with the First Lord himself, glowed the constellation of Cephrael’s Hand.  
 
    Franco just didn’t trust a constellation that moved whenever and however it willed. 
 
    In line with those seven stars, the First Lord was sitting on the sheer side of the wall with his boots braced on the uneven rock, elbows propped on knees, inches away from a fifteen-hundred-foot fall. He looked casually disheveled.   
 
    He glanced up at Franco’s arrival, gave a half-smile in welcome. “Ah, Franco…” Björn pressed palms to his eyes and resurrected more life into his smile. “I’m not sure if I should say good evening or good morning at this point.” 
 
    “I’m not sure my body knows the difference anymore, to be honest, my lord.” 
 
    “That’s understandable.” Björn looked back to the vista. His presence was as potent as ever, yet an uncommon weariness diluted his movements. Perhaps this really was the hour when he normally found his bed.   
 
    Franco pushed his hair back from his face and slowly approached, gaze glued to those seven fateful stars. The last time he’d seen them, he’d been staring up through the mouth of a sea cave, bloody and bound beside a Malorin’athgul, certain he was about to drown. For some reason, he felt no more sure of himself now. He swallowed. “I’ve never seen that constellation in T’khendar before.” 
 
    “Oh…it comes and goes.” Björn was watching the stars with a smile that barely touched his lips. “You know what the legends say—it moves where it wills. It’s been here often of late, though. I think it’s checking up on me.” He winked as he said this, but Franco still got the impression that he meant it literally.   
 
    Some things about the First Lord were too arcane for comfort sometimes; for instance, whatever lay between him and that constellation. Franco cleared his throat and joined the Vestal on the safe side of conversation. “It’s quiet tonight.”  
 
    “Rinokh must be resting.” Björn darted a wry smile at him. “Even he has to sleep sometime, I imagine.” 
 
    Rinokh. There was another subject Franco intended to leave alone.  
 
    Björn looked him over with amusement hinting in his gaze, as if he’d caught this thought. “How are you feeling? Improved, I hope.” 
 
    “Very much so. Better than usual, actually.” Usual was a sliding scale from agonizing to sore and aching. A dull throbbing behind his eyes was about the best he could hope for. “My lord…” Franco scrubbed at an itch on his head that sadly dislodged more sand, “do you happen to know how I came to be sleeping in the Lady Isabel’s tent?” 
 
    “Oh…that.” Björn returned his gaze to the stars. “I’d already sent everyone to bed when the three of you returned, so I took care of your needs myself. Isabel’s tent was closer than yours and had a free room. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    If the First Lord had tended to him, no wonder he’d slept so well and felt so restored. Franco bowed his head. “Thank you, my lord.”  
 
    Björn gave him a look that said it was the least he could do.  
 
    But no, the least he could’ve done would’ve been to tend to his sister. But to himself have individually carried all three of them back to their tents, healed them of the day’s effects, cleansed them of sand and tucked them into bed…and to have done it all in the dead of night, while a sandstorm threatened to tear him limb from limb—never mind the malevolent creature relentlessly trying to destroy the world he’d birthed with his own blood and tears, and for whose existence his closest friends had given their lives—all of this, when Epiphany knew the last time he’d slept himself?  
 
    Franco didn’t know how to balance the First Lord’s kindness against the weight of his own responsibility. He sought escape from the conflict in inanities.  
 
    “I’m surprised I’m the first one up. Your sister is usually awake long before I come staggering out.” 
 
    Björn flicked a culpable look at him. “Ah…I may have given her some encouragement to sleep a little deeper than usual. She goes too long without rest if left to her own devices.” 
 
    “I suspect she would say the same about you, my lord.” 
 
    His soft smile widened by a fraction. “Yes…well, we are two of a kind.” 
 
    Franco looked to the south, where Rinokh’s storm burned a deep red along the nighttime horizon. “What have you espied of the node tonight? Did we succeed?” 
 
    Björn straightened and adjusted his boots on the rock edge. Franco kept feeling twinges at the base of his spine every time he noted that two heels wedged against a glass-slick wall were all that prevented the First Lord from tumbling off into the night.   
 
    “That section of the grid is now functional again.” Björn radiated gratitude when he glanced back to him. “Thank you for that effort; I know it wasn’t comfortable to endure.”  
 
    Franco managed an acknowledging smile that felt more like a grimace.  
 
    Nothing the First Lord had ever given him to do had been comfortable to endure. Hazardous. Fraught. Sometimes heartbreaking. Usually frustrating and most often life-threatening. But comfortable? He wasn’t sure he even knew what comfortable felt like.  
 
    “Poor Rinokh.” Björn looked to Franco with mirth hinting in his gaze. “He must be wondering what’s wrong with his power that he can’t seem to unmake this insignificant world.” He returned his attention to the burning horizon, that time with weighty consideration, and exhaled slowly. “Then again, perhaps our resident Malorin’athgul appreciates a world fighting back for a change.” 
 
    Franco blinked. “I’m sorry, what?” 
 
    “Do you not think so? One has to wonder: how hard would it be to maintain one's interest in life for all eternity? Have you never thought about it, Franco?” 
 
    Mostly Franco had thought about trying to avoid an eternity of this or an eternity of that.  
 
    Björn looked back to Rinokh’s storm. “You'd have to become expert at inventing games, because life is meaningless without a game. And you'd have to be fantastically skilled at generating interest in small things, because I assure you, Franco, every problem known to man starts seeming small after you've seen it come and go a thousand times.”  
 
    Björn was staring at the storm now as if his eyes could penetrate its depths to study the immortal creature lurking beyond the realm’s aether. “Come to think of it, this is probably the most entertainment Rinokh has had in millennia. He’s probably having a rollicking good time. It’s no wonder he’s so fervent upon his game to unmake us.” 
 
    For a moment, Franco simply stared at him. Then he shifted his gaze uncomfortably away. “You have a unique way of looking at things, my lord.” 
 
    Björn flashed a self-deprecating smile. “Ah, well…you know what they say—a wielder is limited by what he can envision. I try to envision a few new impossibilities every day, just to keep my edge.” 
 
    Franco blew out his breath. “And the Lady Isabel tries for ten.” 
 
    Björn chuckled. “Actually, you’re quite right about that. She’s always proving herself the sharper of our pair.” He got to his feet on the tiny eyelash of ledge and slung a leg over to straddle the wall. “But I’m glad you’ve come, Franco, because I wanted to speak with you.” 
 
    Every nerve in Franco’s spine suddenly flared in alarm. “Oh?”  
 
    Now he knew why Isabel still slept but he’d felt compelled to rise from his bed and seek out the First Lord, which ordinarily was about as likely as his rising and seeking out Rinokh.  
 
    Björn propped one bent leg on the wall while letting his other dangle over the abyss, and rested hands in his lap. “Tomorrow, Dagmar is going to offer you his Vestal ring.” He held Franco with his gaze, as if those words weren’t enough to pin him fast. “I would like you to accept it.” 
 
    In that moment, Franco was immensely thankful that he stood on the safe side of the wall, because he felt very unstable on his feet.   
 
    “Dagmar has kept his bonds to you and your brethren of the strand strong through the centuries, but he hasn’t upheld the duties of the Second Vestal in a very long time. You must see this truth, Franco.” 
 
    Franco managed a somewhat strangled, “I do see that, my lord.” 
 
    “Fortunately, there hasn’t been much happening in Alorin that required Dagmar’s attention these past few centuries.” Björn finally swung both legs down inside the railing, giving Franco’s heart a moment to recover its natural pace.  
 
    That is, until the First Lord stood and clapped a hand on his shoulder, strong and firm. “But now the realm needs a Second Vestal, and Alshiba has formally nominated you.” He searched Franco’s gaze with his own keen one. “You should have no trouble accepting, under these circumstances.”  
 
    Franco marveled at how readily the First Lord seemed to find subjects that he would rather be beaten and flayed than discuss. 
 
    “Am I right, Franco?” 
 
    As if Franco had ever denied the First Lord anything he’d asked of him since binding him to his cause that fateful day on Tiern’aval: spying on Niko and Dore, becoming a deputy Vestal to Alshiba, being the front man for Carian’s rebellion—even most recently, helping in T’khendar, when all he’d wanted to do was rush back to Illume Belliel and find Alshiba, when all he’d wanted was to hunt down Mir Arkadhi… 
 
    And now the First Lord was asking him to take the Great Master’s place on the Council of Realms?  
 
    Was it horrible that the first reason he thought of for accepting the position was so he might return to Alshiba’s side?   
 
    Björn released his shoulder and looked along the length of the mountain. “I think a walk would do me good. Perhaps you have other matters to attend to, or would you…” 
 
    “No.” Franco’s brow furrowed. “No, I would walk with you, my lord, if my company would please you.” 
 
    “It would. Very much.” Björn clasped hands behind his back and they started off along the obsidian wall, which gleamed darkly in the starlight.  
 
    Franco’s head was whirling through questions of ethics and morality that he felt underprepared to adjudicate. He pushed hands in his pockets. “Do you never sleep, my lord?” 
 
    Björn chuckled at his tone. “Sleep is an elusive sylph to me these days. When I do catch her, she’s vindictive and curses me with dreams of events I would rather have forgotten.” 
 
    “So you spend your nights, what…talking with the stars?” Seven stars to be specific. 
 
    The First Lord eyed him amusedly. “Cephrael is not a force of evil, you know.” His gaze strayed to the constellation as they walked before it. “He gets blamed for much that goes wrong in this world, but that’s an illogical allegation. The odds are in the angiel’s favor that at least a few of those calamities, man brought upon himself.”  
 
    Franco pushed a hand through his hair and gazed bemusedly at him. “My lord, is there ever a time of day or night when you’re not embroiled in some deep philosophical introspection? I mean, when you’re just…I don’t know…thinking about soup or something?” 
 
    Björn chuckled. “Once upon a time…”  
 
    They wound around the outcropping of basalt, which blocked their view of the pavilion. “Dagmar chides me, too—don’t think yourself alone.” Björn scrubbed idly at his jaw. “These explorations interest me, Franco. It’s not a burden to me to ponder deep ideas. Perhaps it’s depressing that this is the way I entertain myself when sleep evades me.”   
 
    They rounded the outcropping to the north, and a different set of constellations opened to their view. Björn glanced to Franco again. “But to your earlier point, in much of my recent stargazing, I’ve been seeking the drachwyr.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    “Balaji, Ramu and the others are still swimming their way back to us. I’m doing what I can to aid them in their endeavor. Time’s current was not meant to be fought. Its waters are usually a one-way stream.” 
 
    The missing drachwyr were the reason Franco and the others were endangering their lives on T’khendar’s world pattern. What it took three Nodefinders most of a day to accomplish, a single drachwyr could manage in a span of hours.  
 
    Franco looked to Björn, feeling the weight of that concern as a constant drain upon his energies. “But it can be done? They can find their way back?” He couldn’t imagine fighting the coming battle without them.  
 
    “Yes,” Björn glanced to him, “with a strong enough anchor in the original time… stream…” His words faded as he pinched the bridge of his nose for a moment. Then he pressed his fingers out across his forehead in a manner that reflected acute discomfort.  
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    Björn offered him a reassuring smile while pinching his temples between third finger and thumb. “I’m being chastised.” He dropped his hand and cast a humorously pained expression ahead of them. “My sister will join us momentarily to give me a proper scolding.” 
 
    Franco quickly thumbed back over his shoulder. “You don’t suppose I could…” 
 
    Björn laughed. “You could certainly make for the back steps. I promise to exonerate you from all wrongdoing.” 
 
    Franco exhaled a sigh. “No, my lord. I shall stand with you. I would’ve done the same for the Lady Isabel if given the opportunity.” 
 
    Björn put a hand on his shoulder, his gaze warm. “You are a true friend, Franco.” 
 
    In that moment, the world seemed to stop. Franco’s throat constricted and…there were no words.  
 
    Björn van Gelderan had named him a friend.  
 
    It had never occurred to Franco—nay, it was previously inconceivable to him—that the Vestal would ever think of him as a friend. It surprised him even more to realize that he felt the same…to recognize that his loyalty was no longer about a binding oath but about a cause he believed in, and a crusade spearheaded by a man he respected above all others.  
 
    He managed a grateful nod, and the world started turning again. 
 
    By the time their path wove back in view of the pavilion, a grey dawn light was chasing away the stars, and the command center had come alive, glowing golden-bright against the pale dawn. 
 
    Isabel had arrived and was waiting for them on the broad court that separated the mountainous end of the ridge from Björn’s pavilion. Franco still couldn’t get used to seeing her without her blindfold. He’d thought it was hard holding the First Lord’s gaze, but a woman who saw your future every time she looked into your eyes? 
 
    Isabel greeted Franco with a gracious smile and her brother with an adoring one. They exchanged kisses on each cheek. Then she shook her head at him. “You’re incorrigible.”  
 
    He caressed her shoulders with his thumbs. “When it comes to your welfare? Always.” 
 
    “And who will look after you while I’m sleeping?” 
 
    He smiled down at her. “Franco kept me company.”  
 
    Isabel considered her brother. “What news from the night? How far away are the drachwyr?” 
 
    The slightest of furrows notched the First Lord’s brow. “Balaji remains…distant. The others, I cannot say exactly.” 
 
    “And Mithaiya?” 
 
    “She’s managing things at Raku in the others’ absence.” 
 
    “Forgive me for questioning, my lord,” Franco interrupted, “but is Mithaiya not more needed here?”  
 
    Björn and Isabel exchanged a look, after which Isabel said, “We need her skills, yes, but Alorin needs her presence more. And Mithaiya is upon a task that we hope will restore the drachwyr to us.” 
 
    The First Lord started them walking towards the pavilion. “Make no mistake, Franco,” he appended to Isabel’s comment, “these are energies we’re dealing with. Rinokh, the drachwyr, ourselves…the tapestry is a painting of energies clashing, blooming and otherwise interacting.”  
 
    Just then Dagmar appeared through the portal, dressed as usual in his head-to-toe black.  
 
    Björn waved him over.  
 
    The Second Vestal shrugged his blond head free of his desert scarf and started towards them, shaking the sand from his clothes.  
 
    Franco must’ve looked confused, for Björn smiled and laid a hand on his arm. “Think of it this way,” he said, looking back to him, “Adepts represent energies. The drachwyr represent energies compounded many times beyond our own. The Malorin’athgul, again, compounded. These energies affect the Balance even when not directed, but much more so when guided by intent.”  
 
    “Thus the importance of all of our intentions being aligned to the same purpose,” Franco surmised.   
 
    Björn nodded. “Our energies are aligned now, but as Adepts, we haven’t the same influence that immortals have on the tapestry. To our advantage in this regard, the Malorin’athgul are finally split.” 
 
    Franco did a double take. “You mean—” 
 
    Isabel said, “Pelas and Darshan have more or less aligned in their intent against Rinokh and Shail.” She dropped this weighty fact on his head before turning to greet Dagmar. 
 
    Franco’s eyes flew to the First Lord, who nodded to the understanding now electrifying his gaze. “Yet their opposing intentions are thinning the cosmic fabric—razing it, if you will, from both sides, and with the drachwyr gone from Alorin…let us say the balance the drachwyr’s energy provides is sorely missed.” 
 
    Franco’s throat felt dry. “So Mithaiya…”  
 
    Isabel turned back to them with Dagmar’s black-clad form towering at her side. “Is the only immortal anchoring Alorin’s tapestry,” she finished for him. Her gaze was voluminous with meaning. 
 
    Dagmar gripped Björn’s arm and flashed his famous smile. “Morning, brother. That was some nightcap you slipped me. That’s the last time I’m letting you tuck me in.” He winked a cheery hello to Franco. “Why didn’t I get to sleep in Isabel’s tent?” 
 
    Björn made a noise of disbelief. “As if I would trust you with my sister.” 
 
    “I only made a pass at her the one time,” Dagmar protested, “and that was what? Four centuries ago?” 
 
    “Give it a couple more and then we’ll talk.” 
 
    Dagmar grinned amiably around at all of them. “So…what did I miss?”  
 
    Björn clapped a hand on Dagmar’s shoulder by way of starting them all walking towards the pavilion. “We’re deepening Franco’s understanding of the precipitous nature of the game at present.” 
 
    Dagmar groaned and shook his head. “You must not have slept again.” 
 
    “What gave me away?”    
 
    Dagmar eyed him dubiously. “You only discuss existential philosophical conflicts at the dawn hour when you haven’t seen your bed in a very long while.”  
 
    “Sleep is overrated,” Björn replied with a wink. 
 
    Dagmar shook his head forlornly. “The less you sleep, the more intractable you become. Where’s Dämen? Why isn’t the Shade managing you better?” 
 
    “Someone has to run things in Niyadbakir while I’m out here being intractable. Cities don’t evacuate themselves.” 
 
    “At least not in an orderly fashion,” a smiling Isabel remarked. “The alarm drills are continuing daily.”   
 
    Dagmar eyed the two of them. “You really think the people will leave when the day comes?” 
 
    Björn shrugged. “We prepare for an eventuality where they may not have a choice.” 
 
    Isabel drew her robes closer about herself and added, glancing to Dagmar, “Raine reports that the grid is holding elsewhere in the realm, but the tear in T’khendar’s fabric is widening. The cities need to be ready.” 
 
    The sky had lightened into the exact blue-grey color of the First Lord’s coat and was illuminating rose-tinged clouds along with Isabel’s robes, so that as they walked toward the north side of the ridge, the two leaders seemed to Franco chosen of the dawn, incarnations of its essence.  
 
    Franco couldn’t say if it was the dawn light or by some other power, but he could see Isabel’s tattoos glowing suddenly, silver-faint beneath the silk of her garments. If Franco hadn’t known the truth, he would’ve thought the patterns had been stitched with thread-of-silver into her desert silks.  
 
    Dagmar observed Isabel’s tattoos at the same time Franco did. Then he looked to Björn, and something passed between them.  
 
    The two Vestals were always conversing with bare glances and cryptic statements, one half-communicated thought spurring the next, but this look even Franco understood. And what he saw in Dagmar’s gaze made him go cold inside. 
 
    “Stop thinking about me behind my back.” Isabel placed her hands on the obsidian wall and turned an uncompromising stare over her shoulder at the men.  
 
    Dagmar crossed his arms. “Have you told Ean what’s happening?”  
 
    She returned her attention to the north and its glistening sea of sand. “I don’t want to influence his path any more than I already have.” 
 
    “So he has no idea—” 
 
    “Ean has to make choices for himself, Dagmar.” Isabel tightened her hands on the railing.  
 
    “Balance still weighs heavily on Ean’s path,” Björn said by way of supporting her decision. “Especially now.” 
 
    Dagmar shifted a frown between Björn and Isabel. “But the Warlocks have returned.” 
 
    “To Illume Belliel,” Isabel said without turning. 
 
    Dagmar speared a look at Björn. “Not Alorin?” 
 
    Björn let out his breath slowly, shrugged. 
 
    The Second Vestal’s eyebrows shot up. “You don’t know?” 
 
    A smile cracked Björn’s expression. “You underestimate him if you think he’ll make this easy.” 
 
    Franco was only partly tracking with their conversation, but it really didn’t make sense to him why Dagmar was talking about the Warlocks returning to Alorin as if this was a good thing…even a necessary thing. 
 
    “But you’ll know when he works the lifeforce.” Dagmar made this sound more a statement of fact than a question. 
 
    “If he works the lifeforce,” Björn admitted, “but he’s far too savvy to make that mistake without a solid rationale beneath it.” 
 
    Which confused Franco all the more, for Warlocks couldn’t work elae.  
 
    Dagmar exhaled a measured breath. “He’s the game-changer.” He shifted his burly arms, looking pensive. “You think he knows that?” 
 
    A smile teased one corner of Björn’s mouth. “I think he generally envisions himself as the lord of all existence most of the time.”   
 
    Dagmar grunted. “And I thought your zanthyr was insufferable.” 
 
    Isabel remarked, “Immortality and humility often find difficulty coexisting.” She motioned them to join her at the wall. “Come and see, my lords.” 
 
    They reached her just as the sun speared its first golden rays above the horizon. Across the vast, empty desert, the light found something to reflect against—nay, many somethings, if told from the stripe of radiance suddenly glimmering at the northern limit of their vision. 
 
    In a moment, Franco had it. Two hundred-plus Paladin Knights were making their exacting way across the dunes. 
 
    “It took them bloody long enough,” Dagmar muttered.  
 
    Franco had barely spared a thought for the knights since transporting them to the same desert node where he’d delivered Carian vran Lea and Raine D’Lacourte, what felt a lifetime ago.  
 
    As General Ramuhárikhamáth liked to say, there was nothing quite like trudging across miles of empty desert to season a man’s inveterate intractability into a willingness to listen to reason. 
 
    Isabel slipped her arm around her brother’s waist. He glanced curiously to her as he drew her close in return. “I confess…” she said with the flicker of a smile, “I wasn’t completely certain of this part of the plan.”  
 
    He pressed a kiss to her head. “There’s no game if you’re certain of the outcome, sister-of-my-heart.”  
 
    The Second Vestal sucked on a tooth. “What say you…three weeks off yet?” 
 
    “Or longer,” Björn murmured. “The way they’ve been going in circles.” 
 
    “All the better to season the stew of sanity.” Dagmar squinted towards the sparkling blur on the horizon. “Balaeric has been checking on them periodically, leaving food and water for them to find. I’m not sure what more he could do short of carving large arrows in the sand.” 
 
    “I doubt they’d follow them anyway,” Björn said with a smile. 
 
    Dagmar grunted to this truth. “In any case, I’d best get preparations started to receive them.” He sounded doubtful of the outcome of that confrontation. 
 
    “Ye of little faith.” Isabel cast a smile in his wake.  
 
    Dagmar spun with open arms and began walking backwards. “You, my Lady Prophet, I have the utmost faith in.” He placed a hand over his heart and jerked his blond head towards the north. “It’s them I doubt.”  
 
    Whereupon he dragged his scarf up over his head and vanished through the portal. 
 
    Isabel withdrew from the circle of her brother’s arm. She looked like she wanted to say more to him, but a glance at Franco made it clear she would save her thoughts for later. Epiphany knew the weight upon her shoulders—both of their shoulders—yet the only hint of the burden she carried was a tension behind her eyes.  
 
    The same tension resided in the First Lord’s gaze as he watched his sister.  
 
    Franco wondered who Björn saw when he looked at Isabel: the High Mage of the Citadel? Epiphany’s Prophet? The Lady of T’khendar? Or some other moniker that had attached itself through the centuries to the ever-mysterious Isabel van Gelderan? 
 
    Björn took her hand and planted a kiss upon it. “I haven’t lost faith.”  
 
    She chuckled. “Doubtless because you don’t want to lose your bet with Dagmar.” 
 
    “There is that,” he admitted with a wink. 
 
    She gave him a grateful smile. “I’ll leave you two to your planning. Illume Belliel and Alorin both are in need of attention from our Second Vestal,” and with this, she angled a voluminous look at Franco that stripped all pretense of avoiding the conversation from his thoughts. 
 
     Franco watched her go, feeling suddenly as if all the weight she carried had been transported onto his shoulders instead.  
 
    Björn looked him over quietly. “It’s high time we restored some order to the realms, wouldn’t you say, my friend?” 
 
    Franco tried to steady the swarming feeling in his skull. “My lord, forgive me, but I think you overestimate my abilities.” 
 
    “Do I?” Björn’s answering smile only heightened Franco’s misgiving. The First Lord draped an arm around his shoulders and guided him towards the pavilion. “So… let’s you and I talk about Warlocks, shall we?” 
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     “Once one has surpassed the technical skill needed  
 
    so that doing becomes second-nature, action transcends into art.”  
 
      
 
    –The Adept wielder Arion Tavestra 
 
      
 
    Trell of the Tides…you must end this war.  
 
    Trell still heard the goddess Naiadithine’s water-voice speaking to his soul…still saw the men of Raku dying, their blood staining the mirror She’d made of the flooded waters of Khor Taran…still saw his father’s body sinking within the sacred spring, his unconscious face coming into view as the water dragged him down into its depths. 
 
    A blustering wind tore down from the peaks and pushed Trell’s hair into his eyes. The trail they were following that morning wound among the high ridges of Abu’dhan, where two thousand feet above them, russet crags scraped a sky of churning clouds. The wind blew constantly, singing a tuneless melody above the rhythm of horses’ plodding hooves, the jingle of harnesses and the strain and creak of leather. A thousand men strung a winding line through the pass behind Trell. Not a one spoke. 
 
    Trell reflected it was a unique experience receiving a command from a god.  
 
    He absently rubbed his shoulder, still sore from Tannour’s invisible ropes at the waterfall of Khor Taran, and pondered the miracle the Vestian had worked in saving him and Lazar hal’Hamaadi from a dark, watery death.  
 
    Tannour was going to be a major asset. Likewise the others of his growing company. Dannym’s Captain Gideon val Mallonwey and the men he commanded bolstered Trell’s numbers. The Nadori commander Lazar hal’Hamaadi brought knowledge of the surrounding territory as well as additional soldiers, weapons and ample supplies. Trell’s own men contributed ingenuity and an unwavering faith in his command…all of which he was putting towards freeing the rest of his father’s men from the warlord holding them. 
 
    This latter was the mission occupying their forces at present. 
 
    Up ahead on the road, Loukas n’Abraxis came riding around a bend. The Avataren combat engineer was one of many among Trell’s company of Converted who was acting as a scout.  
 
    They’d been skirmishing with the warlord’s men for the past several days. The warlord had been doing his best to lead them into ambushes or otherwise astray of his stronghold, but Lazar possessed details of its location—likewise Tannour, from his interrogation of the wielder Kifat—so they remained undeterred, and their progress steady. 
 
    Since the last skirmish two days ago, they’d seen neither hide nor hair of the warlord’s men. Now Trell’s army was crammed into a thirty-mile pass with no exit until they reached the valley surrounding the warlord’s mountain fortress. The pass was the only route in or out of the valley. They couldn’t be too careful. 
 
    Trell trotted Gendaia forward to meet Loukas. 
 
    The Avataren swept his auburn hair out of his eyes and held it back from the constant wind. “Saran reported in,” he said as Trell neared, referencing their lead scout. “He said you won’t like what lies ahead.” 
 
    “He hasn’t liked what lies behind,” Tannour interjected from close behind Trell. He’d rarely let Trell out of his sight since they’d left Khor Taran. Trell wasn’t sure whether to be offended or flattered by Tannour’s attentions. 
 
    The Vestian had an arsenal of weapons strapped to the vest he wore over his desert robes. As usual, he had his headscarf twisted about his ebony hair and shoulders in the fashion of his eastern homeland. He looked formidable. 
 
    Loukas shifted his green eyes to Tannour, and his gaze tightened. Whatever ill arrow had pierced the two men, the wound was still festering. He looked back to Trell and added with that hollow edge to his tone which always seemed to accompany Tannour’s presence, “Saran says it would be better to find another road.” 
 
    “Which he knows we cannot.” Trell frowned through an exhale. “Did he say what he found?” 
 
    “No, but I heard him mutter that the warlord is praying to Ha’viv.” 
 
    “That can’t be good.” In the vernacular of the desert tribes, praying to Ha’viv was the equivalent of working black magic. 
 
    Rolan Lamodaar trotted his horse forward to join their impromptu conference and now remarked from Trell’s left, “Saran.” He gave a disagreeable snort. “That knobby bastard can’t stop talking about his bloody horse, but when you need words out of him, he’s as close-mouthed as a fortune-teller who hasn’t been paid.”  
 
    “You look like a fortune-teller,” Tannour remarked with a half-smile twitching his lips. 
 
    To his point, Rolan was dressed to the nines in a flowing violet kaftan trimmed two hands thick with thread of gold embroidery, and with a fat ruby gleaming from the center of his agal—never mind the other jewels he regularly wore about his person. 
 
    Rolan turned a taunting grin on the Vestian. “Remind me again what happened to that inheritance of yours, Valeri?” 
 
    “Rich or poor, all men lie in the same size graves, Lamodaar,” Tannour replied coolly. 
 
    Trell meanwhile focused on Loukas. “Any word from Lazar?” The Nadori al-Amir was leading his own party of scouts far in advance of the main host. 
 
    Loukas shook his head. 
 
    Rolan grunted. “Azerjaiman’s winds, but the man doesn’t make it easy. If he wasn’t my own countryman…” 
 
    “Go on and say it.” Tannour arched a brow in challenge. “We’re all thinking it.” 
 
    “I’m not thinking it,” Trell said. 
 
    “Which is why we’re thinking it for you, A’dal.” Tannour lifted his gaze and studied the mountain ridge. “Lazar could be leading us into a trap right now. For all we know, he could be in league with this warlord.” 
 
    “Retribution for destroying his fortress,” Loukas said quietly, though he looked sheepish about speaking the thought aloud. 
 
    “We spoke beneath Jai’Gar’s eye,” Trell reminded Tannour. “That matters to a man of honor.” 
 
    “With respect, A’dal, how do we know Lazar hal’Hamaadi is a man of honor?” 
 
    Trell held Tannour’s gaze firmly. “We assume it until he proves himself otherwise. That’s the only way we’ll ever be able to work together.”  
 
    “No offense, A’dal, but that’s the way to get yourself quickly relieved of your purse—or your head—in Vest.” 
 
    “Vest is a province of cutthroats and thieves,” Loukas grumbled. 
 
    Tannour’s eyes flashed to him. “Says the scion of the biggest thieves in all the realm.”    
 
    “What do you know of it?” Loukas hissed back, the fire to Tannour’s ice. “You drank their poison readily enough when they offered it in scented wine.” 
 
    Tannour mockingly gave Loukas the Avataren sign of Obeisance, which earned him a glare in return.  
 
    Rolan chuckled. “Who needs a cock fight for entertainment when you can throw these two into a ring together, eh?” He scratched idly under his chin, wiggling the three jeweled braids of his beard in the process. “The troops have been marching for four turns of the glass now, A’dal. Some of Gideon’s men are starting to sway.” 
 
    Trell took his meaning. Whatever they were going to face ahead, it was probably better for the men to face it rested and refreshed.  
 
    “Let’s signal a halt. We’ll break for twenty lashes of the wind.” 
 
    But instead of heading off, Rolan just grinned at him.  
 
    Trell gave him a curious look. “What?” 
 
    Rolan waggled a jeweled forefinger. “It never ceases to amaze, your command of our tongue.” He looked Trell over voluminously. “Are you certain Inithiya isn’t whispering in your ear each night?” 
 
    Tannour grunted. “It never ceases to amaze, how you blaspheme your own gods.” 
 
    Rolan shifted his dark eyes and a wide smile to the Vestian. “Inanna and I have an understanding.”  
 
    “For your sake, I hope the Goddess of War’s understanding matches your own.” 
 
    “What do you care, Valeri? You don’t pray to our gods.” Rolan’s bushy brows shot heavenward in a great showing of dubiety. “You barely pray to your own gods.” 
 
    “No one prays to the Ghost Kings,” Tannour hissed darkly. 
 
    “The troops, Rolan,” Trell reminded him. 
 
    Still grinning, Rolan pressed a fist to his heart. “Your will, A’dal.” He spun his horse in a billowing of silk robes and cantered back towards the main host. 
 
    Trell returned his gaze to the road ahead and let out a slow exhale.  
 
    He wondered what Saran had found that required such a warning. And he wondered how he was ever going to engender the camaraderie so common among the Converted—an esprit de corps that frequently made the impossible possible—among so many men with disparate beliefs and backgrounds.  
 
    Naiadithine had bound every man who’d witnessed Her mirror to Her divine cause, but this did not automatically make them all trust one another, or even agree on the right course of action.  
 
    As case in point, Captain Gideon val Mallonwey of Dannym was insisting that they rescue the rest of the king’s men, his brothers in arms, and return posthaste to Nahavand, where His Majesty’s troops were collecting. The Converted commander Raegus n’Harnalt was pushing strongly for them to return immediately to Raku to aid the Emir in the conflict there. Rolan Lamodaar, a prince in his own right, was insistent that the only way to end the war would be by ending Radov; while his countryman, the Nadori commander and al-Amir Lazar hal’Hamaadi, refused to speak of any further action until they’d eliminated the warlord.   
 
    Since the latter was still holding five hundred Dannish soldiers captive, this was the one course of action everyone could agree upon. 
 
    Somehow, by the time they rescued his father’s men, Trell had to forge an unbreakable alliance among the soldiers, officers and disenfranchised princes in charge of his current forces, for if they were still divided when they added another five hundred voices to the vote, he feared his nascent army would fracture. 
 
      
 
    The horns had just finished sounding the halt up and down the lines when the rolling chorus of a thousand male voices shouting in alarm reached Trell’s ears. He spun in his saddle to see a shadow overcoming the long line of troops, whereupon he followed their gazes to the heavens.  
 
    The dragon’s wingspan nearly touched the opposing ridges as it soared high inside the pass, coming towards them. Even with thunderheads amassing between themselves and the sun, its metallic hide dazzled, leaving spots before Trell’s eyes. 
 
    The Dannish and Nadori soldiers were in an uproar. They only knew the Sundragons as death from the skies.  
 
    Rolan immediately set off in a canter towards the distant form of Gideon val Mallonwey, who was standing in his stirrups with his hand on his sword, looking stormy enough to signal a charge. 
 
    “Who is it this time, do you think?” Loukas squinted towards the approaching Sundragon. 
 
    “One of the females,” Tannour murmured. 
 
    Trell turned him a look. “How do you know that?” He wondered if Tannour’s ability to speak the language of Air somehow conveyed this truth to him. 
 
    Tannour glanced to him. “The males have different shaped tails.” 
 
    “You would notice something like that,” Loukas said absently. 
 
    Tannour aimed a stiletto stare at him. “I notice everything.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a criticism, Tannour.” Loukas flung a glare at him. “Fiera’s breath, you’re so touchy.” 
 
    The moment she soared above them, the massive dragon vanished in a cloud of blinding light. Trell ducked his head towards his shoulder to spare his vision from the assault, while Loukas gave a muted curse, and Tannour a darker one. Both men pressed palms to their eyes.  
 
    The intense shimmering of elemental energy rapidly dispersed—coalesced? Trell couldn’t exactly describe the manifestation—and a golden form plummeted out of the sky. 
 
    She landed in a shockwave of sound that blew back their hair and panicked the horses. Only Gendaia stood her ground, though she did shake out her mane and paw at the earth with a snort of protest. 
 
    Mithaiya rose out of a crouch before them.  
 
    She wore her fighting blacks with a dragon-hilted greatsword looming behind one shoulder. Her raven hair hung wild and long about her arms. The expression on her beautiful face was severe. The War Goddess Inanna could have presented no fiercer impression of power. 
 
    Trell dismounted into a pervasive silence, which seemed to have stilled even the wailing wind. He bowed in greeting. “Lady Mithaiya.” 
 
    “Trell of the Tides.” Her blue eyes scanned Trell, then Loukas and Tannour, who had also hastily dismounted, then moved beyond to the long chain of men crowded into the pass, all of whom were staring at her. “Your forces appear to have grown.” 
 
    “Jai’Gar willing they will grow again, my lady. I believe I shall need them.”  
 
    Mithaiya assessed the gathering, emanating urgency and concern…and fury. This in exponential measure. Trell couldn’t see elae’s currents, but he could feel the power radiating out of her, serrated and deadly, like the inside of a lightning storm.  
 
    Loukas must’ve sensed it also, for he took two slow steps in retreat, while Tannour stood rigidly in place with tension binding his gaze.  
 
    The sound of cantering horses preceded Rolan and Raegus arriving with Gideon val Mallonwey. The three commanders came to an abrupt, unexpected halt when the horses suddenly refused to come any closer.  
 
    Raegus cursed his beast and slung himself off to hurry forward. Rolan followed more sedately, while Gideon dismounted and remained by his horse, staring hard. 
 
    Mithaiya shifted her attention back to Trell. He felt the force of her gaze fix and hold upon him, as if she was binding new threads of the mortal tapestry to him with her eyes alone, as if the entire pattern was turning on an axis around her. She widened her attention marginally to include the others as she told them, “The battle for Raku is over.”   
 
    This drew an audible intake of breath from everyone within earshot—which was a considerable number, for Mithaiya had made no secret of her statement.  
 
    She looked to each of Trell’s assembled commanders with meaning. “Where Radov will turn the eye of his greed now, I cannot say, but the oasis will never again fall prey to his avarice.” 
 
    “Jai’Gar be praised!” Raegus clapped a hand on Rolan’s shoulder, and the Nadori prince turned him a voluminous look in return. Meanwhile, the news spread in a susurrant hum through the ranks.  
 
    Trell heard this with two hearts, for while he rejoiced on behalf of his father the Emir, he couldn’t erase the image of his father the king sinking beneath the water. He forced back his emotion with a swallow.  
 
    “Mithaiya…we saw—all of us—what happened at the sacred spring.” 
 
    “It remains vivid in your thoughts,” she agreed. 
 
    “My father—” 
 
    “Lives.” The barest trace of a smile softened her gaze. 
 
    Trell’s breath left him in a forceful exhale of incredulity.  
 
    The others exchanged faces of confusion.   
 
    Gideon shoved roughly forward. “We saw His Majesty fall!” Grief and fury twisted his expression, which revealed more than its share of distrust. “I pray you tell us how it is he lives, lady!”  
 
    Mithaiya’s eyes switched to him, hot as the bluest flames of a forge. “He lives by my own grace and is the better for it, Gideon val Mallonwey.” Her tone implied that Gideon had best not challenge her again, or he might find himself in quite the opposite state.  
 
    The captain staggered back—perhaps from the force of her tone, the shock of her news, or simply that she’d known his name—while the news of King Gydryn’s miraculous survival swept noisily through the ranks. When it reached the men of Dannym, they cheered. 
 
    Mithaiya returned the weight of her attention to Trell. “Your father and Prince Farid prepare to depart for Nahavand. Farid goes with the king to help him to take his army north, and home. Would that I had more time to brief you, but my brothers and sister are gone. I alone remain to anchor the tapestry.” 
 
    “Gone.” The word struck like a knife to Trell’s gut. “Mithaiya—how?” 
 
    Molten fury flared in her eyes. “Forced into the future. Lost in time. I must find the wielder responsible for the working and gain the pattern he used. Pray you with me, Trell, that the Mage will be able to unwork it.” 
 
    Stunned to the point of unbalance, Trell felt suddenly that Mithaiya’s blistering gaze was the only thing anchoring him to reality. What wielder was powerful enough to banish the Sundragons? Who would even know how?  
 
    He shook his head wordlessly. “What can I do to aid you?” 
 
    “You know already what the Mage requires of you.”  
 
    Trell’s brow furrowed. “To end the war.”   
 
    “Just so. Radov will have to abandon his goal of reclaiming Raku now, but this war is greater than one man’s greed. The entire game balances upon the head of a pin, Trell. Those of us fighting for the Mage must act fast and decisively to tip the field in our favor.”  
 
    “We’re upon that very task, Lady Mithaiya. By chance, have you any information on the warlord we’re hunting or his stronghold?” 
 
    “I regret I do not. My eye has rarely surveyed this part of the conflict, and now it must remain on finding the wielder responsible.” 
 
    “I understand.”  
 
    She expanded her gaze to include everyone standing near. “You are tasked with ending this war. I have done my part. The rest is up to you.”  
 
    Reeling a bit, Trell pressed a fist to his heart. “Your will, my lady.” 
 
    “No, Trell.” Mithaiya pinned him beneath her stare. “It is Cephrael’s will we act upon—yourself, the Mage, all of us. Never forget that.” 
 
    Tannour hissed something under his breath that made Mithaiya arch a brow at him. 
 
    Trell held her gaze. “I won’t fail him, Mithaiya.”   
 
    The barest smile touched her lips. “I am certain you won’t.” She looked over the others then, assessing each in turn, her gaze speaking to whatever truths they held in their own souls…demanding obedience in spite of them.  
 
    Then she looked heavenward and vanished in a geyser of kaleidoscopic light.  
 
    Everyone spun their eyes away. When Trell finally blinked the spots from his vision, Mithaiya’s dragon form was soaring over the mountains and was quickly lost to view. 
 
    The wind tore through in the wake of her departure, twice as blustery as before.  
 
    Thunderous discussion erupted among the men.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Two turns of the glass later, Trell was still pondering the ramifications of Mithaiya’s news when he discovered what Saran had tried to warn him about.  
 
    He and his commanders found the scout waiting for them in the middle of the trail. Leaving the bulk of the troops behind at rest, they followed Saran over a rise, where the wind died and the view opened. Now the five commanders sat their horses, once again stunned to silence.  
 
    Trell stared across the smoking remains of a forest, with acrid haze burning his eyes and regret his conscience. Impaled high upon the shaved tops of trees, the charred bodies of men formed a macabre canopy. The mountainside lay black before them, the churning clouds blurred by haze. Neither were as dark as his anger.  
 
    Just as many bodies were nailed to the trees as had been impaled atop them, and even after ravaging by fire, it was clear that their deaths had not been kind.  
 
    In front of them, words had been spelled out in blood, but the fire had claimed much of what had been written there. The only letters clearly left were: 
 
      
 
    DEPTHS TO DIE PRIN 
 
      
 
    Something in them gave Trell a chill of memory. 
 
    Loukas emerged out of the drifting smoke with one of the Nadori scouts at his side. 
 
    Trell’s hands tightened on his reins. “Is the armor Dannish?” 
 
    Loukas met his gaze, nodded.  
 
    Gideon hissed a curse. 
 
    Trell scanned the smoking hillside. “How many?” 
 
    Loukas pushed his auburn hair back from his face and turned a solemn look over his shoulder. “Close to a hundred.” 
 
    One hundred men.  
 
    “It is impossible to say if all or any of these men belonged to your king father, A’dal,” the Nadori scout, Kalid, pointed out. “The warlord is known for these games. His reputation is as black as his skin is rumored to be, but not so black as his heart by far. Still, even for one such as him, there’s little need to seed a fire with valuable hostages just to sow dark dreams among the living.” 
 
    “But their armor—” Gideon protested. 
 
    “Can be put on more than one man, Captain,” Kalid pointed out.  
 
    “He means to undermine our morale,” Raegus growled. 
 
    The dark-eyed Kalid looked soberly to him. “But he doesn’t need to waste knights to do it.” 
 
    “It’s still a hundred men,” Trell said quietly.  
 
    One hundred souls with dreams, desires…perhaps families. One hundred threads burned out of the tapestry just to make a point.  
 
    “If these aren’t the men of Dannym,” Tannour murmured, “then who are they?” 
 
    Rolan turned him a significant look. “Our missing villagers?” 
 
    Tannour arched brows by way of replying, Could be. 
 
    “Fethe, so all this time we were chasing the wrong hare?” Raegus spat to the side. “The Saldarians weren’t the ones taking the villagers—the warlord was?” 
 
    “Or the Saldarians were taking them for the warlord,” Tannour suggested.  
 
    Loukas shook his head. “We don’t know what the Saldarians were doing with the villagers they took, Tannour.” 
 
    “Well, they certainly weren’t teaching them to sew, Loukas,” Tannour returned shortly. 
 
    Rolan scratched at the underside of his beard. “So the Saldarian camp we found…”  
 
    Trell suspected he was recalling the scene Raegus had described to him the day he’d arrived—a Saldarian camp where dozens of men, women and children were being trampled beneath the mercenaries’ horses, making sport of the innocent. 
 
    Raegus said, “It would follow, I suppose. The Saldarians hadn’t yet delivered the villagers to the warlord when we came upon them. Might’ve even been waiting on a Nodefinder to arrive to claim the folk, and the man finally showed up as we were routing the bastards—that’s how they all vanished without a trace.” 
 
    “But what would this warlord be doing with so many villagers?” Rolan wanted to know. 
 
    “Besides making pin cushions of them?” Loukas muttered. 
 
    Tannour absently fingered one of the dagger hilts extending from his vest. “I’ll be sure to ask him that before I sacrifice him to the Ghost Kings.”   
 
    Loukas shot him a grim stare of reproach. 
 
    “You presume you’ll be the one to slay the warlord,” said a deep voice from further along the hill.   
 
    Trell turned in his saddle to see Lazar hal’Hamaadi riding out of the smoke like a ghostly king coming to claim his revenge. Five other spectral riders trailed in his wake.  
 
    The al-Amir of Khor Taran and all of his men had discarded their formal Nadori uniforms for studded leather jerkins, long to their thighs, over copper lamellar-mail shirts. Instead of the keffiyehs of their tribes, they wore black headscarves bound with leather. 
 
    Lazar’s men waited while the al-Amir guided his horse down towards Trell’s group. 
 
    Tannour sprouted a mocking half-smile as Lazar joined them. “Should we flip a coin for the privilege, hal’Hamaadi?” 
 
    Lazar eyed him speculatively. “The gods choose their own champions, airwalker.” 
 
    “Inanna be praised it’s so,” Rolan said by way of grinning agreement.   
 
    Raegus eyed all three of them doubtfully. “I don’t care who runs the bastard through, so long as it’s bloody and final.” 
 
    Tannour looked back to Trell. “We must presume from this that the warlord knows you’re coming, A’dal.”   
 
    “We’re a thousand men marching towards his fortress, Tannour. I would only be surprised if he didn’t know we were coming.” 
 
    “Respectfully, A’dal, my point is that this isn’t a message for a nameless army of men.” Tannour held Trell’s gaze while extending a hand towards the carnage facing them. “These men are wearing Dannish armor. This is clearly a message to you.” 
 
    “Fethe, you’re right.” Raegus swore.  
 
    “That’s why he burned them…” Loukas spoke the realization aloud. When he saw that the others had gone silent upon hearing his words, he explained, “I kept asking myself, why did he burn them? But the warlord had to do it to be sure we couldn't identify them, because they’re not from Dannym. Otherwise the Dannish troops would’ve recognized that these weren’t their own men.” 
 
    Raegus threw up his arms. “How does this bloody warlord-king-of-nowhere know Your Highness is leading our fethen army?”   
 
    “The warlord and the wielder were in collusion,” Lazar offered. “Long has the shite of these two weasels been raising a stink in my back yard.” 
 
    Tannour shook his head. “Kifat didn’t tell the warlord of the A’dal’s presence among our company.”  
 
    The certainty limning this statement dissuaded them from pressing for an explanation; none of them wanted to hear the details Tannour would happily give them. 
 
    “So are we all thinking the same thing?” Raegus scanned those assembled. “We still have a spy among us?” He sounded justifiably aggrieved. 
 
    “And now he’s reporting to the warlord instead of Viernan hal’Jaitar?” Loukas sounded dubious. 
 
    “Or he and the warlord share the same master,” Tannour said, “or he’s been reporting to two separate masters all along. Double agents are common in spycraft.” 
 
    “Well, you would know,” Loukas muttered, earning a cold stare from Tannour in return. 
 
    Gideon asked, “What does it matter who the spy serves? We’re near to finding the warlord and His Majesty’s men. Surely this abominable scene proves the man’s desperation, his fear of the power our forces will bring to bear against him.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Trell said quietly, still pondering those strange words written in blood, which brought a hollow feeling to his chest, “or perhaps it proves him truly mad. We don’t yet know our enemy, and that troubles me.” 
 
    “Fethen Shamshir’im,” Raegus grumbled. 
 
    Trell surveyed the smoking forest, working the muscles of his jaw, thinking through everything he knew…and how much more he needed to learn. Was he still battling Viernan hal’Jaitar, or had he ascended to some new plateau of the game where another player reigned supreme?  
 
    Whoever stood behind the warlord, the latter was proving himself enemy enough. 
 
    “Let’s assume the same spy is reporting to the warlord.” Trell settled hands on the pommel of his saddle and his gaze on his commanders. “Let’s say the spy and the Saldarians both served the same master. Unless he has a fortress the size of a small city hidden in these mountains, the warlord can’t be harboring my father’s men and hundreds of missing villagers. My bet is the villagers are being moved on elsewhere—ostensibly to whoever the warlord serves in turn.” 
 
    “He does Huhktu’s darkest work and serves none other, if the tales be true, Trell of the Tides,” Lazar said. “Those of my men who’ve clashed with him or his forces have brought back stories of brutality, of necromancy. They say he is undead, that he cannot be killed because death has already claimed him.”  
 
    “The skirmishes have been bloody on both sides,” Gideon said by way of agreement. “It would appear the warlord prefers a wild broadsword charge, no matter how many of his own men he loses in the assault.” 
 
    “We assuredly need more intelligence on him,” Trell agreed, nodding to both of them. “But my attention just now is on the spy.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Gideon said. “What are your thoughts, Your Highness?” 
 
    “If we work from the premise that the spy was somehow involved with the missing villagers, it would follow that he was reporting on your movements all along, Raegus,” and Trell nodded to the former A’dal. “Likely he was in touch with both the Saldarians and the warlord. Perhaps he was even working closely with the Saldarians, specifically manipulating circumstances to lead your company astray of the villages until the Saldarians could empty them, somehow ensuring you arrived too late. Whatever the truth, there is assuredly a collaboration at work behind the scenes.” 
 
    “I’m eager to gut this bastard,” Raegus grumbled. 
 
    “Get in line, n’Harnalt,” Tannour murmured. 
 
    Trell turned to Lazar. “Can we reach the fortress without marching the men through this?”   
 
    Lazar shook his head.  
 
    Whereupon Trell exhaled decisively. He spun Gendaia and cantered to the top of the rise and down, towards the men crowding the other side of the hill. The column of his army extended around the next bend, nearly a mile distant. 
 
    The moment they saw Trell appear, the men immediately got to their feet. Trell watched the wave of his arrival ripple through the ranks as men stopped whatever they’d been doing and stood to attention. 
 
    The warlord surely hoped to dishearten and divide them with his display. Trell would use it to unite them instead. It was application of the Ninth Law of Patterning, one of many Alyneri was teaching him: Do not counter force with force; channel it.  
 
    “Men!” Trell heard his voice echoing off the rugged peaks as it charged through the pass. He knew his words would carry to many, and be carried by many others, until all had heard his message. “What you are about to see beyond this rise…let it anger you as it has angered me! Let it harden your resolve as it has hardened mine. Let it show you the face of our enemy, that we should have no regrets in doing what must be done! Men, let what you are about to see strengthen your conviction to carry forward on our path, as it has surely strengthened mine! We do a goddess’s work! Let no man turn us from it!” 
 
    The horns sounded, and the rumble of reforming ranks echoed back to Trell in acknowledgement. He spun Gendaia around to the sound of a thousand men rousing the march in his wake.  
 
    Naiadithine’s work, yes, he thought as he trotted back to his commanders, but even more importantly, Cephrael’s. He hadn’t really recognized it himself until Mithaiya had made the point, but this truth became a spyglass that had suddenly brought other distant truths into focus for him. 
 
    Whoever this warlord thought was coming after him, he had no idea who he was really dealing with.  
 
    But Trell intended to show him. Very acutely, and very soon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Four 
 
      
 
    “Wielding is one percent theory and  
 
    ninety-nine percent obstinate persistence.”  
 
      
 
    –The Maestro Markal Morrelaine 
 
      
 
    Isabel, I remember. I remember everything. 
 
    The words echoed in Ean’s mind as he swept cinnamon hair from his face and squinted out across the sea. Sunlight was angling down between variegated clouds to illuminate a patchwork of glorious hues in the water. The waves in the bay shifted from mercuric, to aquamarine, to the truest azure blue before diving back into the darker hue that spanned the horizon.  
 
    Ean wasn’t sure how many hours had passed since he’d sent Isabel that message, laden with remorse, choked with admiration. He’d sent it while riding the high of rekindling his bond with Tanis. He knew she’d received his message. What he didn’t know was why she wasn’t responding.  
 
    Mind, she had every right to be wroth with him, for he’d treated her insensitively…even callously. Now he wanted only to find her and apologize, to make things right between them if he could. But he wouldn’t intrude on her thoughts. He had no right to presume that intimacy between them anymore, though in his heart he wanted to rush to T’khendar and repair things with her. 
 
    At the same time, he couldn’t conceive of parting with Tanis. He would’ve endured the revenants of Wylde all over again, dying all over again, to have his bond with his son restored.  
 
    Besides, heading back onto the field without any idea what position he was meant to play would be foolish. 
 
    The pattern of consequence he’d seen in Tambarré had dead-ended, leaving him becalmed in the eddies of the tapestry. Nothing he’d done since leaving the Prophet’s city had created a new future for those tendrils and whorls. It was clear to him from everything that had happened that Balance had been leading him—how else to reunite with Tanis in Shadow of all places, or to gain Darshan’s benevolent binding? Unfortunately, that leading inclination had been conspicuously silent ever since Shail tossed him into Shadow. 
 
    Ean was determined to be a Player in the game, but it seemed for all intents and purposes that the game…Raine’s truth, it seemed like the game didn’t want him anymore. 
 
    “I don’t think success lies in that direction, Ean.” 
 
    The prince shifted his gaze to Darshan. The Malorin’athgul had constructed a low-slung chair for himself out of the aether of Shadow and was reclining with a foot crossed over one knee, watching Ean with fingers steepled beneath his darkly potent stare.  
 
    Ean exhaled heavily. “You’d be more helpful if you offered a little more assistance and a lot less critique.” 
 
    “I’m observing the mechanics of your working. Tearing the fabric of the realm is not to be entered into lightly, and I have never tried teaching the mechanics to another. I’m not sure your mortal mind is capable of it.” 
 
    Ean held out a hand at him. “Case in point.” 
 
    “Encouragement,” Tanis said from where he was reclining against a rock with hands behind his head and his gaze on the clouds. He was practicing something Shadow-related, which he’d tried explaining but had lost Ean somewhere around ‘self-propelling systems.’  
 
    Tanis turned his head to look at Darshan. “You need to say encouraging things. The success of wielding is based on confidence in oneself.” 
 
    “Encouragement.” Darshan brooded on this. He shifted his gaze back to Ean, and his eyes hinted of humor. “I find this concept unfamiliar.” 
 
    Ean shook his head, but inside he was smiling. To see Arion’s grown son—and his step-son, via his this-lifetime binding with Isabel—chastising Darshanvenkhátraman on his behalf, and to see Darshan receiving it with humor…Ean could hardly put words to the emotion he felt. Proud didn’t begin to encompass it.  
 
    Tanis had grown so far beyond his expectations. He saw Arion every time he looked at the lad, who stood shoulder to shoulder with himself now. Tanis had inherited more than Arion’s striking features and insouciant grin. He had Arion’s confidence—a certainty in his talent that compelled Ean’s admiration.  
 
    Focusing back on the task at hand, the prince reviewed his last attempt to open a portal into Alorin. He had all of Arion’s memories available to him now, but Arion had never tried to tear the fabric of the world using deyjiin—he’d never even conceived of it being possible.  
 
    A waxing frustration drew a furrow between Ean’s brows. He frowned at Darshan. “I’m not sure what I’m doing wrong.” 
 
    “Let us try again,” Darshan proposed with an eye on Tanis, “and I’ll attempt to discern it from the working.”  
 
    Tanis gave him a thumbs-up. 
 
    Ean framed Absolute Being—what they referred to as starpoints in Shadow—with four points of energy. This part came easily to him. Then he sought Alorin’s fabric within the space he’d framed. A thread of connection bound him to the realm of his birth, and it was this thread that he followed to find the fabric.  
 
    Darshan’s binding enabled this last. Without their connection, Ean wouldn’t have even been able to perceive the lifeforce amid the vast nothingness of Shadow. Now he drew elae through Darshan and followed his own life-thread of connection back to where it transcended Alorin’s aether and vanished. There, his awareness met up against a wall that blocked further perception. 
 
    This was the wall he intended to tear open. 
 
    Ean understood better now why you couldn’t use Shadow to go somewhere you’d never been before: because you had to know where you were going first—that is, KNOW, in the sense of the First Law—in order to arrive anywhere.  
 
    Shadow wasn’t a place but a dimension beyond the boundaries of time. Traveling through this dimension could deliver you anywhere, but only if you already knew where you wanted to go. 
 
    Trying to establish that KNOW for himself, Ean conceived of Alorin as if he was standing in the realm, picturing the sky, the land, the feeling of the world— 
 
    It must be a specific place, Ean, Darshan advised. 
 
    Ean refocused his thoughts on Isabel’s garden at the Agasi imperial palace, specifically the gazebo called Epiphany’s Altar.   
 
    DO NOT OPEN ONTO A NODE. THERE IS TOO MUCH ENERGY FOCUSED THERE. 
 
    Ean turned a grimace at Darshan. “Do you think you could be a little less…ubiquitous in my head?” 
 
    Darshan lifted an apologetic hand. “Your pardon, Ean. I am permeating so as to understand. Do you want me to—” 
 
    “No, I get it.” 
 
    He changed his focus to the pavilion where Arion and Isabel had spent so many nights together, and where more recently he’d spoken with Nadia and secured Pelas’s agreement to teach him to wield deyjiin.  
 
    Then he sought Alorin’s fabric once more.  
 
    The action was similar to seeking another’s awareness along a bond. He followed a channel of some kind, some…connection he maintained with the realm through existence or thought—he couldn’t quite discern it. Arion would’ve had a fantastic time trying to extrapolate backwards through the experience. 
 
    Finding the place of contact where his awareness met the wall of Alorin’s aetheric energy, Ean framed a second set of starpoints using Absolute Being, this time within Alorin’s fabric. The two frames touched like mirror images of each other, one in Shadow, one in the wall of Alorin’s energy. 
 
    Holding both frames in place, Ean spun elae and deyjiin into a single thread—actually, more like a rushing torrent than a thread—and channeled that beam into the framed starpoints, along with his intention. 
 
    That time he felt something…parting. The wall of Alorin’s fabric sliced open to reveal a slip of color, the slightest sliver of— 
 
    The fabric snapped back together. 
 
    Ean blew out his breath. He shoved palms to his eyes, then pushed his hands back through his hair. “Well?” He turned to Darshan in frustration. “What am I doing wrong?” 
 
    Darshan concentrated upon him, mentally reviewing what he’d observed. “It seems to be something within your intent.” 
 
    Ean shook his head. “Could you be a little more specific?” 
 
    “The mechanics of your actions all appear correct, Ean.” Darshan tapped a finger on the arm of his chair. “Part of the problem in trying to aid you is that I can only observe the shape of your intent but not all of the collected thought that comprises it. That is, I am unable to discern if the conceptual structure of your intent is adequate to tear the fabric.” 
 
    “It might have something to do with solidity,” Tanis suggested with his gaze still on the clouds. He seemed to be moving them around somehow.  
 
    “How—” Ean was about to ask Tanis how he knew the intricacies of his working at all, but then he remembered that they were actually in Tanis’s world, so of course he would perceive what Ean was doing.  
 
    “Solidity,” Ean mused. Of course. The energy of a wall is comparatively motionless. The particles have very little space to move. For practical purposes, it’s dead energy; but the energy in the realm’s fabric is living. It’s in motion—magnetic, kinetic, gravitic; all kinds of energies form its equilibrium. It would fight his efforts to alter it. 
 
    Ean gazed appreciatively at Tanis. “I should’ve thought of that.” 
 
    “You did,” Tanis said, shooting him a smile. “How else do you think I learned about it?” 
 
    “I should’ve liked to have met this Arion Tavestra,” Darshan remarked. “He seems quite learned on the physics of your world.” 
 
    Ean rolled his eyes.   
 
    The Malorin’athgul winked at him. “Again, Ean.”   
 
    Ean framed his starpoints and refocused on Alorin, but within his intent that time he took into account the realm’s shifting fabric. It was the difference between lifting something heavy from a firm base and something heavy from an unstable base. Instead of exerting pressure in two directions, his intent had to exert pressure in every direction, out to a specific degree of opening, and then hold that pressure as a constant long enough for someone to pass through. 
 
    And this time, when the fabric parted, it stayed open. 
 
    Ean mentally grappled to maintain the right constant pressure as he widened the tear into a doorway. Beyond, he saw the curling wood of the pavilion, golden in the long sunlight of late afternoon, and seated inside… 
 
    Ean quickly released his hold, and the portal snapped shut. 
 
    “Was that Nadia?” Tanis was sitting up, staring at him.  
 
    Ean smiled. “I think it might’ve been.” 
 
    “That was well done, Ean.” 
 
    Ean looked to Darshan, feeling a welling appreciation. He shook his head and offered on the bond as well as in words, “Thank you.”   
 
    Darshan waved off his gratitude. “It’s been intriguing to observe the process.” 
 
    Tanis meanwhile had assumed a thoughtful expression. “But it’s…” he looked back to Ean. “It’s not time to return yet…is it?” 
 
    Ean exhaled a slow breath. “I wish I knew.” 
 
    Tanis leaned back against the rock, frowning slightly. “My mother says we must take our respite when the opportunity presents itself, that those are the moments when Cephrael isn’t requiring greatness of us. Do you think that’s true?” 
 
    All the uncertainty and regret Ean felt over Isabel bubbled to the surface of his thoughts, but he put admiration into his expression as he replied, “I think your mother is far wiser than I ever gave her credit for.”  
 
    Tanis shifted his gaze to Darshan. “If you’re finished practicing for a while, sir, I’d like to show Ean something.” 
 
    “Perhaps a break would be beneficial.” Darshan pushed to his feet. “Rafael has been mentally nudging me with shameless persistence to attend him. For a being birthed of immortality, he is absurdly impatient.” 
 
    “Warlocks are accustomed to having their way instantaneously, sir,” Tanis said with smile. 
 
    “Yes, that is evident.” 
 
    “So you’re heading off to visit our eminent Warlock Prince?” Ean asked Darshan.  
 
    Tanis gave Ean a pained look. “Please don’t let Rafael hear you calling him that. You can already drown in the vast sea of his preeminence.” 
 
    “Well said, young Tanis.” Darshan bowed a farewell to them both. “Seek me in Rafael’s universe if you desire my company anew, Ean.”  
 
    They both watched him until he’d descended beyond the edge of the hill. Then Tanis turned Ean a grin full of excitement.   
 
    “All right, you.” Ean grinned in return. “What’s this great mystery you’ve got in store for me?” 
 
    “Come on, I’ll show you.” Tanis sent a bridge unfurling across the sea.  
 
    Ean had come to understand that the bridges of Shadow were both metaphorical and actual—as much as anything in Shadow could be actual—and were a favored means among Warlocks of easing another through the connection between incongruous worlds. 
 
    Heading off behind the lad, Ean couldn’t keep the smile from his face. There he was following a boy who’d been a trusted confidant since their first real interaction. Their friendship had shifted through prince and truthreader, into father and son briefly, to finally settle as bond-brothers—the relationship they were both most comfortable with. But no matter how they thought of one another, that they’d found each other at all was a miracle for which Ean had no words. 
 
    And to see how Tanis had grown in their relative two years apart, morphing from a long-legged youth into a younger version of Arion with a knight’s honed frame…in another year, when the scruff he was already sporting filled in, anyone would be hard-pressed to say whether Ean or Tanis was the older of the pair.  
 
    As the prince walked the bridge with his truthreader at his side, passing through the world of Tanis’s own making, the sea fell away and the cloud-streaked sky faded to star-studded heavens.  
 
    “So, I have a question for you.” Ean hooked a strand of cinnamon hair behind one ear and looked to the lad. “Do you think people in Alorin have starpoints?”   
 
    Tanis considered this. “Well…in framing Absolute Being—” 
 
    “I don’t mean academically. I mean in living—in their very existence. We can’t exist in Shadow without starpoints, correct?” 
 
    “It’s truer to say nothing exists for us in Shadow until we frame space with starpoints.” 
 
    “Then how does anything exist in Alorin without them?” 
 
    Tanis pondered this for a time. Then he flashed a grin. “I don’t know. It’s something to think about.” 
 
    Ean arched brows. “Isn’t it though?” He pushed hands in his pockets and gazed into the starscape. “I’ve been exploring the idea. That’s happening to me more and more of late. I’ll wonder about something and can’t get the idea from my head until I’ve thoroughly dissected it.”  
 
    He thought of his many memories of writing those journals that Tanis had read…of his detailed drawings so littered with notes and equations, of long essays in which he’d tried to force countless inchoate ideas into form.  
 
    Once, Ean would’ve classified those memories as Arion’s, but since Tanis had helped him recover the last of himself, Ean no longer felt a need to separate the man he’d once been from the man he was now.  
 
    “I suspect that’s how those journals of mine originated,” Ean added pensively, glancing at him, “that is, with ideas that wouldn’t leave me.” 
 
    Tanis turned a thoughtful gaze back to the bridge. A violet-rose nebula was growing larger in the distance, giving dimension to the endless infinity of space. He exhaled a slow breath. “It looked like afternoon there.” 
 
    Ean guessed immediately where Tanis’s thoughts had taken him—a fairly simple deduction even without their bond to guide him. 
 
    “Who was the man with her?” Tanis turned his colorless eyes to Ean, and the prince saw more than a hint of speculation in them. “That man in the black mask, sitting beside Nadia. Did you know him?” 
 
    “Caspar. A Marquiin she rescued from Darshan’s temple in Tambarré.” 
 
    “Nadia rescued a Marquiin?”  
 
    “Didn’t I tell you?” 
 
    Tanis frowned at him. “You somehow failed to mention it. As did Pelas, when last we talked.” 
 
    Ean grinned sheepishly. “Nadia bonded with Caspar to save him from Bethamin’s Fire. He’s devoted to her, and she’s devoted to you. Now you know everything important about the matter.”   
 
    “Hmm…” Tanis eyed him askance before falling into silence again. Ean could almost perceive the lad’s shifting thoughts altering the patterns of the stars. 
 
    Eventually, Tanis sighed. “I miss Alorin.” He looked back to Ean with a furrow between his brows, looking so much like Arion in the action that it gave Ean a small start, as if seeing a live reflection of his dream-self staring back at him.  
 
    “Learning what I’ve learned about Shadow…it takes imagination to pretend that any of this is real. I can see the allure of the Realms of Light. I understand why the Warlocks are drawn to them so strongly.” 
 
    Ean glanced to him. “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because it’s someone else’s creation.” A lopsided smile flickered across the lad’s face, half wry, half apologetic. “See, you’re always causing your own effects in Shadow. You never get to receive the effect of anything. In the Realms of Light, you’re an effect of someone else’s causation all the time—because none of us made the world or its rules, and that world and those rules act upon us. Gravity, inertia, the night and the day, weather systems—we’re the effect of the world in a million ways.  
 
    “For a Warlock, being in the Realms of Light means being able to receive the effect of the world without knowing all the while in the back of their minds that they’re creating everything and just pretending that they’re not.” 
 
    Ean arched brows. “That’s an interesting look, Tanis.” 
 
    “It’s like Sinárr described to me once. In Shadow, if I summon clothing and want to feel the sensation of its cloth, I have to put the illusion of sensation there to be experienced, pretend I didn’t create that feeling, and then decide to feel it as though I had nothing to do with putting the sensation there to begin with. It’s all rather convoluted.” 
 
    Ean chuckled. “Evidently.”  
 
    “Warlocks trade in admiration, you know.” Tanis darted a sidelong look at him. “It’s their currency. The highest form of admiration is gained in response to aesthetics married with sensation. You probably wouldn’t know it from your experience in Wylde, but they can create miraculous worlds.” He added more thoughtfully, “Mind-blowing worlds.”  
 
    “What I’ve seen of your world is pretty mind-blowing, Tanis.” 
 
    The lad gave him a grateful look. “Sinárr says beauty achieves its highest expression in the perfection of chaos.” 
 
    Ean chuckled. “That’s not in the least abstruse.”   
 
    “Sinárr says Warlocks are always seeking ways to reinvent chaotic beauty.” 
 
    Ean thought about that. “Chaotic beauty…” He sharpened his gaze upon the lad. “But not in Wylde?” 
 
    “I didn’t see all of the worlds of Wylde, but the ones I saw didn’t seem organized around beauty.” 
 
    Ean angled him a look. “For what purpose then?” 
 
    Tanis shook his head, musing on his recollection. “I don’t think the worlds of Wylde were created to garner admiration,” he said after a moment. “They felt more like…an experiment.” 
 
    Ean arched a brow. “Baelfeir’s version of the Realms of Light?” 
 
    Tanis nodded, looking troubled. “Something like that.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    They emerged from the vastness of space into a world of rolling green hills and blue skies as far as the eye could see. And upon them… 
 
    Ean drew up short. His hand automatically went for a sword that wasn’t at his hip. “Tanis,” he breathed, low with alarm, “are those…” 
 
    Revenants studded the hills. They sat in mushroom clumps, stood grouped in willowy copses, or lay stretched in the grass, docile as a herd of cows.  
 
    Millions of them. 
 
    Wearing a bright smile, Tanis tugged at his arm. “They’re not what they once were. Come and see.” He headed off with brisk confidence. 
 
    For a moment, as Ean watched Tanis striding into the crowd of black-skinned creatures, he couldn’t process the sight, couldn’t comprehend that these quiet entities had once composed the clawing, shrieking, ravenous horde that had pursued him and Darshan through the worlds of Wylde, and who Tanis had saved by transporting them all into one of his own worlds.   
 
    For a moment, as Ean watched his bond-brother and once-son, he felt ineffably proud of him. Tanis carried courage and compassion in equal measure.  
 
    Most of the revenants stood as still as statues, so the field was eerily silent as Ean started after Tanis. Hearing only the whisper of wind in his steps through the grass made the memory of those screaming hours throb all the louder in Ean’s ears.  
 
    He kept seeing himself buried under them, kept feeling the ghostly touch of sucking mouths and clutching fingers in a seething mass, kept struggling to breathe beneath the unending pressure of hundreds of them piled atop his trapped body, horrified, listening to the susurrus shifting of their forms.   
 
    Ean shoved the memory from mind and jogged to catch up. “Tanis…” his inquiry sounded faintly strained, “how have you done this?” 
 
    Tanis stopped face to face with a revenant. The eerie creature stood as still as a mannequin, appearing neither alive nor exactly dead, its black eyes and features seeming both human and alien.    
 
    “That’s because they’re unshaped forms.” Tanis easily caught Ean’s thought. “Here…look.” He placed a hand on the revenant’s shoulder. 
 
    Suddenly Ean was staring at a girl of Nadia’s height and age, with blond hair and a fair complexion. She was wearing a white dress and blinked at Ean with eyes of cornflower blue.  
 
    Even knowing they were in Shadow, where anything was possible, Ean took a startled step backwards.  
 
    Tanis explained, “Revenants, eidola—harvesters, as the Warlocks refer to them—they’re essentially the same forms.” He was still holding the girl’s shoulder, still gazing upon her. “Except that eidola have been invested with intention and purpose.  
 
    “The Warlocks bind energy into form and furnish it with…not life exactly, not as we think of it, but some kind of entity comes into being as the product of their intent. Upon these entities they layer thought—illusion—as I’ve just done. Sometimes they layer other intentions, purposes…determinisms. They create systems of action; they give their worlds the illusion of life. While the illusion persists, these entities continue happily about whatever purpose was given to them.” 
 
    Ean couldn’t stop staring at the revenant girl, seeing her as both marvelous and grotesque, and thinking about all the eidola he’d battled and slain. He shifted his gaze rather forcibly to Tanis. “And when the Warlock tires of that game?” 
 
    Tanis nodded to the truth he implied. “The illusion vanishes. They become what you see here.” He released the girl and his illusion in the same moment. A black-skinned creature stared once again through lidless eyes.  
 
    Tanis turned to face Ean. “Rafael says there are two camps: those Warlocks who efface their creations when they’re done with them, and those who abandon them to fend for themselves. But I don’t think these revenants were made to be living things at all.” 
 
    Ean shook his head. “Then what?”  
 
    Tanis frowned at the revenant. “I think, like the rest of Wylde, they were an experiment. Someone wanted to see what would happen if the entities were given the barest semblance of purpose: survive.”  
 
    Ean stared harder at him. “You think the Warlocks of Wylde were trying to create life like we find in Alorin? Life like us?” 
 
    “I think Baelfeir was experimenting with the idea, yes.” 
 
    “To what end?” 
 
    Tanis swept his hair back from his face and turned a look around the field. “Rafael says that Baelfeir’s games darken the aether, but he won’t say why.” 
 
    Pondering this, Ean gazed across the revenant-studded hills. In a near valley, a large mass of the creatures was swaying gently together as if on a breeze.  
 
    All of the hairs on his arms suddenly stood on end.  
 
    “Why are they so…calm?” Ean couldn’t shed the discomfiting sensation that they were all going to spring to life and start clawing at him. 
 
    Tanis eyed him amusedly. “I created this space with both deyjiin and elae. They’re not hungering anymore.” He pushed hands in his pockets and started off again, weaving among the ebony statues.  
 
    “So…they’re a lifeforce without determinism,” Ean repeated as he followed. “Entities incapable of creating energy the way we can.”  
 
    Tanis angled a look over his shoulder. “You think we create energy?” 
 
    Ean shrugged. “We have lifeforce.” 
 
    “They have lifeforce.” Tanis paused to wait for him and asked as Ean rejoined his side, “How do you think we create energy?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s truer to say we are energy. Elae gives us life.” 
 
    “Warlocks aren’t fueled by elae.” 
 
    “Warlocks create starpoints by which to create energy—deyjiin, elae, it’s still energy.” Ean settled him a pointed look. “And what applies to one applies to all, Tanis. So says the Second Law.” 
 
    Tanis pushed his hair back from his face again and met Ean’s gaze with curiosity evident in his. “But how could we have starpoints and not know it?” 
 
    Ean grunted. “That’s the fifty-talent question, isn’t it?”  
 
    They were strolling past a dozen sleeping revenants who were entwined with each other like siblings when an idea suddenly came to Ean. He lifted his gaze to the millions studding the vast meadow and asked quietly, “What are you going to do with them now?” 
 
    Tanis let out a slow exhale. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “I have a proposition for you.” 
 
    The lad looked to him, brightening. “I would love to hear it.” 
 
    Ean slid his gaze across the slumbering revenants coiled about each other. Dead things didn’t seek another’s warmth or closeness during the vulnerability of sleep. “I only wonder if…perhaps, what they’re craving isn’t energy but connection?” 
 
    “Connection.” Tanis arched brows as he thought this over. Then his features resolved with understanding. His eyes flew back to Ean’s. “You think we should try to bind them anew, reshape them beneath our own determinism.” 
 
    Ean smiled. 
 
    Tanis barked a laugh. “Sinárr and Rafael will throw conniptions over this.” 
 
    “But will they do it?” 
 
    After a moment’s consideration, Tanis’s colorless eyes assumed a devious twinkle. “I think I might know a way.” 
 
      
 
     
 
    After Tanis left to propose Ean’s idea to Sinárr, the prince went in search of Darshan and Rafael. 
 
    Warlocks, Ean had discovered, were not easy to pin down. They were accustomed to flicking between their various worlds at the speed of thought. They were not used to having mortals among them, and they were definitely unfamiliar with the concept of compromise.  
 
    But manners were important to them.  
 
    To make their guests feel welcome then, the two Warlocks had agreed to limit their wanderings to a few specific worlds, and they’d strung bridges through their temporarily combined universes to make traversing them easier for the mortals.  
 
    But they didn’t exactly post signs as to which world they would be occupying at any given time. 
 
    Ean used his connection to Darshan as a compass to guide him on the bridge through Rafael’s worlds. He traversed a land comprised of floating mountains, passed an unsettling place where the crimson sky seemed to be perpetually falling, looped around a world of terraced seas, and finally emerged into a starscape of colorful nebulae whose vastness made his head swim. Soon thereafter, he found Rafael’s unmistakable obsidian staircase, which stretched as wide as a river, and headed down it.  
 
    After what felt like a week or so, Ean arrived at a palace of dark glass the size of a small city and beheld… 
 
    He wasn’t exactly sure what Darshan and Rafael were doing. 
 
    In front of him spread an immense lawn formed of what appeared to him as living strands of volcanic glass. Scattered across the lawn were globes of differing variegated colors and sizes, similar to the spherical glass floats of a fisherman’s net. Three-quarters of the way down the lawn, a pearlescent globe glowed like a muted star. The globes were all rotating in a slow, counter-clockwise fashion around the star.  
 
    At the near end of this puzzling scene stood Rafael, with his torso of crackled gold, his hair of raven flames shedding deyjiin embers, and his wings furled in a cloak of misting velvet; and beside him, the tall, darkly-clad form of Darshan, who might’ve been the only immortal in the known who could stand beside Rafael and not appear overmatched. 
 
    Rafael withdrew a brilliant green globe from a large amphora full of the things, took aim with it, and cast it bouncing across the lawn. It rolled within jumping distance of the milky star-globe and stopped in a hovering shimmer, as a piece of iron caught up between two magnets. Rafael turned to Darshan with one raven brow lifted in an I-dare-you-to-do-better arch. 
 
    Darshan gave a dubious grunt. 
 
    He withdrew a luminous blue-green globe from the amphora at his side, took his aim—also towards the glowing white star—and tossed. Ean watched Darshan’s ball go tumbling towards the star. It looked like it was going to arrive even closer than Rafael’s but unexpectedly swerved and crashed into a globe covered in reddish-orange swirls.  
 
    The two globes stuck together, flew into a mad spin and whirled around in an ellipse. Ean stared at them in wonder. 
 
    The immortals watched this interchange for a moment, with Rafael looking humorously puzzled and Darshan rather vexed. Then Rafael sighed. “I think that’s the best we can hope for from those two. Shall I take my turn?” 
 
    Darshan bowed slightly to him. “By all means, Rafael.” He sounded conspicuously polite, but Ean sensed a hint of vexation—unusual in that it was any emotion at all—radiating across their bond.  
 
    The prince settled down on an obsidian bench that was surprisingly comfortable and watched Rafael choose another globe from his amphora. The Warlock selected one that was a luminous blue-white, with an oblong spot of green glowing in its southern hemisphere. Rafael’s fingers vanished into the globe as if sinking through a vaporous outer layer to grasp a solid core. The Warlock took aim and cast the object bouncing across the lawn. 
 
    It bounced…irregularly.  
 
    It looked like it was going to smash into the central white star when it suddenly flew sideways and smashed into a green and yellow globe instead.  
 
    The latter exploded with multiple gaseous geysers and rapidly spun out of control, shedding fiery sparks like a pinwheel across the entire lawn.  
 
    Meanwhile, red spots started blooming all across the blue-white globe, which was hobbling wildly off-balance. The spots quickly spread until smoky red swirls covered the entire surface. Then the whole thing turned ashen and started imploding. 
 
    “Ah…” Rafael extended a hand towards the two globes appreciatively. “Now, that is what is supposed to happen.”  
 
    Darshan observed him stoically, but Ean perceived a remote undertone of frustration. “I do not make planets, Rafael. I consume them.”  
 
    “I offered to help you,” the Warlock reminded him with a taunting smile, “but you knew everything there was to know about planets, did you not say? How many countless thousands have you unmade?”  
 
    “I take your point.” 
 
    Smiling with sublime satisfaction, Rafael chose another globe—a violet one this time—and held it up to Darshan’s inspection. “It requires much less understanding to tear something down than to build it in the first place, Darshanvenkhátraman. ‘Adults make things, children break things,’ as humanity likes to say.” He made the globe hover over the tips of his fingers, revolving slowly, his gaze admiring of its beauty. “Warlocks make things, Malorin’athgul…” 
 
    “Can unmake Warlocks as readily as planets.” 
 
    Rafael laughed, and his darkly flaming hair laughed with him. Ean was debating how quickly he could make it back to the obsidian bridge before Darshan summoned the power of Chaos to wipe Rafael out of existence when the Warlock clapped a hand on the Malorin’athgul’s shoulder. “If it helps you to know, Pelas fared no better the first few times we played.” 
 
    Darshan grunted.  
 
    Ean looked to the lawn and its glowing globe ornaments and scrubbed at his head. “Is it possible you two are playing lawn bowling…” he couldn’t keep the perplexity out of his tone, “with planets?” 
 
    “But of course.” Rafael gave Ean a smile that hovered between dangerous and disarming. “How do you play it?”  
 
    Rafael’s flaming hair stilled, as if keen to hear Ean’s answer.  
 
    “You know,” Ean made a round shape with his hands, “with balls?” 
 
    “Balls.” Rafael’s hair looked supremely disappointed. “How underwhelming. No wonder you live such short lives. One must hope one is reborn into a more entertaining century.” 
 
    Darshan upended his amphora, and dozens of planets bounced out—well, bounced if Ean thought of the term loosely. The globes exhibited odd gravitational attraction and repulsion and sometimes magnetized to each other for a moment, only to then zip away and magnetize to a different globe.  
 
    The Malorin’athgul sighed as he watched them pinging back and forth. “I must remake most of these.” 
 
    A swirling emerald-gold planet rolled to a stop against Ean’s boot. He picked it up. It was surprisingly warm. And heavy. “This one is pretty.”  
 
    Darshan’s expression hinted of a minute frown. “They do not have the correct universal gravitation.” 
 
    Rafael waved an airy hand. “They’re planets. Sometimes they do what you want, sometimes they don’t. Makes the game more interesting that way.” 
 
    Ean held the globe with both hands. “Who decides if the planets do what you want?” 
 
    Rafael turned him a smile. “You do, of course.”  
 
    “I do not recall deciding that,” Darshan said. 
 
    Rafael’s dark eyes sparkled. “Well, obviously.”  
 
    While the two immortals discussed gravitational forces affecting planetary rotation, Ean studied Rafael.  
 
    He hadn’t yet decided what to make of the Warlock. Rafael was handsome and charismatic, in a predatory sort of way, and he oozed sensuality indiscriminate of gender, which Ean found…interesting. In his understanding, Warlocks were inherently sexless—despite their propensity to manifest as males. But without gender, how did they procreate? For that matter, did they have any innate form at all?   
 
    “It is fruitless, this pursuit.” Rafael seated himself beside Ean while Darshan was sorting through his planets.  
 
    The prince felt a whisper of velvet wings brush across his neck. The Warlock met Ean’s gaze with that ruby glowing mesmerizingly in the center of his brow. He really was strikingly impressive. 
 
    “You cannot describe us in human terms, Ean. This is where mortals generally fail their gods. They cannot help but anthropomorphize them, for they’re conceiving of divine attributes using mortal minds.” 
 
    Ean looked at him in bewilderment. “How else would they do it but with mortal minds?” 
 
    “Well, admittedly, this is a legitimate problem.” Rafael spread his arms along the back of the obsidian bench. “Your language lacks the appropriate descriptives for godhood, and your ideas are shaped by your language.” He waved airily as he explained, “Gods have no gender. They do not seek for their creations to worship them. You’ve seen revenants. Can you imagine desiring those creatures’ worship? The very idea of it degrades the god.”  
 
    Ean felt a whisper of riffling wings as Rafael gave a faint shudder.  
 
    “But humans seek to be worshipped.” The Warlock rolled a golden finger around at Ean to emphasize his point. “Humans need to feel powerful in order to validate their existence. Humans think in binary terms.” He looked over at Darshan, who was crouched down, sorting through his planets and frowning. “Even that one has no gender, and he is hardly a god.” 
 
    “I am right here, Rafael,” Darshan rumbled.   
 
    “So tetchy.” Rafael eyed him circumspectly. “It’s a marvel you haven’t incinerated Alorin with a chance sneeze, Darshanvenkhátraman.”  
 
    Ean shook his head, wondering at Darshan’s equanimity in the face of Rafael’s taunts.   
 
    Clearly catching Ean’s thought, Darshan straightened to his full height and gazed imperturbably upon them. “This is one of Rafael’s games, Ean: taunting me, ridiculing me. It is his way of chastising me for my transgressions against Pelas.”   
 
    “Many for many.” Rafael’s faint smile hinted of fangs. 
 
    “He doesn’t care that such business lies between my brother and myself—” 
 
    “I care more for Pelas than you do.” 
 
    “—and makes preposterous claims in the hopes of rousing my ire, that he may have a reason to smite me—” 
 
    “I have no shortage of reasons.” 
 
    “—without incurring Pelas’s wrath in return.” Darshan’s dark eyes assessed Rafael like a king cobra might observe an uppity mongoose. “Because Rafael also knows that my brother cares for me more than he cares for him.” 
 
    “A specious assertion. You do not know which of us Pelas would choose.” 
 
    “It seems to me that Pelas has already chosen,” Ean said quietly. He lifted his gaze to the two immortals, who had both suddenly fixed their eyes upon him. “I mean…he chose Tanis, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Ah, that.” Rafael waved a dismissive hand, as if Pelas binding himself to Tanis for all eternity had no relevance to their debate. He waggled a finger at Ean again. “But you’ve sought us out for some reason, Ean, other than a discourse on the nature of immortals.” 
 
    “I do have questions for you, actually. About Baelfeir.” 
 
    Rafael considered this while his molting raven hair shed golden sparks into the silver mist of his wings. Then he rose from the bench and summoned a goblet into each hand. He extended one of the goblets to the prince. “Let’s stroll, shall we?” 
 
    Ean accepted the goblet of silver-pale… 
 
    Liquid hardly described it. He sipped its contents warily. The fluid tasted of licorice and lemon and felt like cool, liquid light on his tongue. He lifted eyes to Rafael. “Dare I ask what I’m drinking?” 
 
    Rafael clinked his goblet against Ean’s. “The mystery is half the fun.” He headed off through a dark glass archway.  
 
    Ean glanced at Darshan, who was busy replacing some of his planets in the amphora and effacing others, then followed after Rafael.  
 
    The archway led to a balcony overlooking Rafael’s red-gold-green-violet nebula. It was massive on a planetary scale—on a galactic scale; so massive that Ean couldn’t begin to comprehend the distances it encompassed.  
 
    “For as long as I’ve known him, Baelfeir has been…unique,” Rafael told Ean as they strolled the terrace. “He alone among us could achieve solidity in your worlds. Even I could not manifest to the same degree of form. I’ve never been able to work out how he accomplished it. It cannot be merely a product of more harvesters…” and here he exhaled, his eyes narrowing with thought. “Baelfeir’s games in your world were darker than most, but I’ve long maintained that those games had a purpose.” 
 
    “What purpose?”  
 
    Rafael stared into his drink. “I cannot decide.” 
 
    Ean studied him quietly. “Rafael, do you think Shail has promised to give Baelfeir access to the Realms of Light?”   
 
    “Unquestionably.” Rafael waved with his goblet. “And likely has already done so.” 
 
    Ean froze. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    Rafael angled him a voluminous look. “The Warlocks of Wylde have abandoned that universe, Ean. Where do you suppose they’ve gone?” 
 
    Ean stared at him while Rafael continued strolling towards a railing. “But Baelfeir will not obediently come and go with Shailabanáchtran as his keeper. Mark my words.”  
 
    Ean was trying to wrap his head around what it would mean to add the component of Warlocks into the game. Apprehension drew a tight string through his core. “Do you think Baelfeir will return to Alorin?” 
 
    “I expect so. It was always his preferred world.” Rafael stopped at a balustrade overlooking a fountain spewing what appeared to be melted diamonds, and beyond this, an immense lake of condensed starlight.  
 
    “I don’t understand Baelfeir’s interest in your world.” He cast a bemused look over his shoulder. “I cannot conceive of what could be so unique about Alorin that it has drawn Baelfeir and four Malorin’athgul into its aether.” 
 
    Ean couldn’t understand it either. “Do you think there’s some different sort of power there?” 
 
    Rafael snorted. “This cannot be about power as you conceive of it. We are not primates beating our chests for territory. You must school yourself not to paint any of us with mortal trappings.”  
 
    Ean shook his head. “I’ll try. What’s your theory, then?” 
 
    Rafael turned to lean back against the railing. His wings flowed lengthily behind him, misting across the diamond waters of the fountain. “Baelfeir formed some sort of pact with Shailabanáchtran. It makes no sense to me, this alliance. Their purposes cannot be aligned.” 
 
    “It would seem—” 
 
    “Yes, yes. It would seem that they both thrive on chaos and that this would unify them.” Rafael gave an idle wave with his goblet. “But spreading chaos is a dalliance to Baelfeir, like Pelas with his painting and sculpting. These are avocations, not purposes. I tell you, Baelfeir and Shail’s motives are not aligned, so what is it that Baelfeir actually seeks to gain from their arrangement? This is the question you should be asking, Ean—assuming, of course, that you hope to spare your world from their collective machinations.” 
 
    Ean had no idea where to begin seeking answers to that question, but he knew unequivocally that if he was going up against Shail and Baelfeir, he would need powerful allies.  
 
    An idea occurred to him then, in the way of all of his outrageously dangerous and foolhardy undertakings: a snap of inspiration that promised portentous consequences. 
 
    Raine’s truth, to think of allying with a Warlock…it felt like taking a walk with a lion, just hoping it wasn’t hungry. At the same time, the idea felt…right. Something eased inside him when he accepted it.  
 
    Ean refocused to find Rafael gazing at him wearing a cryptic smile, as if the Warlock knew the shape of his thoughts better than Ean did.  
 
    The prince took a deep breath. “I don’t suppose you’d like to help with that?” 
 
    Rafael studied him for a moment more, his dark eyes sparkling with possibility. His smile turned sinuous. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Five 
 
      
 
    “He who dies with the most gold is still dead.” 
 
      
 
    –The Nodefinder Felix di Sarcova della Buonara 
 
      
 
    Viernan hal’Jaitar spun in a flurry of black silk to pace in the opposite direction while his thoughts trailed an acid wake on the currents of the fourth. Beyond the tall windows that formed the backdrop for his pacing, the sun was setting flame to the placid waters of the estuary surrounding the fortress of Ivarnen in Saldaria.  
 
    The island had once been a base for the infamous Quorum of the Sixth Truth, those wielders of elae’s fifth strand who had dominated mankind for eons. In the earliest times, they’d battled the Warlocks of Shadow, but later they allied with them in conquest over the na’turna masses.  
 
    Somewhere deep within the caverns of the mountainous isle, the Quorum had supposedly performed mor’alir rituals rumored to have brought about the cataclysm that ended the Cyrene Empire twenty-five-hundred years ago. Whatever the truth, the flooded passages that riddled Ivarnen’s core still reeked of magic, even after millennia of dormancy.  
 
    It was a fitting sort of place for Dore Madden to make his home. 
 
    And very far away from the battle at Raku Oasis, which Viernan had so recently fled with Radov abin Hadorin and the wielder Torqin in tow.  
 
    The latter stood now against the far wall, draped in a sullen malcontent and reeking of the combined odors of desert, horse and sweat. His black robes bore the stains of four days of sleepless flight, and dark circles made violet shadows under his eyes.  
 
    In contrast, save for a few wrinkles from the long ride, M’Nador’s Ruling Prince maintained his stately appearance—that is, if snoring, slouched in an armchair with an empty glass clutched to his chest might be considered stately. 
 
    Curses dominated Viernan’s thoughts.  
 
    Angharad, Goddess of Fortune, had surely set her will against him. The towers of his domain were crumbling—and all because of those damned val Lorians!  
 
    His daughter was lost, and more importantly, her skills. His prison at Darroyhan had been deserted, with no trace of the mutinous Captain Fazil or his men. Gydryn val Lorian had ordered his army to desert their stations, requiring Viernan to deal with the devils of Dore Madden and the Prophet Bethamin to subsidize the loss of Dannym’s soldiers from the ranks. Trell val Lorian had found his way back onto the field and was endangering Viernan’s projects at Khor Taran, and now this disastrous undertaking at Raku… 
 
    Viernan knew—knew in his bones!—that every calamity which had befallen him stemmed from one undeniable truth:  
 
    Trell val Lorian had cursed him. 
 
    ‘…If it was Cephrael returned me to your doorstep, Viernan, you can be certain He had his reasons…’  
 
    Trell’s inauspicious words of parting so many moons ago haunted Viernan’s every breath, his every thought. The star-crossed prince had summoned Cephrael’s ill eye to Viernan’s undertakings on that fateful day when he’d made the mistake of sparing the prince’s life, and nothing had been the same since. 
 
    Viernan had amended his list of people most hated to include Trell val Lorian, placing his name alongside Thrace Weyland and zanthyrs of either gender.   
 
    And what of Dore Madden? Isn’t he at the very top of your list? 
 
    Viernan growled a curse and spun to stalk back in the other direction.  
 
    Across the room, the wielder Torqin seemed to shrivel deeper into the folds of his robes with every step Viernan took towards him. And well he should! If Viernan spared his life, it would only be so he might entertain himself with Torqin’s screaming.  
 
    That a ringed wielder could make such a colossal blunder vexed Viernan intolerably. He was angry enough to consider giving the man to Dore…save that then Dore would have a puppet wielder who could work the fifth.  
 
    Nonetheless, Viernan would have to find some punishment commensurate with Torqin’s misdeed. The Ruling Prince’s assured victory at Raku had become a debacle due to the man’s singular ineptitude.  
 
    “One rule!” Viernan shot a mordant glare at the wielder. “I gave you one rule that couldn’t be broken!” 
 
    One caution, delivered to Viernan by the zanthyr Leyd, along with the matrix of patterns that would banish the Sundragons: ‘the six drachwyr must all be together when the patterns are worked.’  
 
    Well…Viernan had only counted five beasts in the air when Torqin and the other Shamshir’im wielders under his command had launched Leyd’s matrix against the Sundragons.  
 
    Viernan continued glaring at Torqin as he paced. “How is it you can learn to wield elae’s fifth strand without also learning to count to six?”  
 
    Torqin’s expression grew pinched, as if all of the muscles of his gaunt face were pulling inward towards his nose. “Consul, we didn’t think—”  
 
    Viernan silenced him with a hiss. He’d heard the wielder’s excuses and found them lacking in servility, despite being logically sound.   
 
    Footsteps at the other end of the gallery dragged Viernan’s attention to the archway. He spun again to find the cadaverous form of Dore Madden approaching, followed closely by two men wearing tight silk shrouds around their heads. Viernan only recognized them as Marquiin by the stink of the Prophet’s foul power wafting off them. 
 
    “How dare you make me wait so long upon your pleasure, Dore Madden. Do you know what a labyrinth of nodes I had to take to get to this god-forsaken island?”  
 
    “Events progress, Viernan.” Dore regarded him with eyes like dark pools beneath the bony protrusion of his forehead. Verily, the skin was drawn so tightly across Dore’s bones that Viernan wondered if the man might’ve actually died years ago and was animated solely by the inhuman light always burning in his eyes. “In the Prophet’s absence, I’m needed more than ever in Tambarré.” 
 
    Viernan couldn’t imagine Dore being needed anywhere…save perhaps by the demons of hell, for feeding upon.  
 
    Instead of his usual robes, Dore was wearing clothes cut in the Agasi style, but his thigh-length coat shone a garish shade of chartreuse that made his pale flesh appear grey, and his high boots were too big for his calves. To heighten the macabre effect, Dore had brushed his white hair back from his forehead, giving him the look of a corpse pinned upright—perhaps for scaring away nosy youths…or crows out of the corn.  
 
    “Plague has come to Tambarré, as you may have heard, Viernan.” Dore sounded appallingly pleased by this news. “It ravages the camp of M’Nador’s dispossessed. The city-dwellers have closed their doors to them. The Prophet’s disciples are caring for your prince’s people as best they can, but it is a thankless task, as you might imagine.” 
 
    The terrible fate of the masses who had once been Viernan’s countrymen flickered past his notice as a fireside spark that flared briefly and extinguished, earning barely a moment’s attention. His gaze was fixed instead on the Marquiin. 
 
    Viernan demanded of Dore, “What are they doing here?” 
 
    “The Marquiin are assisting me in the Prophet’s absence.” 
 
    “Assisting you in what?” To Viernan’s knowledge, Dore’s sole occupation was the capture and torment of worthier men. 
 
    “The Prophet abandoned them, left them purposeless.” Dore looked the Marquiin over with that hungry gaze he saved for special torments. “I have given them new vision.” 
 
    Viernan wasn’t touching that subject with a mile-long pole. He started pacing again. “Where is this damnable creature whose pattern has brought such desolation to my prince’s plans?” 
 
    “Leyd will join us soon enough.” Dore looked him over. The tip of a bright tongue flickered at his lips.  
 
    If Trell val Lorian was the proverbial thorn in Viernan’s side, Dore Madden was the bed of spikes to which Viernan had been lashed. And by Jai’Gar’s holy name, Viernan intended to free himself if it was the last thing he did! 
 
    “This man is hostile towards you, Advisor,” murmured one of the Marquiin in an accent reminiscent of Avatar. “His thoughts churn the currents.” 
 
    Viernan turned a black and infinitely superior gaze upon the Marquiin. “I will not be patronized by your Prophet’s mongrel pets, Dore Madden. Remove them from my sight, lest I service Adept-kind by eradicating their repugnant presence from the aether.” 
 
    The Marquiin inflated. “An old man should learn his place—” 
 
    “Go be mindful in the other room,” Dore snapped at him.  
 
    The Marquiin exited with a growl, followed by his silent partner.  
 
    Dore scuffed his too-big boots towards a sideboard and its collection of spirits borne in crystal decanters. Viernan watched him striding across the room, holding his bony shoulders straight and his corpse-like head high, his demeanor far from that of the rabid beast he usually resembled…and felt an uncommon alarm trilling through his bones.  
 
    He hadn’t seen the wielder so composed since the days when the man had been orchestrating the coup against the High Mage of the Citadel. Dore had enjoyed a certain prominence then, as now, Viernan supposed, in the mysterious absence of his Prophet. But why was he suddenly so self-possessed?   
 
    Dore Madden wielding any kind of power boded well for no one, but Dore Madden frolicking at the top of the food chain with no other predator to rout him? In this, Viernan fronted disturbing visions.  
 
    Dore put a drink into Viernan’s hand. His lips parted in the unsettling rictus that passed for his smile. “To old friends, eh, Viernan?” He clinked his glass against Viernan’s and drank.  
 
    Viernan stared at him.  
 
    Dore lowered his glass and looked Viernan over. “Why don’t you tell me what happened?”  
 
    Viernan misliked greatly the dark light of certitude burning in Dore’s gaze. He set down his drink untouched and turned to pace in the other direction.  
 
    By Huhktu’s blighted bones, he was actually starting to fear what ill things Dore might’ve learned in his lengthy study of the mor’alir and macabre…as if the wielder could have found a way to bind him to his will through a chicanery of adept questioning. Rootless, groundless fears…one hoped.  
 
    But with the walls of his own fortress crumbling along with Radov’s hold on M’Nador’s throne—verily, with Cephrael’s ill eye fastened alertly upon his activities and Balance’s tide clearly waxing in the other direction—Viernan couldn’t afford to wager against Angharad.  
 
    He was suddenly glad he’d thought to drag Torqin along like a dog at his heels. If anyone had to be sacrificed to the god of Dore Madden’s lunacy, Torqin could fill the need.  
 
    Viernan spied the wielder across the room aggrievedly. “Tell the Advisor of the catastrophe you caused by thinking, Torqin.”  
 
    Torqin’s eyes shifted angrily between Viernan and Dore. Ha’viv teach him to spit, but the obstinate man clearly still thought his actions justified!  
 
    Torquin straightened away from the wall. “The Consul instructed us to use the matrix when the six Sundragons were assemb—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, the Advisor knows all of that,” Viernan snapped. “Tell him what happened.” 
 
    Torqin stared back at Viernan through agate eyes of accusation.  
 
    “Well?” Viernan glared at the wielder. “What are you waiting for? A hail of trumpets?” 
 
    Torqin clenched his jaw. “Everything seemed to be going to plan at first. We saw the dragons take their human forms upon the wall…” 
 
    The best laid plans, indeed. Viernan recalled the beginning so fondly…the sweet sounds of clashing swords, the unending rain of arrows, trebuchets exploding against the walls of Raku…   
 
    The dragons had taken to the skies, whereupon Torqin and the other Shamshir’im had launched Leyd’s matrix. The instant the patterns hit the creatures, they’d vanished from the skies—much to Viernan’s amazement. He really hadn’t expected it to work, Leyd being…well, Leyd. 
 
    Then Radov had gleefully released Dore’s eidola, and half a hundred black-skinned demons had clambered over living and dead to reach the walls. By Inanna’s wrath, it had been beautiful! 
 
    The eidola had barreled through the Emir’s Converted on an avalanche path to find al-Basir himself. For a time, it appeared likely the disgusting creatures would win the day for the Ruling Prince all by themselves.  
 
    Then she had fallen out of the heavens in a missile of flame—the drachwyr called Mithaiya—and abruptly the tide of battle had shifted. 
 
    Viernan had grabbed his prince the moment he realized a Sundragon had returned—albeit getting Radov out of his tent without his entire supply of absinthe had proven almost as strenuous as the subsequent flight through the desert—and summoned Torqin from the camp at Ramala.  
 
    They had just rendezvoused atop the Ramala escarpment when Viernan felt a surge in the currents. He spun his head towards the front, a few miles distant, and beheld a clear view of the unfolding drama. 
 
    He saw first al-Basir’s Converted inexplicably retreating into the lower walls of the mountain oasis, drawing Radov’s forces in chase.  
 
    Then waves of wavering air rose up at the base of those walls, where Radov’s forward ranks were amassing. The band of wavering air widened until it formed a moat along the entire length of the oasis, encompassing countless hundreds of Prince Radov’s men.   
 
    And then… 
 
    The soldiers caught within that band of wavering air simply evaporated.  
 
    One instant they were beating at the walls; the next they’d been reduced to clouds of ash. The sand around the oasis started boiling.  
 
    M’Nador’s lines erupted into chaos. Chaos soon became a rout. 
 
    Viernan watched as the heat radiating from the boiling moat overcame the fleeing army. Men simply burst into flames. Soldiers fell in domino waves, cooked in their melting armor. Viernan had heard the echoes of their screams, miles distant. 
 
    The decimated army finally cleared the danger zone, retreating wildly to the inept blaring of distant horns, scattering like thieves before a mounted patrol.  
 
    Stunned, Viernan had scanned his gaze along what had become a miles-long lake of boiling sand, telltale of a drachwyr’s wrath. On the Raku side lay a thin stripe of baked earth edging the sandstone walls. On the Nadori side spread a downed forest of charred bodies. Not since Björn van Gelderan worked his craft upon those plains had Viernan seen so much death from a single act of will.  
 
    He was very glad he’d left when he did.  
 
    Now, beneath Ivarnen’s sunset light, Viernan eyed Torqin blackly as the man stuttered and mumbled his way through the narrative. He wondered if the wielder thought he was actually going to live more than a few tortured weeks beyond this night. Perhaps Viernan would put him in the same dungeon cell where he’d nailed Trell val Lorian to the wall. 
 
    “…and so, the Consul fle—I mean, came here, with our prince and myself,” Torqin finished in an unmistakably supercilious tone, as if he would have stayed to fight a Sundragon by himself. Viernan was eager to skin the hubris out of him, one strip of flesh at a time. 
 
    Slow clapping drew the Consul’s eye across the room.  
 
    At some point during Torqin’s recounting, the zanthyr Leyd had deigned to join them. He slouched now in a wing chair with one leg thrown over the arm. Outfitted like a prince, he wore a wine-velvet coat open over black pants, his white shirt unbuttoned, and a silken irreverence that mocked the gods who’d created him.  
 
    Leyd abraded Torqin with a razor-edged smile while he clapped. “What an impressive show of cloddish incompetence. A farce truly befitting your Ruling Prince.” His emerald gaze shifted to a snoring Radov with derisive amusement.   
 
    Viernan regarded him astringently. “Have you come merely to gloat, or to provide some useful counsel?” 
 
    “I counseled you well enough the first time, old man. It isn’t my doing if your Shamshir’im fleas can’t count to six.”  
 
    Viernan stared blackly at him. “We have no proof the dragon that returned wasn’t one who’d been among those banished. Mayhap your matrix did not work as promised.” 
 
    “If so, it was because you handed over a divine pattern to be implemented by oafs.” 
 
    Torqin bristled. “I’m a bracketed wielder and you dare call me—” 
 
    “A bracketed wielder!” Leyd clapped a hand to his cheek. “A whole bracket of Sormitáge rings!? Oh, I’m just creaming my britches at the very thought of your preeminence! I’ll bet you have the best toothless whore in Tal’Shira sucking your cock.” He rose from his chair and glided towards the sideboard, flaying the wielder with his smile along the way. “At least we know you can count to five.”  
 
    Viernan eyed Leyd irritably as the zanthyr helped himself to a drink and Torqin shriveled back into sullen silence. “You might apply yourself to some useful occupation by giving us the means to rid ourselves of the remaining dragon.” 
 
    Leyd turned to lean back against the cabinet, glass in hand. “What do you think I do all day, old man, just hang around devising patterns for your pleasure?” 
 
    “Probably from your toes,” Viernan replied beneath a caustic stare. “You certainly dispense excrement with a bat’s singular prowess.” 
 
    He smirked at Viernan while he sipped his drink. “You know, every time I see you, old man, you remind me more and more of the mummified kings of Cyrene in their crypt.” 
 
    “They would doubtless provide company preferable to yours.” 
 
    Leyd chuckled. “You have the redeeming quality of always underestimating your limitations. It makes for grand entertainment.” He downed his drink and poured another. 
 
    Viernan turned an accusatory stare on Dore. “I came here to ensure you carried through on your end of our accord, Dore Madden, not to be accosted by uppity rodents and creatures infamous for turning on their own maker.”  
 
    “The Prophet is not insensitive to your losses, Viernan.” Dore settled his bony frame in an armchair, reminding Viernan of a skeleton propped by the door to scare children on All Hallow’s Eve. “But making an enemy of a Sundragon is no trifling matter.”   
 
    Viernan fumed. “Don’t condescend to lecture me. You were the one who devised this ill-fated plan and bewitched my prince into accord with it!”  
 
    “I can see he needed great spellcraft to guide his mind to the matter,” Leyd remarked drolly while Radov snored.   
 
    Viernan kept his gaze fixed on Dore, despite his finger-twitching urge to throttle the zanthyr. “If M’Nador has any hope of a further siege of Raku, that dragon must be dispensed with—as you swore to do.” Furious, Viernan spun and paced away.  
 
    He wondered why he bothered anymore, in truth. The oasis was lost. That boiling lake foiled their chances as surely as if a hundred Sundragons swarmed the skies. 
 
    The only saving grace was that Radov had not been in command of the day. M’Nador’s Council of Princes would have to blame the disaster on the other commanders and exonerate Radov; but the Ruling Prince needed to find a massive bargaining chip to bring to the table. Only then might his throne be re-secured. Of course, other princes would be working feverishly to do the same. They were just as desperate to usurp the throne as Radov was to keep it.  
 
    No…as Viernan was to keep it. This thought struck him like a spear through the chest.  
 
    Dore sipped at his drink. “Regrettably, Viernan, Leyd’s matrix was only useful once. Now the she-beast will be alert and will shield herself from further attack of this ilk.”  
 
    Leyd snorted contemptuously. “You have bigger problems than keeping this inebriate’s throne pinned beneath your thumb, old man. Don’t you realize Mithaiya will be after you now? You’re the next link in the chain back to me.” 
 
    Leyd actually seemed energized by the prospect of being hunted by a Sundragon. Inanna’s blood, but the creature was an insult to his own immortality. 
 
    The zanthyr sauntered back to his wingchair with a crystal glass in one hand and a decanter in the other. He sprawled lazily in his seat, draping a leg over one upholstered arm again, and set the decanter on the floor. “Mithaiya knows her First Lord can unwork the patterns that banished her siblings if she brings my matrix back to him. Björn will take one look at it and poof!” Leyd blew across his fingers. “Instant drachwyr. Mark my words, she’ll be hunting it—and that is to say, specifically, she’ll be hunting you and me.” He leaned back and sipped his drink, looking inordinately pleased. 
 
    “This matter must be dealt with cunningly, Viernan.” Dore’s gaze had taken on an unhealthy gleam, which could only mean he’d thought up some appalling new idea. 
 
    Viernan pinned a dark eye on him. “This Sundragon made charcoal of your Prophet’s so-called secret weapons and decimated M’Nador’s main host.” 
 
    “Well, I did warn you.” Leyd grinned at him. “The drachwyr always considered themselves peacekeepers, but now that you’ve stirred up the anthill by attacking them…” he gave a low whistle and shook his patronizing head.  
 
    Viernan was reminded of why he despised zanthyrs in general and Leyd in particular. He was the kind of hateful creature who would sink the entire ship and all of its crew to ensure the success of his own suicide. 
 
    Viernan settled a slicing gaze upon the creature. “You might inconvenience yourself and take care of the matter for us entirely—or is your gloating all boast and no brawn?” 
 
    Leyd spread his arms expansively. “I am otherwise occupied at present.” 
 
    “Doing what, pray?” Viernan looked a critical eye over Leyd’s state of undress. “Renting by the hour?”  
 
    “Leyd has been taking advantage of the Prophet’s hospitality,” Dore said. 
 
    “Taking advantage of his absence, no doubt.”  
 
    “The man has an impressive closet,” Leyd plucked at his jacket as case in point, “and a surprisingly comfortable bed, if you can stand the reek of his patterns everywhere.” 
 
    Viernan intoned dolefully, “A truth of nature: a predator leaves and the vermin scurry in to sniff for crumbs.” 
 
    Leyd leveled him an acid smile. “I wonder…if they cut you open, old man, will they find all your blood has turned to vinegar?” 
 
    Dore downed the last of his drink. “Actually, Viernan, Leyd has been quite helpful in restoring order in Tambarré in the wake of the Prophet’s absence.” He strode to refresh his drink with the long steps of a confident man, an effect quite ruined by his scuffing heels. It was like watching a marionette puppeteered by Death, a grotesque pairing of poise with the preposterous.  
 
    “Helpful.” Never had the word commanded so many vague and ambiguous definitions as when applied to Leyd’s activities. Viernan was loath to image how Dore Madden defined helpful, or the calamity the wielder could devise with a zanthyr at his beck and call.  
 
    “Events progress, Viernan.” Dore splashed bourbon into his glass and walked to the windows, still attempting to project that commanding air. It was unnerving. 
 
    He leaned a bony shoulder against the windowsill and gazed out across the darkening estuary. “The Prophet severed his connection with his Marquiin before absconding into the aether—or didn’t you hear that the temple was in turmoil for some time? Many of the Marquiin went mad and threw themselves from the walls. The others had to be contained, lest they bring further harm to themselves and other of the Prophet’s devoted followers. It became incumbent upon me to invest them with new purpose.”  
 
    Viernan ranked his interest in Bethamin’s deranged pets somewhere between the number of brick-layers in Tal’Shira and how many shites he took in a day. He found Dore’s strange manner and what it boded far more disturbing.  
 
    “Viernan, have you considered that perhaps it’s time to give up this quest for Raku?” Dore cast a look and the question over his shoulder with the same idle interest he might’ve shown in inquiring of the weather. “A wielder must know when the effect of his causation cannot be achieved.” 
 
    Upon hearing the familiar phrase, Viernan’s flesh tried to crawl off his bones. 
 
    He suddenly recognized the persona Dore was trying to wear like the ill-fitting skin of a larger man. The borrowed mannerisms, the unusual clothing, which suited Dore as ineptly as the cavalier air and the self-assured confidence… 
 
    Dore was mimicking Arion Tavestra, the man he most hated and despised—and clearly had no idea he was doing it. 
 
    Never had the man’s madness been more apparent.   
 
    “You see it now, don’t you, old man?” Leyd’s apocalyptic tone told Viernan the zanthyr was speaking to his thoughts rather than to Dore’s question. He saluted Viernan with his glass. “To the doom on the horizon.” Then he downed his drink and vanished the crystal in a whisper of mist. 
 
    A sting of the fifth washed past Viernan on the currents. 
 
    He could not say why—perhaps from the niggling ghosts of his own fears, which he kept incarcerated in darkness like enemy spies and uppity foreign princes; or from the certainty that Leyd sought his own death as surely as widespread calamity and would drag everyone near him down into the maelstrom as he succumbed; or perhaps from the ghoulish caricature of Arion Tavestra that Dore was parading before him—but Viernan suddenly felt the cold tendrils of foreboding icing his veins. 
 
    “You were right to come to us, your allies, Viernan.” Dore’s pink tongue slid slowly along his papery lips. The sunset glimmer coming through the windows cast him in a sepulchral light. “The she-beast will have difficulty indeed if she comes here in search of you. But clearly, clearly then, you must stay here to ensure she cannot find you.”  
 
    As if on cue, a procession of ashen-shrouded Marquiin entered the room, all of them holding Merdanti blades glowing an unearthly violet-silver. 
 
    Viernan speared an accusatory stare at Dore. “What is the meaning of this?” He scanned the room, noting a bristling Torqin, the procession of faceless Marquiin, and Leyd, who was idly flipping a Merdanti dagger and catching it by the blade. His fingertips were weeping blood onto the marble floor. Viernan watched him mouth the words, How does he do it? 
 
    “A ten-day is all it takes now, Viernan.” Dore smiled grimly as one of the Marquiin shoved Torqin towards the center of the room, where Viernan stood pinned by disbelief.  
 
    “At Tal’Afaq we used the old patterns, which took nearly a moon, but these new ones…they are a marvel. A marvel, Viernan.” The delight in Dore’s expression was indescribable.  
 
    He came away from the window to join Viernan and Torqin within the encroaching circle of Marquiin, and looked Viernan over with that lunatic smile. “Leave everything to me.”  
 
    Beside Viernan, Torqin summoned the fifth. 
 
    “Don’t be a fool!” Viernan well recognized the power radiating off those blades. It was the Prophet’s power; the same power that had turned his once magnificent Ruling Prince into a dribbling inebriate terrified of his own reflection. 
 
    “Yes, nothing to fear, nothing to fear.” Dore looked Torqin over like he was assessing a carcass for the best cuts of meat. “We’re all allies here. The Marquiin are only here for your protection, you understand. Ivarnen…” the tip of his pink tongue made an unpleasant showing, “Ivarnen has its own dangers.” Then he motioned them all away, still wearing that awful smile. 
 
    Two Marquiin lifted Radov from his chair and led the procession out of the room, dragging the slumbering prince between them. As Viernan was being escorted away, he realized his earlier estimation had been far off the mark.  
 
    The maelstrom was already sucking him down. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Six 
 
      
 
    “If it looks like a dragon and talks like a dragon,  
 
    it might be something else entirely.” 
 
      
 
    –A popular Malchiarri joke 
 
      
 
    The spy trudged up the hill from the stream with two water pails sloshing from the beam he balanced across his shoulders and the wind drowning out even the sounds of the rushing river. He turned sideways to inch between two boulders, and the wind died to a whisper. A downy moss grew there between the rocks, proof that the sun never found its way into that crevasse. Nor, then, prying eyes. Perfect.  
 
    He set down his load and pushed hands into his pockets. When he removed them and opened his fingers, each palm held an identical ring, yet they linked to very different masters.  
 
    He’d had a harrowing start, managing the two rings, until he’d learned to tell them apart by feel, finding minute differences in the onyx stones and their plain silver settings; until he’d learned how to differentiate his perception of the minds hovering on the other end of the bonded pairs—before contacting the master of each ring. 
 
    Now he stared at the rings in his palms. The one in his left…may have outlived its usefulness. He couldn’t say for certain, for the man who held its partner ring was resourceful. Yet doubt tarnished the likelihood of gaining useful orders from that quarter, and the spy liked to stay useful. Mostly he liked to stay alive.  
 
    He wasn’t getting a good feeling from the left-hand ring to this end, and in spycraft, getting a good feeling—or even a slightly-better-than-disastrous feeling—was ninety percent of survival. He put that ring back in his pocket. 
 
    The mind which the ring in his right hand linked to was…unpredictable, and decidedly vicious, but far less likely to overreact to bad news. And since the spy only had bad news to report, it made sense to report it to the man less likely to blow up at him—or blow him up—in a fit of fury.  
 
    The spy put the right-hand ring on his finger and pressed his thumb across the stone. Master… 
 
    They all wanted to be called master, the lords of the rings. It made the spy’s life easier to humor them. At least, in addressing them both as ‘master,’ if he ever got the rings mixed up, the man on the other end wouldn’t immediately know that the spy thought he was addressing a different person. 
 
    He imagined the man putting on a ring similar to his own, but in truth, he didn’t know what bonded item his ring linked to. It could be a dagger, a button, even a tattoo made with specialized inks.  
 
    After an agonizing length of time, he felt an awareness come into being at the other end of the bonded pair. The feeling of the man’s mind touching his always sent an inadvertent shiver down the spy’s spine. 
 
    I’m busy. Why do you disturb me? 
 
    Master, you said to let you know if any new trouble arose surrounding the shipments. 
 
    Yes, yes—and? 
 
    The band of Converted who’ve been causing trouble in the area are now seeking the warlord’s stronghold. If you want the latest shipment, I would claim it soon. 
 
    I thought you said you had these Converted misdirected? 
 
    A new commander arrived from Raku, master. He is not so easily manipulated, and now that the warlord is holding the commander’s men— 
 
    What men? What’s this? 
 
    Kifat sent five hundred Dannish soldiers to the warlord to hold hostage for him, master. Moving the Dannish soldiers from Khor Taran was insurance, in case the Converted’s rescue attempt succeeded. 
 
    Why do you bring these trifles to me? His master’s ire sliced through the bonded line like a stinging whip. Notify the warlord and let him deal with it. This band’s interference with my activities has already caused me much inconvenience. I will not suffer it again.  
 
    The spy winced at his master’s strident tone. Respectfully, I did notify the warlord. His efforts have not effectively stopped their forward progress towards the fortress.  
 
    In truth, the warlord had launched some kind of scare campaign which served no purpose but his own amusement. But the spy knew who would be blamed if another shipment was lost, and it sure as silver wouldn’t be the warlord. 
 
    Kifat tried eliminating the new commander even before he reached Khor Taran, master, but the commander has powerful friends. 
 
    His master’s attention snapped to this comment. What powerful friends? What do you mean by this? 
 
    Sundragons, master. The spy was already cringing from the expected backlash of speaking this truth. And Cephrael Himself, if rumors be true. 
 
    Do not speak to me of fairytales! As expected, the reprimand struck with a vengeance. A pause followed, and then, Who is this commander? 
 
    The spy was seeing double from his master’s last rejoinder. He closed his eyes to ease the throbbing in his skull and leaned a hand against the boulder for stability. Prince Trell val Lorian, master. 
 
    A sudden silence descended. Long did it lengthen. The spy could feel a seething disquiet coming from his master’s side of the bonded line. When the man spoke again, the terrifying chord of his command made the spy’s mental ears ring.  
 
    BRING HIM TO ME—alive and unsullied. Keep me appraised. I will come for him when he is subdued. 
 
    The spy swallowed back a reflexive surge of bile. Still, he felt palpable relief knowing it was the prince who needed to fear his master’s will, not himself. By your command, master. 
 
    He pulled the ring roughly off his finger and exhaled a shaky breath. His mind felt shredded, and his head was throbbing, but he’d escaped relatively unscathed, all things considered. The prince would not be so lucky.  
 
    The spy pocketed the ring, picked up his pole with its buckets of water, and as soon as he was no longer seeing double, made his way back to camp. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Seven 
 
      
 
    “Small men cannot brook others becoming large,  
 
    for then they cannot escape the peril posed by their shadows.” 
 
      
 
    –Valentina van Gelderan, Empress of Agasan 
 
      
 
    Baelfeir coalesced in a piazza in the shadow of a statue.  
 
    Across the wide plaza, an elaborate marble fountain representing—he assumed—four gods in contest was casting its spray on the breeze to gloss the limestone pavement. The usual café tables had been cleared aside to give the mist ample room to drift. Save for that wedge of mist, peppered there and again by intent pedestrians and courageous children, crowds swarmed the piazza.  
 
    So many bees busily upon their tasks…yet this hive of humanity knew no guiding mind, no queen to impose order, not even a coordinating purpose. Free will, Cephrael called it. Millions of individual determinisms running amuck. Total chaos. 
 
    No one in their right mind would admire a tapestry made in such a fashion, with every thread choosing for itself which way to wander, and then only wandering whenever or however it willed. There could be beauty in chaos, but always with some underlying natural order.  
 
    He and Cephrael had long been at odds on this point.  
 
    And now the tapestry held a startling dearth of familiar threads, a clear product of the angiel’s lax stewardship.  
 
    Baelfeir lifted his gaze to the heavens and shook his head. I leave the Realms of Light for a few thousand years and everything falls to pieces. This is the produce of your ‘free will.’ 
 
    He listened for a time but received no reply. It had been an admittedly long while since Cephrael had answered him. Not since he’d buried one of his mortal forms under a mountain of rock, in fact. Rather infantile of him to still be so angry.  
 
    Baelfeir spotted a café table that suited his purposes. It was occupied by a couple having lunch, but they experienced a sudden urge to be elsewhere and take their dishes with them. They clutched their plates of food to their chests and squirreled themselves away, dragging the attention of the nearby diners such that Baelfeir took his seat within the vacuum of their notice.  
 
    As he unbuttoned his coat, he looked at all of the colorful threads busily weaving themselves. At least this piazza, central to a place of learning called the Sormitáge, played host to many of the metallic threads he favored. They called them Adepts now, and the power they wielded, they called elae.  
 
    Librarians, he’d discovered, could be very helpful. 
 
    This Sormitáge was like a weld in the mortal tapestry; thousands of metallic threads connected through it. He would’ve investigated it for this reason alone. But what had actually brought him there was the single gold thread he’d isolated in his initial study.  
 
    Oh, there were glimpses of other gilded stitches here and there in the tapestry, but none that bound other threads to them. Of this type of thread, he’d found but one. 
 
    One, when it used to shine with thousands! It enraged him to find the strand so diminished.  
 
    Yet…he admitted a delicious anticipation of the game now. The compounding mysteries became added barriers, new factors to consider in his strategy. He still didn’t even know if he would find himself opposed. The single gold thread in the tapestry obviously did not belong to his opponent.  
 
    The table he’d chosen gave him an unhindered view of the piazza. While he waited for the waitress to bring him the beverage order he’d slipped into her thoughts, he surveyed the busy square.  
 
    The drachwyr of old had played a game called Shari, the ultimate goal of which involved overtaking the game board with one’s own stones. It required a strategic jumping of stones to claim those belonging to one’s opponent. A skilled player did this in very few maneuvers. A truly artful one overtook the board and created a pattern with his remaining stones. 
 
    On a whim, Baelfeir decided which threads milling in the plaza would be his and which would belong to his ‘opponent.’ Then he selectively implanted the decisions upon those threads to drive cause and consequence in the tapestry.  
 
    He was still upon this idle amusement when the waitress arrived with his beverages—a selection of everything they were drinking these days. Baelfeir began tasting each one as he continued his survey of the threads tangling the piazza.  
 
    Two women coming out of a stationers seemed well placed for a maneuver, but as he was implanting the proper intent within their minds, one of their threads caught his attention.  
 
    The ladies suddenly experienced an urgent desire to enjoy a cup of tea. Whereupon the man at the table next to Baelfeir discovered that he desperately needed to be elsewhere. He scurried away with his drink clutched to his chest. 
 
    The ladies nodded and smiled to Baelfeir as they took the table he’d cleared for them. He nodded politely in return. 
 
    Thereafter their eyes continued to stray to him of their own volition. Albeit he admitted some hand in the matter, for he knew what feminine eyes admired in their male counterparts, and he’d always found aesthetics more efficacious to his purposes than the grotesque. Even when he’d worn the head of a bull, it had possessed a handsome symmetry.  
 
    Finishing his survey of beverages, Baelfeir got to his feet. The women’s eyes followed him upwards. He nodded to the Adept but extended his hand to the other woman. She took it wordlessly, darting a wide-eyed glance at her friend. 
 
    “My lady,” Baelfeir caressed her hand with a gloved thumb, “would it please you to tell me your name?”  
 
    He could as easily have plucked it from her thoughts as require her to offer it to him, breathless with desire, but there was little entertainment in such compulsion—his dalliance at the fête notwithstanding. That had served a different purpose entirely. 
 
    Her eyes glued themselves to his, and she answered him faintly, “Giuliana, my lord.”      
 
    “Giuliana.” He let the name reveal its tones as it crossed his tongue. You could learn much of a being through the resonance of their name. This is why he’d never used his true name in any of the realms. Cephrael was so careless with his. “Tell me of yourself, Giuliana.” 
 
    She prattled on about family and titles and indicated the woman across from her as her sister.  
 
    Baelfeir tilted his head slightly to the left. “But unlike your sister, you have no Adept talent?”  
 
    Her gaze clouded, and she dropped her eyes. “No, my lord.” 
 
    He received this with only partial surprise, for it explained what he saw in her thread—a glint of rose, interwoven with the mundane. A dormant gift, then. 
 
    He caressed her hand again to soothe the disappointment evident in her admission. “Does it happen often that one child is gifted and another is not?” In his day, siblings were always born equally talented. 
 
    Giuliana glanced to her sister, the Adept. “It isn’t uncommon.” 
 
    “Our race is dying, my lord,” her sister offered solemnly. He discerned from her tone that this truth was commonly known.  
 
    But clearly not understood, or surely someone would’ve done something about it much sooner. Baelfeir set this thought aside for further consideration.  
 
    He planted a chaste kiss upon Giuliana’s hand and bowed to both women. “Enjoy your afternoon, ladies.” He felt their eyes following him all the way to the café’s edge. 
 
    Where his waitress was waiting for him with a glass of wine.  
 
    Thousands of years, and still humanity hadn’t devised anything so complex to the senses as a well-aged wine from the region now called the Solvayre. Baelfeir plucked the goblet from the waitress’s tray and sipped it as he strolled through the crowd. 
 
    Architecture had certainly changed since last he’d walked the realm. The buildings framing the piazza were immense and majestic—perhaps one aspect of free will that hadn’t backfired; the advancement of artistic creativity should never be restricted. 
 
    He climbed the steps before an imposing edifice and leaned against a jade statue of a lion while he waited for his game of Shari to unfold. 
 
    Behind him, he perceived another’s sudden arrival. The tapestry dipped like a heavy iron ball had been dropped upon it, distorting the design.  
 
    “Baelfeir,” greeted the newcomer. A spoiled and pouting child could not have bellowed a shriller disharmony on the currents of elae.  
 
    Baelfeir glanced amusedly at him. “Shailabanáchtran.”  
 
    Shail came up beside him, invisible to the mortals beneath a cloak of deyjiin. “You seemed to be enjoying yourself at the fête the other evening.” His tone was slicing beneath his razor gaze.  
 
    “Thank you kindly for providing the entertainment.” 
 
    “Do you intend to keep following me about the realm? I’ve never been fond of hounds, but I suppose they have their uses.” 
 
    “As do Malorin’athgul.” Baelfeir smiled and sipped his wine.  
 
    Shail’s expression darkened. “I gave you access to the Realms of Light.” 
 
    “Yes, kudos for that,” Baelfeir tipped his goblet to him, “but I recall something about a weldmap as well.” 
 
    “The map no longer exists,” Shail somewhat ground out. 
 
    “Then it may be difficult for you to complete the terms of our accord.” 
 
    Shail watched him with an agate stare, casting ripples of malcontent through the fabric. After a moment of this, during which Baelfeir imagined he could hear the Malorin’athgul gnashing his own humiliation between his teeth, Shail inquired tightly, “What then? Will you set up court for yourself here, establish a new harem of the bewitched and beguiled?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Baelfeir looked him over with dancing sapphire eyes. “If I did, it would be no less than your own diversions, making a Kings board of all the realm.”  
 
    Banked fury burned in Shail’s gaze. “I need but walk to change these creatures’ destinies. My will harrows the tapestry.” 
 
    Baelfeir chuckled. “That’s not art, it’s farming.” He waved his goblet across the expanse of piazza before them. “To be art, the chaos must unfold with delicate precision...” 
 
    A man suddenly emerged from a café, gripping his throat. He fell onto a table, dispersing its occupants, who staggered into other tables, spreading the disruption.  
 
    On the far side of the piazza, Giuliana started ripping at her bodice, screaming of bees. Her Adept sister fluttered in uncertainty, drawing a curious crowd.  
 
    Triangular to these, a man snatched a case out of the arms of another and ran headlong through the masses, disrupting them in waves. 
 
    “…it must tumble and bloom, pass from one pod to the next as a vine blossoming indecorously beneath the sun’s languorous heat…” 
 
    A screaming Giuliana was shredding the bodice of her dress and inadvertently revealing her bosom. Her sister was frantic, trying to both settle and cover her while avoiding her flailing arms. The growing crowd around them formed a milling chrysanthemum.  
 
    Baelfeir sipped his wine appreciatively. “It must unfurl in a rippling rush…” 
 
    The two men in chase spiraled through the crowd, churning waves of confusion to merge with the chaos surrounding the continuing disturbance outside the café; one side a pinwheel, the other a froth.  
 
    “Study me then, you who would ken the unknowable,” Baelfeir recited. “In the darkness forged of nothing, birthed of vision; For I am that which binds, From which all things find new alchemy.” He eyed Shail amusedly and sipped his wine. 
 
    “Charming,” Shail drawled. 
 
    Baelfeir swept his goblet to the side and gave an elegant bow. Looking back to the unfolding chaos, he exhaled a contented sigh. “I don’t expect you to understand, Shailabanáchtran, for you see but one side of the coin, despite being birthed of both of its faces.” 
 
    The Malorin’athgul’s eyes were dark orbs. The tapestry was rippling with his malcontent. “Respect my business, and I—” 
 
    “Will respect mine?” A dangerous smile hinted on Baelfeir’s lips. “Somehow I doubt that.” The effect on the tapestry from the Malorin’athgul’s fuming was turning out to be more entertaining than his own little game of Shari. He swirled his wine in his glass. “You know what they say about making deals with the devil.” 
 
    “A sentiment as trite as it is trivial.” The words were very nearly a snarl. Shail nodded tightly to him. “Baelfeir.” 
 
    “Shailabhanáchtran.” Mirth dazzled in Baelfeir’s gaze as he watched the Malorin’athgul summon a portal and vanish through it. 
 
    The midday sun was illuminating his wine into a gorgeous shade of rose. Baelfeir sipped at it appreciatively. Minute details such as these were critical in constructing a world. They made the difference between crafting an illusion that appeared real or one that was readily apparent.  
 
    The smallest details…ever these defined the dividing edge between two overtly similar things. Case in point: the niggling detail asking him, why could he find no trace of his opponent’s hand upon the tapestry?  
 
    The mystery increased the game’s intensity but was one he wanted to have answered before he advanced too much deeper onto the field—or perhaps his advancement onto the field would provide an answer one way or another.  
 
    Baelfeir smiled at this thought.  
 
    He knew just where to place his next step. He would pay a visit to two old…friends wasn’t the right term, while acquaintances seemed too insincere a descriptive for the contentious intimacy they often exchanged. Doubtless both would have the answers he sought, but drawing them out of either would require a careful repartee.  
 
    Baelfeir was still watching his design fully blossom when he noticed a bright silver thread surrounded by a knot of others come to a standstill in the piazza, obviously moved by the artistry of his unfolding chaos.  
 
    The metallic bud the Adepts formed would’ve caught his eye regardless, but he recognized the bright silver thread in the center as one that had recently connected with the golden thread of his singular interest. 
 
    Baelfeir affixed a filament of his attention—not on the girl herself, but on the curiously shadowed man walking beside her; his thread was so pinned to hers in the fabric that he clearly never left her side—so as to easily find her again when interest willed. 
 
    Then he returned his gaze to the chaos blooming across the mortal canvas. Oh yes, this game was shaping up very nicely indeed. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Eight 
 
      
 
     “Humanity is unworthy of this world.”  
 
      
 
    –Shailabhanáchtran, Maker of Storms 
 
      
 
    The Empress Valentina van Gelderan pinched the bridge of her nose between two fingers and closed her eyes, but the headache persisted.  
 
    Too long…too long spent reading the tragic accounts of dead kings. Too long pushing on without sleep. Much too long mired in uncertainty.  
 
    Would that she had her Sight to guide her. But she saw now that she’d already spent too much of her reign relying upon it. She didn’t know how to act without surety; how to choose among a dozen evils when her every choice impacted millions of souls. The past few months without her Sight had given her a new level of appreciation for the fortitude of mortal kings. 
 
    Valentina pushed wearily from her chair and walked to the sideboard for more wine—no, water would be better suited at this point.  
 
    Holding the glass, gazing out the windows across parkland and metropolis, she noted the city’s lights glimmering golden beneath overcast skies and realized she had no idea if this twilight represented dawn or dusk. 
 
    She sent a mental nudge to her secretary, who entered her chambers within seconds of her summons. “How may I assist you, Aurelia?” 
 
    “What is the hour, Paolo?” 
 
    “The bells just rang seven. Would you like your evening meal now?” 
 
    Food was the furthest thing from her mind, despite not being able to recall when she’d last eaten. She caught a whiff of Paolo’s thoughts and quirked her head at him. “You were already on your way to see me?” 
 
    “Yes, Aurelia. The Endoge has just arrived for you.” 
 
    “Thank you. Send him in.” 
 
    “And that meal?” he proposed with a rather cheeky smile. 
 
    Valentina twitched an imperial brow. “Perhaps a tincture of salicin instead.”  
 
    “Your will, Aurelia.” He bowed and left, shutting the doors upon his exit. 
 
    Valentina sank down into an armchair and rubbed her forehead. Despite the pounding in her skull, she cast her awareness along a specific channel of the fourth. Where are you, mia caro? 
 
    It was but a heartbeat before Marius answered. Sailing beneath overcast skies on calm seas. The zanthyr summons the wind for our ship.  
 
    Some of Valentina’s tension eased just hearing her Consort’s voice in her mind. I would know the moment you reach safe harbor. 
 
    I don’t know how safe the harbor will prove to be, Marius replied somewhat drily, though she caught an undertone of apprehension as well, but you’ll be the first to know when we drop anchor. A moment’s pause and he inquired, I sense distress. Are you unwell? 
 
    Just a headache. Perfectly indecent of my brain to harangue me so without your company to soothe it. 
 
    Very impudent indeed. I must have words with your lovely head when I return. He cast her a caress across their binding. You should eat something, Valentina.  
 
    I cannot spare the time. 
 
    Marius caught her truer thought and reprimanded, Those books have known greasier fingers than yours. Have Paolo turn the pages if you’re so concerned for their preservation. I want a woman in my bed, not a waif. 
 
    Your will, High Lord, she smirked at him. 
 
    Valentina, promise me you will not neglect yourself or I’ll fly there on the nodes and force-feed you with my own hands. 
 
    That is incentive enough to continue my fast. 
 
    He growled at her. 
 
    I must go. The Endoge comes. Be safe, mia caro. 
 
    Marius cast her a ghostly kiss. Then he was gone from her mind. 
 
    Paolo opened the doors to admit Liam van Gheller, Endoge of the Sormitáge, trailed by a brace of aides overloaded with books. The willowy, violet-doused Endoge bowed and greeted her while Paolo directed the pages to place the books on her credenza. Then he came over with her tincture. “May I get you anything else, Aurelia?” A meal, perhaps?   
 
    She eyed him askance as she took the glass from his offering hand. “Has my Consort been consorting with you?” 
 
    “Great minds think alike,” he replied with a smile. “And you, Endoge? Wine, tea?” 
 
    Liam shook his head. “Thank you. I’m fine, Paolo.” 
 
    Paolo bowed and departed, directing the assistants out in front of him. 
 
    Valentina watched him with amusement behind her gaze. “He grows bolder by the year.” She smiled to Liam. “I should’ve replaced him a century ago, but good soldier-scholars are hard to come by these days.” 
 
    “What times we live in,” Liam commiserated with a sigh.  
 
    As Valentina met his light gaze, it occurred to her that she was grateful for the Endoge’s solidarity.  
 
    When Nadia had confessed to her that she’d divulged the truth of the Literato N’abranaacht’s identity to the Endoge—despite Valentina’s explicit orders—she’d been furious with her daughter. But the Sormitáge’s knowledgeable administrator was proving an indispensible ally in pursuing the mystery of Shailabanáchtran.  
 
    At her behest, Liam moved to a seat across from her. “I found the books you asked for and a few new ones that you may find helpful, Aurelia,” he said as he sat. 
 
    “You didn’t have to bring them yourself, Liam.” 
 
    “They are not works I would see fall into unsavory hands. The Quorum of the Sixth Truth has long been a topic of high speculation and intrigue—the rogues of the ancient Adept world, as you know. I cannot even trust my own aides to oversee the delivery of such works. I fear the temptation would be too great to read their forbidden contents—never mind the price such books would fetch on the black markets. But may I ask, why has our Empress taken such sudden interest in Quorum lore?” 
 
    “It’s been his topic of interest for decades.” 
 
    “Ah.” The Endoge arched brows in understanding. “So it is not merely the Literato N’abranaacht’s pattern that we’re investigating?” 
 
    Valentina glanced to the ancient text lying open on her desk. “The Quorum appears to be as misunderstood as they were feared, Liam. They changed through the centuries from a brotherhood of fifth-strand Adepts serving the needs of the realm to something…darker. At the height of their dominion, they were experimenting with everything from inverteré patterns to biological manipulation—generally on unwilling participants. Most of this you already know.” 
 
    She sat back and eyed the Endoge speculatively. “But if you ignore the historical books about them and read their own texts…Liam, in their final years, something else was clearly going on.” 
 
    The Endoge looked at her with interest.   
 
    She asked him, “Have you worked a Latent Telling on any of these texts?” 
 
    Surprise pulled the Endoge straighter in his chair. “I confess…I have not.” His eyes took in the dozens of books piled on her desk and surrounding credenzas. “But you have—on all of these?” 
 
    It was no wonder her head was pounding. “I’ve worked a Telling on every personal account. Some of them are patently false. Some of the most shocking are entirely true. And some…” she narrowed her brow with the recollection, “some layer truth like a zanthyr, three-fold, four-fold deep; as though they knew others would be searching their words for meaning…as though written in code.”   
 
    Valentina pushed from her chair and retrieved one of the books she’d read earlier that day…or yesterday…. She found her page of notes and quickly scanned the points she’d isolated. “In the years leading up to the second great cataclysm, something occurred within the Quorum.”  
 
    She retook her chair and settled the open book in her lap. “They were already splintered by then, warring among themselves. There are hundreds of accounts of battles where inverteré patterns left nothing but twisted corpses and char to mark where once something majestic had governed.  
 
    “The random accountings are difficult to piece together into a coherent story, but it appears that the schism resulted in two primary camps: those who were attempting to manipulate Adept talent through experimentation and breeding programs; and those who were seeking something else, something dangerous and incredibly secretive.”  
 
    Valentina closed the book and settled her hands upon it. “These accountings all speak of an event which was supposedly imminent. From everything I can piece together, this incident was supposed to have happened around the same time as the second cataclysm shook the world. There are almost no records to confirm if the event ever took place—or even what sort of activity it represented.”   
 
    “The second cataclysm…” Liam arched a brow. “Twenty-five hundred years ago. Those were troubled times, and blessed times.” 
 
    “Verily. My ancestor Hallian the First emerged with the Sobra I’ternin and drove the Varangians from our lands to establish the Empire; my great-uncle braved the welds between worlds to unite us with Illume Belliel and the Council of Realms to seal Warlocks forever beyond the reach of the Realms of Light; the earliest schools of Patterning were established, and Adepts began learning about the Laws and Esoterics. Momentous days indeed.” 
 
    “Is the timing significant somehow?” 
 
    “I cannot be sure.” Valentina leaned towards the Endoge. “But Liam, it’s my suspicion that the Literato N’abranaacht has been researching this so-called event.” 
 
    Liam regarded her for a long time with deep lines of concern creasing his brow. “Aurelia…do you not think it prudent to…alert others to the literato’s true nature?” 
 
    “You know what would happen if the truth were revealed.” Her gaze and tone were unequivocal. 
 
    Verily, to claim the literato had faked his own death would require admitting to the world that a fifth-strand immortal had spent decades in the Sormitáge pretending to be na’turna—and no one had noticed. The Sormitáge would never recover from the ridicule. Yet if they didn’t find a way to discredit the literato, the damage to the Empire could prove greater still. 
 
    The Endoge shifted with uncertainty. “I cannot help but feel that if others knew of the literato’s true nature—” 
 
    “Have you really considered the cost of releasing such knowledge, Liam? Even if only to the Order of the Glass Sword? To tell Guiseppe di Creppo that Malorin’athgul exist? That they have such power as to be capable of destroying the Realms of Light, and that they are indistinguishable from Adepts?” 
 
    The Endoge flinched, and his face paled. He saw clearly enough the ramifications that Valentina had already explored. Witch-hunts the likes of which the Empire had not seen since the Quorum had hunted na’turna like wild dogs.  
 
    “No…” he bowed to her foresight, “you’re right. We cannot speak of it—especially to the Order.” Liam frowned ponderously at his lap. After a time, he absently straightened his violet robes over one knee. “So you don’t think the literato’s research into the Quorum was just a cover while he studied us?” 
 
    Valentina grunted. “I think masquerading as a literato beneath our very noses was a cover for this research—” 
 
    A sudden, blaring siren along elae’s fourth strand paused the words on her tongue, but it was the resulting turmoil in the currents that truly silenced her.  
 
    In the next instant, she and the Endoge both were on their feet.  
 
    Liam looked to her in shock. “I’ve never heard this alarm.” 
 
    Valentina felt sick as she met his gaze. “No one living has heard this alarm.” She moved swiftly to the windows and shoved aside the drapes. Across the darkening city, the Order of the Glass Sword’s Tower was glowing red. 
 
    What does it mean? Liam’s thoughts shouted in her skull. 
 
    Valentina gripped the curtains with white knuckles. “Warlocks,” she breathed, hardly believing she was saying the word. She turned him a shocked stare. “Warlocks have returned to the Realms of Light.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The woman standing in line in front of Pelas wore a hat so bedecked with sugared fruits, ribbon and tulle that she might’ve opened her own confectionery right there in the vaulted passageway. Her and her companion’s faces were hidden from Pelas’s view by the hat’s wide brim and dangling veil, but their conversation filtered easily enough through the sweetmeats back to him.   
 
    “…would not believe what I had to go through to get an invitation! Only the highest society are even being considered. The requests are apparently so plentiful that the literato’s estate is requiring letters of introduction along with two references to even place one’s request in the queue!” 
 
    “Then, pray,” asked the other woman in a voice so soft that even Pelas had difficulty hearing her, “who are all these…others?” 
 
    Pelas believed such others must refer to the commoners peppering the line of Faroqhar’s well-heeled elite with the drab hues of hemp and rough-spun wool.  
 
    “Charity, darling,” the first woman replied with that patronizing drawl so common to salons and parlors of a certain size, as if something in the silk and velvet upholstery dragged out simple words to form multiple syllables. “Our esteemed literato was a Palmer, do recall. Palmers are all about caring for the people.” 
 
    Clearly in the world these women belonged to, there was ‘society’ and then there was ‘the people’ and the two were not meant to intermingle. 
 
    “Oh, look!” The first woman grabbed her friend’s hand. “They’re opening the doors!” 
 
    Pelas had to peer around the confectionery to see two white-robed Palmers emerging through a set of opulent double doors. One of the Palmers unhooked a red velvet rope from in front of the doors, while the other started collecting invitations. The line inched forward. 
 
    Pelas had to hand it to his brother: this delusion of grandeur exceeded even his own imagination’s farthest wanderings.  
 
    First the literato’s body enshrined in divine light in the Palmer’s sanctuary in Faroqhar, for which people waited in line for days; now the ‘exclusive access’ to the literato’s ‘private home’ where he’d conducted his ‘important work,’ and a targeted approach to influence public opinion at extreme ends of the scale, which would no doubt have a filtering effect as opinion spread inward through the classes from both ends.  
 
    Shail certainly had not been sitting idle through their centuries in Alorin. No wonder he looked upon Pelas’s artistic pursuits as a mediocre use of his talent. Pelas couldn’t even criticize his brother’s execution. There was fantastic artistry in this artifice. Shail had made the whole empire his canvas and painted guile upon it in mesmerizing, duplicitous strokes. 
 
    When his turn came, Pelas handed over his invitation—expertly forged by his own hand under an assumed name—and headed through the open double doors, following the confectionery and her friend.  
 
    See, brother? My talent hasn’t been entirely wasted. 
 
    At least…he was trying to make up for any lapses now.  
 
    Since Shail’s last tantrum, during which he and Darshan had nearly destroyed the Piazza della Studioso, Pelas had spent most of his time on a hill outside the city, observing the mortal tapestry.  
 
    Phaedor could probably view it while picking apples, but Pelas still required the great wide open to view the tapestry properly. Finding that channel of awareness was not unlike opening oneself to study the currents, but to study the mortal pattern properly, Pelas needed to see it laid out across an open expanse of miles. 
 
    In his recent study, he’d isolated Nadia’s thread, and Ean’s and Tanis’s. It had taken…singular concentration to find these Adepts’ strands at first. In some ways, the process had proven as uniquely challenging as unmaking a star; but after countless hours over untold days, he’d finally isolated their three strands out of the millions of living threads that formed the woof and warp of the tapestry’s design, and now he knew them well enough to find them anywhere.  
 
    Of the three, Ean’s had been the easiest to isolate, even though it appeared and vanished regularly in the fabric, because it was the only gold thread that bound others to it. 
 
    Tanis’s thread bound others to it also, but it had assumed a paler hue during his time in Shadow.  
 
    Nadia’s thread showed she remained in danger, but whatever threatened her wasn’t imminent, which gave Pelas some measure of relief. The only reason she had anything to fear at all was because Shail knew it would wound Pelas to see her come to harm.  
 
    Most troubling was a darkness that affected a great swath of the pattern. An entire section representing untold thousands of lives lay beneath its influence. It was as though some mass hovered between the tapestry and its illuminating source, not so much casting a shadow as dimming the color of each individual strand. Pelas had no idea what to make of it. 
 
    But he had no more time to ponder the mystery at that moment, for the line of visitors finally moved out of an antechamber to spread through spacious apartments, expensively furnished.  
 
    Pelas had expected more austere accommodations of his brother, but then he recalled that Arcane Scholars, the dark horses of academia, were known to sell some of the rarer pieces they discovered while spelunking in abandoned temples and tombs—supposedly artifacts of the ‘not historically significant’ variety, which Pelas assumed meant the ones that would fetch the highest price on the black market. His brother would’ve paid attention to such details in constructing his disguise.  
 
    Pelas’s eye fell upon an ornate lacquered cabinet that reminded him of a similar one in his mansion in Hallovia. Except that his version lacked the brass plaque explaining its important origins and the accompanying accounting, etched in glass, which detailed the exciting adventure where the Literato N’abranaacht had procured the piece.  
 
    Nothing in the apartment had escaped this meticulous cataloging. Even the rugs had an origin story—or, more likely, one had been invented for them. Pelas felt he should’ve been encased in glass himself, perhaps wearing a brass plaque upon a chain of goracrosta around his neck. He wouldn’t have put it past his brother to have imagined the scenario. 
 
    A little hand bell alerted to the official beginning of the tour, whereupon a man’s voice announced, “If the Literato’s honored guests would follow me into the parlor…” 
 
    Pelas cloaked himself in deyjiin and headed the other way.  
 
    Tanis had told him about his ill-fated foray into Shail’s apartments, and of the laboratory at the end of the hall. Pelas found the illusion of a wall still in place. He scanned it for traps, and finding none he could see from that side of danger, slipped through unnoticed by the sightseers at the other end.  
 
    Within the hidden room, wielder’s lamps cast unnatural light across two long workbenches. Further down, on Pelas’s right, an ash desk obscured the lower shelves of an over-crowded bookcase; while dimly in the back, a grouping of leather couches and chairs sat before a massive hearth, empty and dark. A glass-fronted apothecary cabinet ran the length of the left-hand wall, reflecting gloom.  
 
    Pelas couldn’t see the floating patterns that Tanis had described—he didn’t have the lad’s variant trait—but he sensed the mold of Shail’s malice consuming the space. 
 
    Pelas used a working he’d found in one of Björn van Gelderan’s books—would that he’d had more time to peruse the wielder’s library in Adonnai; no treasure in antiquity could compare to the riches upon those shelves!—and summoned elae.  
 
    The currents washed into the room as waves deluged a sea cave at high tide. Pelas watched the room gradually filling with the lifeforce, and then… 
 
    A spattering of extant patterns appeared as vortices sucking the fifth into their event horizons. Where the rosy hues of the first strand touched them, ash washed out. Other vortices spaced around the work benches repelled the currents into a tumult that spread its disruption in jagged ripples. Those would be the inverteré patterns Tanis had mentioned. 
 
    Pelas gave renewed thanks that Tanis had the gift of Arion’s variant trait. He couldn’t imagine what would’ve become of the lad if he’d blindly fumbled into this room of spears.  
 
    But Pelas saw nothing that would be a threat to him. Which meant there had to be many such threats still concealed. 
 
    How then to find patterns created specifically to trap or harm—trap and harm, let’s be honest here—him specifically? If Pelas had learned anything about his brother in their recent dealings, it was that he must never underestimate the vehemence of Shail’s hatred of him.  
 
    He placed himself in Shail’s shoes for a moment and considered himself from his brother’s point of view. Shail would expect him to summon deyjiin, so the patterns waiting to trap him were probably triggered by this power.  
 
    But what if he didn’t summon deyjiin, so much as allow it to filter in? The same pattern he’d just used, reapplied to deyjiin and slightly modified in intent, could do just the trick. Shail certainly wouldn’t have expected Pelas to have learned Patterning from Björn van Gelderan. 
 
    Smiling to himself, Pelas formed his intent.  
 
    Unlike elae, which had specific affinities and moved across the realm in natural channels, deyjiin was formless—the air to elae’s water.  
 
    Pelas’s working summoned the slightest amount of it, then required those same particles to expand to fill the space. In short order, a thimbleful became a deluge; yet any patterns seeking deyjiin’s particular spirit would still only find trace amounts. Not enough to set off any alarms—he hoped. 
 
    As deyjiin slowly filtered in, Pelas began to see the outline of two ethereal cages taking shape where deyjiin bent around itself.  
 
    The cage surrounding the workbenches incorporated static fields into its design. The cage surrounding Shail’s desk harbored an even darker intent. The way it sucked both deyjiin and elae into it reminded Pelas of the black holes that abounded in the Void. Into what nightmare that cage would deposit him—or what was left of him—was not an experience he wanted to explore.  
 
    Keeping safely beyond the static cage surrounding the closest workbench, Pelas looked over the drawings and charts littering its top. Shail’s notes were written in the language of Chaos, represented logographically in symbolic characters that only Pelas or his brothers would recognize. Even so, Pelas couldn’t discern much from the notes, save that Shail was tracking a large number of projects.  
 
    He slowly strolled the length of the second table. A chart showing the lands of Agasan and Daneland in the north had black dots marked all along the border of the two kingdoms. A larger map, pinned beneath other books and papers, showed both the entire western continent and Alorin’s Middle Kingdoms. Xs were marked across all the continents, including an X over Darshan’s city of Tambarré.  
 
    Pelas was leaning precariously far over the table, trying to read some of the notes hand-written on the map, when his left hand accidentally came too close to the static field. 
 
    Pain sliced him, and he jerked back.  
 
    Razor cuts appeared all over his palm, welling with blood. Pelas clenched his fist, his hand throbbing. He stood for a moment in the darkness of the laboratory, cursing his brother and his own clumsiness in equal measure.  
 
    By Chaos born! Tanis must’ve been divinely guided to have made it out of this room without a scratch. Pelas thanked all of the gods in the known. Then he bade a rather hostile farewell to his brother’s workroom and left the way he’d come in. 
 
    When he stepped back into the hallway, the tour was just emerging through the double doors leading out of the bedroom, with the white-robed Palmer saying, “Now, if you’ll follow me, we’ll visit the Literato’s study, where he made his first discovery of the pattern’s capabilities…” 
 
    Pelas ducked down an adjoining hallway and into a modest kitchen. His hand was bleeding profusely.  
 
    He searched the drawers for something to staunch the bleeding and had just found a linen cloth when a voice sneered in his thoughts, Find what you were looking for, brother? 
 
    Oh…hello, Shailabanáchtran. Pelas let the full measure of his disregard find expression in his greeting. He wrapped the cloth tightly around his hand and pulled the knot tight with his teeth. As a matter of fact, yes. Let Shail chew on the meaning of that for a while. 
 
    I recall your penchant for new experiences, Shail smirked across their bond. I didn’t want you to be disappointed when you came calling. I always want my guests feeling appropriately welcomed. 
 
    Pelas clenched his jaw. You do think of everything. He pressed his throbbing hand to his chest and slipped down the hall past the last of the visitors, who were just then heading into the study. 
 
    At the end of the hall, the other Palmer, who was the proctor of the museum, stood watch at the apartment doors.  
 
    Leaving so soon, Pelas? 
 
    Pelas halted, staring at the Palmer. The shape of the man’s eyes was foreign to him, but the mind looking out through them seemed lamentably familiar.   
 
    Pelas gave the proctor a mincing smile. Seeking a new home for your corrupted soul, brother? Looking to trade up? 
 
    Just a reminder that I’m watching you, Pelas. I’m always watching. 
 
    Pelas was fairly certain that Shail had not been watching when the proctor had first let him inside the residence. He must’ve activated some kind of ward when he’d entered the laboratory.  
 
    The proctor hissed low from beneath his hood, “Do you really think I would leave my plans just lying around for you to find?” 
 
    Blood had already soaked through the cloth and was now dripping down Pelas’s arm. He stared hotly at his brother’s mouthpiece. “Didn’t you?”  
 
    “Pelas, you always make it so easy. Nothing you found will help you in the least, but I hope you enjoy my little gift.” He nodded to Pelas’s hand. “Call again any time. Consider it an open invitation.” Then the man’s eyes clouded, and a second later he asked uncertainly, “May I help you with something, my lord?” 
 
    Pelas worked the muscles of his jaw, wishing he could help the man but knowing he could do nothing just then. “Thank you, I was just leaving.”  
 
    “Here, I’ll show you out.” The proctor opened one of the apartment doors for him. “I hope you enjoyed the tour, my lord.” 
 
    Pelas paused in the portal and met the man’s gaze again, but there was no guile behind his eyes this time. He nodded tightly to him. “It was educational.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time he emerged from the residential hall into the twilight, Pelas knew something was very wrong. His hand would not stop bleeding. His whole arm was now throbbing, and he could no longer feel his fingers. He had the cold suspicion that Shail had put more into that pattern than a few razor edges.  
 
    Their physical shells were resilient—far more durable than humankind’s. He shouldn’t have been in this much pain. He should not have still been bleeding. And he certainly should not have felt as light-headed as he did, despite his blood-soaked sleeve.     
 
    Pelas started down one of the paths leading between the residential halls, trying to get his bearings. The Sormitáge was a minotaur’s maze at the best of times, and he’d never ventured to this part of the scholars’ residences. Likely the disorientation he was experiencing was also a result of his brother’s ill working.   
 
    “My lord?” Pelas heard a woman calling. It took a moment to process that she was addressing him. “My lord, are you injured?” 
 
    She wore green robes—for the life of him, Pelas couldn’t recall what Sormitáge specialty that signified—and came rushing towards him down an adjoining pathway. “Lord and the Lady!” she exclaimed as her gaze found his hand. “What happened? Were you—” 
 
    Pelas saw a dagger flash and only just caught her wrist in time. His eyes stabbed into hers over the blade poised between them.  
 
    Her gentle face he’d never seen before, but the malice burning in her eyes was all too familiar. She gave him an unnervingly Shail-esque smile. “Hello, brother. Something wrong with your hand?”   
 
    A singular oddity to hear his brother’s condescension in feminine tones. 
 
    “Nothing at all.” Pelas sent a pulse of the fourth into her mind and knocked her cold. He left her collapsed on the sidewalk.  
 
    He needed to get somewhere private where he could summon a portal—and fast, before he became too weak to frame Shadow—but it was the dinner hour. Scholars and students were going about their evening in the university’s usual frenetic fashion, and privacy was in short supply.  
 
    Now, now, Pelas, Shail chuckled darkly into his mind, leaving so soon? I’ve arranged so many gifts for you.  
 
    Pelas thought of a few gifts he’d like to give to his brother in return. I’m touched by your care. He turned down another pathway towards a building he recognized. Then he sent a mental chuckle of his own. I bet you’re just seething in your little pit, wondering what I found.  
 
    I told you, Shail snapped, nothing there was of consequence. 
 
    Of course it wasn’t. I protect the chests holding my underclothes with negative-polarity fields. 
 
    “You would do well to realize that meddling in my affairs has consequences.”  
 
    The voice came from a maestro heading towards Pelas down an intersecting path. 
 
    “And not simply consequences to you,” said a woman coming up behind him. 
 
    “But to all of these trifling playthings who hold such meaning to you,” announced another woman arriving on his left. 
 
    The three converged on Pelas even as others appeared on the intersecting paths, all of them staring with his brother’s malevolent gaze.  
 
    “Do you see, Pelas?” Shail asked through the maestro. “The Sormitáge is my domain. I have eyes everywhere. And I am always watching.” 
 
    Pelas admitted it was chilling to look around at so many innocent minds claimed by his brother’s compulsion. It was testimony to his impaired condition that he did nothing to help them in that moment, but he would not be forever impaired. 
 
    He cast a shadowy smile across them all. “Seems a little paranoid, brother.” 
 
    “Pelas—”  
 
    But the maestro’s snarl was cut short by a screaming siren that accosted ears and minds alike. The lifeforce flared in time with the siren, pulsing warning on the currents of the fourth, casting magic across the city.  
 
    The puppet heads turned as one to look in the direction of the siren. 
 
    The Sormitáge residents froze. Then chaos broke out. People were suddenly running every which way. 
 
    “Oh, is that the alarm?” The woman’s tone implied Shail already knew all about it. She pressed a forefinger innocently to her chin.   
 
    Pelas perceived an ever-compounding wrongness building in the tapestry. He spun to the nearest face, feeling like the world was tilting off its axis. “What have you done?” 
 
    “Oh, this is nothing I did,” replied a teenage boy with a wide, sinister smile. “Just naughty Baelfeir refusing to stay in his play yard. So I alerted the Empress’s illustrious order of spies that he was back.” 
 
    Pelas did a double-take. “I’m sorry—did you say back?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” replied a different woman using a perfect rendition of Shail’s tone of poisoned sugar. “Didn’t you know? Warlocks have returned to the Realms of Light.”  
 
    The teenager’s smile grew even wider, even more horrible. “Now that was me.” 
 
    Blood had soaked through Pelas’s coat sleeve and was dripping onto the sidewalk. He couldn’t afford to wait any longer. He cast a pulse of the second—not too hard, just to get them out of harm’s way. Shail’s puppets flew backwards, tumbling into one another. 
 
    Pelas sliced the fabric of the realm and dove into Shadow. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Nine 
 
      
 
    “It’s a keening…a keening. I cannot make it stop.” 
 
      
 
    –Malachai ap’Kalien, on the sound of deyjiin in his head 
 
      
 
    Isabel dreamed a true memory. 
 
    She stood at the rain-spattered windows of her brother’s villa in Adonnai, staring out into the storm while Arion, the truthreader Cristien Tagliaferro and the Nodefinder Voss di Alera tackled one another on the rain-drenched lawn. Somehow their orderly discussion on the terrace had devolved into a wrestling match.  
 
    “I thought they were supposed to be solving the weld differentiation.” The Nodefinder Parsifal d’Marre came up beside her at the windows, looking much the bemused satyr with his rangy brown hair, scraggly chin beard and bushy brows. 
 
    “They’re due this release, don’t you think?” Isabel murmured with a smile. They were all due a respite, though Epiphany knew if they’d see a real one any time soon. “Are you thinking of joining them?” 
 
    “I prefer to nurse my grief with a bottle.” He leaned his forehead against the window and exhaled an exhausted sigh. 
 
    Isabel brushed a strand of hair off his shoulders and gazed quietly at him. “All isn’t lost, Parsifal.” 
 
    “Forgive me, Isabel, but you more or less have to say that.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make it any less true.” 
 
    He grunted. 
 
    Voices floated to them from across the room—Malachai, Markal and Anglar respectively angry, obstinate and resolute. But from her brother, she heard not a whisper; even his thoughts were disturbingly silent.     
 
    Isabel looked over to where the others stood arguing around Björn’s desk. Malachai ap’Kalien, too tall for his rail-thin frame, his face growing more gaunt and pale by the day; Anglar Tempest, the dark temple to Malachai’s light, ever a pyramid of stoic determination; and Markal with his shock of white hair and warrior’s build, more immovable even than Anglar once the foundation of his opinion had been laid.  
 
    End-cap to the other three, her brother sat broodingly in his chair, chin propped in hand and a finger bracing his temple. He shifted his gaze subtly to meet hers, and she saw in his expression that things were not going well. 
 
    “Lord and the Lady,” Parsifal muttered beside her. Isabel looked back to the three muddied men on the lawn. They were now forming a tangled knot and tumbling down the hill towards the lake. “They’re going to kill each other at this rate.” 
 
    “You should go out with them.” Isabel gently prodded Parsifal while relieving him of his empty bottle. “You’ll come in smelling better, at the very least.” 
 
    That pulled the hint of a smile from him as he reluctantly slipped through the doors out onto the terrace. Isabel watched him go splashing across the marble tiles and onto the lawn. He dove atop the others with a howl only partially diffused by the rain. 
 
    A hard clap of power drew her attention swiftly back to the group surrounding her brother.  
 
    Malachai now posed a livid figure between Markal and Anglar, his age-old friends but more recent caretakers….and wardens. The power-clap had come from him. 
 
    Anglar stood braced for impact, his long face severe. Markal had summoned the fifth. Björn sat stone still in his chair.  
 
    “Malachai,” her brother said slowly, “please…let it go.” 
 
    Around Malachai, the currents seethed.  
 
    “How can you in conscience accept this?” Malachai had made fists of his hands, and his brown eyes held a terrible light. Isabel couldn’t see him holding deyjiin, but she could see its effects well enough on the currents. “We accomplished an incredible feat! We made something truly new, something beautiful! And the Council of Realms wants to destroy it?” 
 
    “Malachai—” Markal began, but Björn silenced him with a warning look. 
 
    “Just hear what the Vestal has to say, brother,” Anglar said soothingly, though by the tension in his form, he looked ready to meet a charging bear head-on. 
 
    Björn held his gaze on Malachai until the Adept finally, belligerently, looked back to him. Her brother said then, “I’m not accepting it, my friend, but none of our decisions up to now have been rash. We’re only asking that you let us think this through.” 
 
    “We’re not your enemy,” Anglar reminded Malachai, low but with the same indomitability he infused into everything he said and did. 
 
    Malachai’s chest was heaving, the telltale of a furious man, but Isabel knew he in fact required two breaths now for their every one. Malachai waged a bullish stance, head forward, chin tucked, jaw clenched tightly around his ire and deyjiin ready to unmake them all. He ground out, “I won’t let them destroy it, my lord.” 
 
    “Neither will I,” Björn replied resolutely.  
 
    Malachai held her brother at the point of his stare for longer than any of them were comfortable with, but finally the Dane’s chin fell to his chest and he exhaled a shuddering breath. The currents calmed.  
 
    Markal growled a muted curse. 
 
    “By the witchlight of the Dísir, man,” Anglar said breathlessly. He clapped a hand on Malachai’s shoulder. “I thought you were going to unmake us all there for a moment.” Concern shadowed his brow as he looked upon the Dane. “Has it…passed now?”  
 
    Still staring at his toes, Malachai’s lips parted in a mirthless smile. “Has it passed…” He lifted his sunken eyes to Anglar, blackly bitter. “You must think me mad.” Then he dragged a slicing gaze across all of them. “Is that what you think of me?” 
 
    “Anglar, get him some wine,” Markal muttered. 
 
    Anglar went to do so.  
 
    “Wine, wine—I don’t need wine!” Malachai spun a storm in place. “I need answers! I need to know what’s to be done about it!” 
 
    “Why do you think we’ve gathered here?” Markal cast a mordant glare at him. What he did not say—for which Isabel was grateful, since Markal wasn’t known for his tact—was, That’s why we didn’t want you here. 
 
    Yet Malachai had every right to be involved, and would’ve been invited if not for the recent infirmity that propelled him into unprovoked fits of rage. 
 
    Infirmity. It seemed a callous appellation for the tragedy that had befallen him.  
 
    Malachi had been their talisman, the focal point of the entire working as her brother and his Council of Nine built T’khendar out of Alorin’s aether. So much power channeled through a single mind…even a very talented fifth-strand mind… It wasn’t just deyjiin that had overwritten Malachai’s reason but the incomprehensible force of ten powerful wielders intent upon a god’s work. 
 
    The effort had changed Malachai in ways none of them understood. He shouldn’t have been able to wield deyjiin—not without a binding to an immortal. Yet wielding it he was, even unto his own dissolution.  
 
    And it was dissolving him. Isabel studied his life pattern daily, and every day she found it more irreparably frayed.  
 
    Channeling elae into his pattern helped him recover some strength, some sense of himself, but it was a stopgap, for the power eating through his life pattern soon consumed again what lifeforce she’d invested.  
 
    Even her brother had been unable to help. This affliction of deyjiin from which Malachai suffered…there was nothing for Björn to unwork. No fell pattern—mor’alir or inverteré—had claimed their friend, just a solid dousing of death. Malachai had been drenched in that acid long enough for the corrosive power to seep inside his pores, his very bones, and now no amount of elae could wash it off.   
 
    As ever, Time was their greatest enemy.  
 
    She and her brother needed time to unravel what had happened to Malachai; time to understand why deyjiin was roaming rampant in T’khendar, consuming elae as fast as they could generate it; time to sway the Council of Realms to leniency; time to build their fledgling realm into one that could sustain life. 
 
    But the hourglass had been turned, the countdown begun. They’d answered Cephrael’s calling with T’khendar’s creation, but now a tsunami of consequence was tumbling towards them.  
 
    They had to act while they still could, and they had to act fast. 
 
    Anglar put a goblet in Malachai’s hand and wrapped the man’s trembling fingers around it. The latter stared into the wine, unseeing. “Any good thing…” Malachai’s voice came out choked and brittle, “any beautiful thing, and just because they can’t do it themselves—” 
 
    “They’re afraid of what we’ve done,” her brother agreed, trying to mollify him, “afraid of what we’ve shown them we can do.” 
 
    Malachai speared a look at him. “And well they should be.” 
 
    Anglar was passing out wine to the others. Markal leaned an arm on the back of one chair and drank his. They were all too electrified to sit. Only her brother managed it, and even he was churning the currents.  
 
    Isabel couldn’t recall the last time any of them had found their beds, even for a few hours. They were subsisting on elae and determination now. Little else.  
 
    “What will the Paladin Knights do?” Markal was staring hard into his goblet as if it was a scrying pool. 
 
    “Twist off the nodes.” Björn let his head rest against the back of his chair. “Choke the ley lines, as they did with the welds to Shadow millennia ago.” 
 
    “T’khendar would become a dead realm.” Anglar scrubbed at his eyes. Then he turned an anguished look around at the rest of them. “We can’t let that happen.” 
 
    “No,” Malachai snarled.  
 
    Her brother idly traced a pattern with his forefinger on the arm of his chair. “Twisting the nodes is the right course of action, but better we do it than them. Keep the nodes under our control.” 
 
    “Maintain the ghost of a connection,” Markal said, jumping to the answer her brother had already seen. 
 
    Björn glanced to him by way of acknowledgement of this necessity. 
 
    Anglar sank down on the edge of a table and hung his goblet beneath his hands. “We have to seal off T’khendar to protect Alorin, don’t we?”   
 
    Björn exhaled slowly. “It is…the only way.” 
 
    “How long will it take?” Malachai asked.  
 
    “How long do we have?” Markal countered. “The Council still has to vote on the declaration, but the knights will be coming after us, without a doubt. They’ll storm into Alorin first, but they will find their way to T’khendar. They’ve the collective skill to do it—and damn us all if the other Vestals won’t help them.”  
 
    “Björn,” Anglar called her brother’s gaze to his, “how long do you think it will take us? Tell me truly.” 
 
    Björn shook his head. “Too long.” 
 
    “Then we need a diversion.” Malachai straightened, looked around at the others. “Something the Paladin Knights cannot ignore—something Illume Belliel can’t ignore.” 
 
    “What madness are you talking now, man?” Anglar fell back in his chair. “What could we possibly do to divert the Council of Realms’ attention away from what we’ve already done?” 
 
    Malachai hovered on the edge of hope—Isabel could see it in his face, the glimmer of possibility. Then he sagged. “I…don’t know.”  
 
    The rage that had been upon him earlier was fading fast and draining his strength along with it. The goblet trembled in his hand, and— 
 
    Anglar jumped to catch it out of the air, while Markal caught Malachai around the waist just as his knees buckled. 
 
    Isabel went quickly to them. “I’ll take him.” She slipped her arm around Malachai’s form. The man had always been whip-thin; now she felt only his bones. “Come sit down, Malachai. Let me tend to you.”  
 
    He laid his head against hers as she walked him towards a sofa. She had to push elae into his life pattern just to keep him upright. “It isn’t fair, my lady.”  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “We did a miraculous thing.” 
 
    “One day they’ll see that.” She helped him sit on a sofa. He groaned as she lifted his feet onto the long cushion.  
 
    “But the slanderous things they’re saying…horrible things…” The dark light of deyjiin had left his brown eyes. Now they were merely shadowed, bereft. “They’re calling us blasphemers…traitors…” 
 
    Isabel laid a hand on his shoulder. “We know the truth.” 
 
    “Nay, Isabel.” He rolled his head from side to side. “What is the truth? Is it what we know…or what they will say about us for evermore?” He held her gaze until he forced her to look away, subject to his point.  
 
    Malachai closed his eyes then, but pain still creased his brow. His thoughts grew very dark. “History will know us by their lies, Isabel.”  
 
    Isabel perceived a terrible portent in these words. Her Seer’s senses cried out in alarm. Malachai didn’t say the rest of what he was thinking, but Isabel heard it all the same. They’re already calling me a villain. Perhaps I should become one. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Isabel woke to the howling wind flapping the canvas of her tent. She pressed palms to her eyes and curled onto her side.  
 
    More and more of late, she found herself dreaming of Malachai, torturing herself with memories of his decline. Ean wasn’t the only one haunted by dreams of the past.  
 
    This had been one of the better dreams, all told, when some semblance of the man she’d known had still been present; when she’d still had hope of saving him—in the very least, of giving him back into the Returning.  
 
    To have watched the madness slowly claiming Malachai and be so helpless to stop his decline, and then to have witnessed what that madness drove him to do and again be unable to stop him, lest everything they’d worked for be undone, lest his terrible sacrifice be for nothing…  
 
    Theirs had not actually been a choice between saving T’khendar or Adept society as they knew it, but it had certainly felt like it at the time. Every time she heard of more Adept deaths, prey to Malachai’s war…it was a blade plunging over and again into her heart. They’d all been so overtaxed and their resources so thin. Time and all the realms had been against them.  
 
    Isabel wasn’t certain why her sleeping consciousness kept dredging up memories from the worst years of her long existence…but she had her suspicions. 
 
    Sand hissed against the walls of her tent, and a sudden gust of wind stretched the canvas taut, straining against the poles. The inclement weather was simply T’khendar’s response to the kinetic storm raging through its pattern, as a body sends fluid to cleanse and support healing. She would’ve been much more concerned if the world lay still. In fact, every morning when she woke, her first fear was of hearing only silence.  
 
    Isabel swung her legs off the bed, but then sat there, gripping her mattress while dizziness made a flail of her head in a grand showing.  
 
    The patterns tattooed on her body were glowing, tingling. She sensed a magnetic affinity between them and Chaos. That magnetism was creating a growing battle in her own system, one that only intensified as the tear in T’khendar’s fabric widened.  
 
    In every waking moment, Isabel felt Pelas’s patterns pulling her consciousness towards the tear. That rent hung perpetually in her awareness now, a growing contusion, as though she was herself plunging the blade and watching the world-wound darken, helplessly bound to the power sundering it. Phaedor’s binding helped ameliorate the effects of deyjiin constantly deluging her system, but it was a stopgap at best. 
 
    Isabel forced herself up off the bed. 
 
    The patterns on her skin cast the only light into the room, but it was light enough to see by. A standing mirror in one corner of her tent showed a slender form wreathed in a silver nimbus. The mirror was the only comfort she’d asked her brother to provide for her, there on the edge of the unraveling world. He’d known why she’d wanted it. Bless him for not making her speak the words. 
 
    Isabel moved to the mirror and studied the patterns scribed into her flesh. The lines were so thin now, they’d appear barely more than faint tracings if not for the light they emitted. She removed her thin silk shift and studied Pelas’s work. 
 
    He had drawn arabesques on her chest. These were delicate, yet their design was far from innocent. Likewise the bands that circled her upper arms.  
 
    The large pattern covering her back was…difficult to describe. Intricate. Alien.  
 
    The fat one binding her thigh reminded her of a garter whose lace resembled a bramble, yet with symmetry, continuity. She saw the relationship between it and the others, but she couldn’t determine its purpose.  
 
    These patterns held a truth neither she nor her brother had yet been able to decipher. So with her mind she studied them, tried to understand them, but she only found fear of them in her heart.  
 
    Fear of what Chaos patterns had been engendered to do. Fear of what they were doing to her… 
 
    Tears came unbidden to her eyes. Isabel wiped them brusquely away. 
 
    This is the path you chose, she reminded herself, and she had every intention of continuing to walk it. She’d known to some degree what she was getting into when she strode unarmed into Darshan’s intent. She trusted her path…but she’d never been so afraid of it. 
 
    Moving slowly through her dizziness, she dressed in the robes worn by the desert tribes—the best thing, really, for sandstorms—varying garments of tightly spun silk worn in light, voluminous layers. She’d just donned her cloak and was wrapping her headscarf around her shoulders when the room tipped and spun. She grabbed the bedpost to steady herself until things settled.  
 
    Isabel knew she ought to contact her brother. To still be so drained after a night of rest didn’t bode well. He would want her to call him. 
 
    She wasn’t going to call him. 
 
    Isabel finished wrapping her scarf around her head and made her way out of her tent to brave the storm and the day ahead. She wasn’t doing herself any favors by spending so much time on the Pattern of the World, but with the drachwyr missing and their resources so limited…they were all doing more than reason had any right to demand of them. 
 
    It was still dark, early, cold. The wind grabbed at her clothing, scraping sand across the silk. She clutched her scarf more tightly across her face and started through camp, using the guide ropes to balance against the wind. Globes lit the way through the sand-fog of the storm, overburdened, much like their hopes. 
 
    She might’ve used the fifth to protect herself from the elements, but elae felt thick in her thoughts, a symptom of her exhaustion.  
 
    And Isabel was tired. Fatigue made her limbs sluggish and her thoughts woolen. Doubtless the fatigue was drawing out those dark memories of loss as well. 
 
    She knew friends were nearby, and her brother was only ever a thought away, but on that dark morning on the desert’s edge, with the wind howling and the sand scouring everything to barren bone…with the tattered pattern of her brother’s realm unraveling around her, and the rent opening ever wider unto Chaos and dragging her consciousness with it…Isabel had never felt so alone. 
 
    She missed Arion desperately. Three hundred years had barely closed the wound over his loss.  
 
    And that is entirely your fault.  
 
    It was true. She knew it. Her brother had cautioned her, warned her…pled with her. Arion is gone, he’d told her, over and over, emphasizing the last word, trying to impress the truth upon her. This is an actuality you have to face. Still…she’d hoped. 
 
    But for all of Ean’s brave devotion, for all she saw shadows of the man she’d bound herself to, Ean wasn’t Arion. It was cruel and unjust of her even to want him to be.  
 
    Before his Return, the only battles Ean had fought were on the sparring ground or waged with sails against wind and sea. He’d known little of the holocaust that had so decimated their race; even less of his own abilities; and nothing of the game. Yet the game had claimed him for its own, as it always did, regardless of his preparedness.  
 
    He’d endured an arduous climb out of that trench of ignorance. And he’d been hunted—hounded by factions with immortal understanding and immortal hatreds. He’d made mistakes. He’d felt emotions; he’d doubted himself, doubted his path, doubted her…perhaps rightfully so…yet he’d persisted throughout to finally regain what he’d lost.  
 
    There was some vindication in this at least. 
 
    She found so much to admire in Ean val Lorian. She saw in him so many hints of the man she’d loved…but he wasn’t the man she remembered. How could he be? A man’s personality derived from his education and experience as much as divine grace, and Arion had spent decades at the Sormitáge—and many more beneath her brother’s tutelage. He’d climbed a ladder of success to reach his pinnacle, not the fraying rope of desperation Ean had been forced to cling to. Arion had acted with certainty and precision. He’d been her anchor as much as she’d been his.   
 
    Ean will become an anchor for you one day. 
 
    He would. She believed this in her heart…if they both lived long enough. If Cephrael allowed them happiness together after making so many exorbitant mistakes.   
 
    She’d received only fractured glimpses of Ean’s mind since their altercation in dreamscape, where he’d all but sworn off anything more to do with her and the game. She couldn’t fault him for such feelings. If he’d treated her as inconsequentially as she’d treated him—always pushing him to his limit while privately clutching to the frail hope that the man she fell in love with would reappear…  
 
    How terribly she’d misused him. Epiphany knew he had every right to be upset.  
 
    She took painful solace in knowing Ean was on his path and succeeding alone where she had failed him. Only a few days before, he’d reached out to her with the exhilarated confession, Isabel, I remember. I remember everything! 
 
    The words both elated her and felt like a dagger in her heart, for they were proof that he’d been better off on his own than walking his path with her. She hated that this thought choked her happiness for him with guilt.  
 
    Perhaps when she Returned, she would be different, and the scales between them would at last find balance.  
 
    …If she returned. 
 
    By Cephrael’s Great Book! Isabel mentally shook herself, as though scolding a naughty child. There were some depths to which she could not let herself descend!  
 
    But with deyjiin coursing perpetually through the patterns scribed on her body, she worried that if she didn’t honestly confront the possibility of her own demise, she would end up like Malachai: with the best of intentions, but utterly, unconscionably mad.  
 
      
 
      
 
    As Isabel pushed through the flaps into the dining tent, three men sat around the end of a long table, huddled over steaming cups. One was dark-haired, one auburn and the other fair. From the shadows under their eyes, it was either very early for them or very late. 
 
    She remembered how they’d looked on the day of their arrival—bright-eyed, clean-shaven, with their hair shorn in the manner of the Paladin Knights. Now they wore heavy beards and squinted as if against the blowing sand, even when indoors.  
 
    With her head still spinning, Isabel claimed a spot on a bench a few places down from them. She nodded to the tallest of the three, who was seated between the other two at the table’s end. “Captain Gadovan.” 
 
    He glanced up beneath dark brows. “Lady Isabel.”  
 
    She smiled at the others. “Mathias, Jude.” 
 
    “Lady Isabel,” they replied in unison. 
 
    “Long night, gentlemen?” 
 
    Many very long weeks, Jude thought a little too loudly for Isabel’s truthreader’s mental ears to miss. Mathias kicked him under the table. 
 
    “We’re almost finished with L9K76.” Gadovan referenced the section of the world grid they’d been rebuilding.  
 
    A servant set down a mug of tea and a bowl in front of Isabel, along with a basket of bread and a large bowl of soft-boiled eggs mixed with yogurt. She thanked him and then looked to the Nodefinders. “Will it bother you if I eat?” 
 
    “Please, Lady Isabel.” Gadovan looked embarrassed that she’d even thought to ask. 
 
    I would pay a month’s earnings just to sit and watch her, Jude thought while staring rather too obviously at his mug. 
 
    Mathias kicked him under the table again.   
 
    Isabel smiled down at her tea.  
 
    She’d observed the three Nodefinders working on T’khendar’s pattern. It took a specific kind of training to charge nodes and dredge new ley lines in a world grid—the arduous and perilous kind of training. And these three had skill in it aplenty.  
 
    She smiled at the Nodefinders. “How long have you three been working together?” 
 
    “All our lives.” Gadovan glanced at the other two. “Except Jude, for a time.” 
 
    “He went off to become an artist—”   
 
    “It’s called drafting,” Jude grumbled, “not drawing.”  
 
    “—but he missed us too much.” Mathias grinned at Jude. “That’s why Gadovan and I have earned more moons.” 
 
    “One moon.” Jude sent him a surly stare. “You have one more moon than me, Mat.” 
 
    Mat winked at him. “Sometimes one makes all the difference, Jude.” 
 
    Isabel served some eggs and yogurt into her bowl. “Dagmar told me you spent time tracing nodes for Eltanin.” 
 
    The three men exchanged looks.  
 
    Jude scratched at the back of his head, dislodging unruly auburn curls. “You could say that, my lady, but…” he looked to the others again, “I’m not sure how accurate you want to be about it.” 
 
    “Jude, where are we right now?” Mathias gave him a could-you-be-any-more-daft? stare. “Do you think the Lady Isabel or any of the Vestals here care if we were node-tracers for Eltanin’s black market? The entirety of the cityworld thinks they’re traitors—no offense, my lady.”  
 
    “None taken.” She smiled to Mathias’s point. “Few Nodefinders in this age have experience mapping nodes between the realms, Jude. Eltanin has been doing us all a great service by keeping the trade alive in any capacity.” 
 
    Gadovan murmured, “It’s going to be a much-needed skill if the Council actually enacts the interrealm trade measure.” 
 
    “If there’s a Council after all of this,” Matt muttered. 
 
    Jude exhaled a slow sigh. “There’d be a lot of bureaucrats out of work. That’s not good for anyone’s pockets.” 
 
    Gadovan picked up his mug and Isabel’s earlier question. “All told, we logged almost two-score years working together before we joined the Knights, my lady.” 
 
    “A lifetime for some,” she observed with a soft smile. Her spinning head was making food undesirable. To distract herself from the effects of force-feeding her own body, she inquired lightly of Gadovan, “Is it a standard career path on Eltanin to advance from black market node-tracer to Paladin Knight?” 
 
    The three men exchanged another round of uncomfortable glances. Isabel wondered if they might be reconsidering their willingness to let her share their table. 
 
    “We, um…” Jude frowned across the way at Mathias. “That is to say…” 
 
    “We are knights.” Mathias leaned towards her for emphasis. “We just—” 
 
    “Serve more than one master?” she offered. 
 
    “Our uncle…suggested that we should join the order, my lady,” Gadovan said.  
 
    “Suggested.” Jude snorted. “Try threatened our lives if—” 
 
    Gadovan silenced him with a stare. 
 
    “Right, then.” Jude gave him a wan smile. “Suggested.” 
 
    “He can be very persuasive.” Mathias was looking slightly peaked, as if by an undesirable recollection. 
 
    “I’m sure he can.” Isabel well knew their uncle. He was one of her brother’s oldest friends in Illume Belliel.  
 
    She looked the three of them over—the raven-haired Gadovan, auburn-haired Jude, and blond Mathias. She couldn’t see much resemblance among them save their eyes. “You all call him your uncle, but you’re not brothers.” 
 
    “Cousins,” Jude supplied, “but…” he glanced at the others, “well, our blood connection is a secret, especially in Illume Belliel.” 
 
    Isabel smiled. “I will keep it in the strictest of confidence.” 
 
    “Have you met our uncle, Lady Isabel?” Gadovan asked. 
 
    Isabel dropped her smile to her tea by way of politely not answering this.   
 
    Mathias grunted into his drink. “That has got to be the most unlikely alliance ever forged.” 
 
    A howl of wind and flapping canvas announced new arrivals as Dagmar and Franco—if told from the familiar shape of their bundled forms—found their way inside. Dagmar unwound his headscarf and shook out the sand while Franco was re-securing the folds of the tent.  
 
    Seeing Isabel, the former came over. “Morning, my lady.” Dagmar kissed her on the cheek and settled down on the bench between her and the Eltanese. He looked to the latter. “Well? What do you three have to say for yourselves?”  
 
    Mathias and Jude exchanged a bemused look. “A gin earned is a gin squandered?” Mat offered.  
 
    “It’s better to die young and rich than old and poor?” Jude said. 
 
    “We’re nearly finished with L9K76, my lord.” Gadovan nodded a sober welcome to Dagmar and then to Franco, who was just then sitting down across from the Vestal.  
 
    “That’s good, because Rinokh was picking his teeth with K42 last night.”  
 
    Mathias and Jude both gave muted curses, and the latter grumbled, “I really despise that dragon.” 
 
    Dagmar shifted aside to give the servant room to set an empty bowl and some tea in front of him. Then he served himself some of the eggs. “How much longer do you think we’ll have these boys, Isabel?” 
 
    It tickled her that Dagmar referred to the Eltanese as boys when it went without saying that they’d all seen at least six decades of life to have become so skilled with their craft. “Hmm…” she picked up her empty mug. “Let me just consult my crystal ball here.” 
 
    Gadovan and the others were staring uncomfortably at Dagmar.  
 
    Jude forced a laugh. “Is that…you weren’t asking her just now when we were going to…” he swallowed, “expire? …Were you?” 
 
    Dagmar stared gravely at the three Nodefinders.  
 
    All of their faces paled.   
 
    Whereupon the Second Vestal burst out laughing. 
 
    Mat and Gadovan exchanged an ill look of relief, while Jude grumbled into his mug, “He was joking. Outstanding.”  
 
    Dagmar angled them a sidelong look as he tore off a hunk of bread. “Repairing T’khendar’s grid isn’t the only reason the Fifth Vestal requested Nodefinders with your particular skill, boys.” Isabel felt his thoughts shifting towards a related topic even as his gaze shifted back to her. “It feels like we’ve been climbing this hill for too long now. We’ve got to reach the peak soon, surely.” 
 
    Isabel couldn’t tell him any more about the subject of his interest than she’d told him already, because she knew nothing else about it, which was troubling in itself. She chose in that moment not to explore hypothetical reasons why she couldn’t see any farther into the future than she’d seen a week ago. “I think we’ll all know the moment we reach the summit.” 
 
    “Because we’ll suddenly be plummeting down the far side, my lady?” Franco had his hands folded around his mug and his brown eyes pinned on her. 
 
    Isabel shifted her gaze to him. “Perceptive as ever, Franco.” 
 
    “Do you think he’s jok—” Jude began. 
 
    “No,” Gadovan and Mat growled together. 
 
    Wishing her head would tire of its intermittent whirling, Isabel looked down at her cup and found it brimming once more with tea. She was sure the servant had not returned to fill it.  
 
    A quiet smile lifted her expression as she lifted her gaze to Dagmar. “My brother will be here soon.” 
 
    Does she mean the Fifth Vestal? Jude practically shouted in his thoughts. 
 
    Criim, Jude, Mat gave him a long-suffering look, they can probably hear you thinking all the way back on Eltanin.  
 
    The wind blew open the canvas flaps, and her brother ducked inside. He promptly turned to tie them closed again.  
 
    The Eltanese scrambled to their feet. 
 
    Dagmar angled Björn a grin. “Dressed for the weather I see, brother.”   
 
    Björn looked down at his immaculate blue coat and polished boots. It was barely dawn, but he looked as though he’d just stepped out of court. Certainly not a speck of sand had dared to adhere to his person.  
 
    Björn sprouted a smile and started towards them. “You may recall that I showed you the working.” 
 
    “Aye, but the last time I tried making the air solid around me, my lungs quickly ran out of it.” 
 
    “The fifth can be recalcitrant that way.” Björn’s amiable smile turned to appreciation as his blue eyes found the Eltanese. “I hope you three aren’t standing on my account. I’m the one who should be paying homage to you. L9K76 is looking very strong.”  
 
    He bent and kissed Isabel on the cheek and murmured into her ear, “Good morning, sister-of-my-heart.”  
 
    She gave him an adoring smile.  
 
    The Eltanese retook their seats amid a scraping of benches while Björn claimed a spot at the end of the table, opposite Gadovan.  
 
    “Rinokh has been chewing on K42 again,” Dagmar told Björn while serving himself more eggs. 
 
    “So I noticed.” Björn nodded thanks to the servant, who set a mug of tea in front of him. “He’s a dog to a bone on that section of the grid. I’d like to take a better look at it, see if we can isolate what’s drawing him there.” 
 
    Dagmar motioned to the servant to refill his mug. “That’s probably a good idea. Franco and I can tackle that this morning.” 
 
    “Actually, I thought I might go out with you all today, play fourth with our esteemed colleagues from Eltanin on K42 and handle that quadrant for good.” 
 
    All three Eltanese straightened abruptly. Indeed, Gadovan looked quite awake suddenly. “On the grid with us, Your Excellency?” 
 
    Björn’s gaze strayed to Isabel. “Mmm…that’s what I was thinking.” 
 
    She arched a brow at him. I know what you were thinking. 
 
    Do you now? He reached across and clasped her hand while turning a smile back to the others. Almost at once, her dizziness vanished. 
 
    She couldn’t tell if the Eltanese were excited by or apprehensive of the prospect of working with her brother on the grid. The three of them were finally having a very quiet but obvious dialogue via the privacy of their bond. 
 
    Yet four Nodefinders working in tandem was far preferable to three, since they could map the ley lines in octahedrons instead of pyramid configurations and cover twice the area in the same amount of time. 
 
    Dagmar looked her brother over. “You know how I feel about you working on the grid.”  
 
    Björn gave him an unconvincing smile of bewilderment. “I somehow cannot recall.” 
 
    “First Lord,” Franco lifted a concerned look to him, “if anything happened to you—” 
 
    “The world would somehow continue spinning.” Björn drew Isabel’s hand to his lips and planted a kiss on it, murmuring, “I know, it astounds me also.”  
 
    She shook her head and smiled at him. You’re incorrigible. 
 
    So you’ve told me. 
 
    But she did feel much better. 
 
    Of course she did—this was her brother who was channeling elae into her. The current from him was so strong, it was making her heady.  
 
    Yet what frightened her about his Healing—what kept her from asking more regularly for his aid—was the fear that one day he would take her hand in his and nothing would happen. 
 
    Isabel met Björn’s gaze. You know why I— 
 
    I know why. He kissed her hand again and then released it back into her keeping. “While we’re on K42, I want to traverse the redundant substructure in that quarter to see how the kinetic pillars are holding.” He broke off a piece of bread. “What say you three? Are you up for it?” 
 
    Mathias choked into his mug.   
 
    Did he really just say that? Jude’s eyes had gone very round. 
 
    Gadovan was clearly working hard to keep his disbelief from overcoming his composure.  
 
    Traversing the substructure of a realm’s world pattern was akin to swimming through flooded subterranean caverns in total darkness, holding your breath and hoping a god would take pity on you. Her brother enjoyed such endeavors of skill. 
 
    A pale-faced Gadovan managed a strained, “We would…be honored, Your Excellency.” 
 
    Björn popped a piece of bread into his mouth. “Marvelous.” He stood, grinning as he chewed. “So who’s ready for some fun?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Ten 
 
      
 
    “It may be that our gods are each representatives of the  
 
    same unified consciousness.” 
 
    –The Seventeen Pillars of Restoration, 
an excerpt from the assembled scriptures of Jai’Gar 
 
      
 
    Tannour grabbed a vine and hauled himself up a fallen column that was making a convenient bridge to the roof of what had once been an arcade. The Nadori scout, Kalid, extended a hand and helped him up the last few feet to where the A’dal and the others were standing.  
 
    Tannour, the A’dal and his core of trusted commanders had left their horses at the base of the ruins and were making the ascent to the mountain’s summit on foot, for no streets or paths had survived the slow decay of the lost city. 
 
    The trees with their trailing vines had become part of the architecture of that place; Mother Nature was reclaiming the limestone, block by block. Trell’s army was circumnavigating the ruins, two miles distant, but the A’dal wanted a clear view of the warlord’s fortress, which meant a trek through the ruined city. Yet as they ascended and the view opened, all Tannour could see was green. Astonishing to imagine a thousand men hidden so completely by the forest canopy.    
 
    Air told Tannour that for all its vastness, nothing human moved through the bones of the city save themselves; only the overtaking vines, burying centuries of history beneath ropes of wood and composting leaves.  
 
    “Tarshien, they say,” Lazar hal’Hamaadi told Loukas as the group of them started off again, following Kalid.  
 
    “Are you sure it couldn’t be Xandeng?” Loukas ducked beneath a curtain of vines as he traced the careful steps of the scout, who was taking them on the ‘safe’ route through the carcass of a palace—that is, high atop its crumbling roofs and walls, where the slightest misstep meant a long fall and probably a few broken bones. “These ruins appear large enough to be Xangdeng.” 
 
    “Why do you care what the fethen city was named?” Raegus complained. He paused to glower at Kalid, who had started up a long flight of fractured steps to yet another level of the palatial ruins they were navigating.  
 
    “Xandeng supposedly straddled a river,” Lazar said to Loukas. 
 
    “Xandeng supposedly was the richest city in the Cyrene empire,” Rolan called back from ahead of them. “The Nadori named it the Grace of Angharad.”  He shot Loukas a knowing grin over his shoulder. “You could buy your way back into anyone’s good graces with the wealth those ruins supposedly hide, eh, Yashar?” 
 
    Yashar was Rolan’s favorite epithet for Loukas, the name of a cat with nine lives from a famous Akkadian parable. Tannour thought it richly appropriate, but for very different reasons from Rolan. 
 
    Ignoring Rolan’s comment, Loukas pointed out to Lazar, “The Taran is only a few clicks from here. The cataclysm that destroyed this city could easily have altered the river’s course.” 
 
    Lazar shrugged. “Cyrene ruins are more plentiful than water in this part of Abu’dhan. You want to argue about what they’re called, talk to the historians in Tal’Shira.” 
 
    “People have spent more riches looking for Xandeng than all the jewels in Kandori,” Rolan said. “Isn’t your Agasi friend one such treasure-seeker, A’dal?” 
 
    Trell cast Rolan a sidelong eye. “Krystos, yes. Searching for Xandeng is one of his enduring passions.”  
 
    “Fat chance we’d just come across it while hunting down a warlord,” Raegus noted from behind Tannour. 
 
    “Stranger things have happened,” Tannour observed with a pointed glance at Trell. 
 
    Trell eyed him amusedly. “Says the man who walks on air.” 
 
    “Only for you, A’dal.”   
 
    Rolan snorted. “Graced of a goddess, confidant of dragons, bound to an Adept, and now in command of his own personal airwalker.” He grinned widely at Trell. “You’re bordering on the supernatural.” 
 
    Trell sighed and returned his grey-eyed gaze ahead of him as he climbed the broken steps. “I don’t know how I’ll ever live up to the stories you all tell about me.” 
 
    “The stories tell themselves, A’dal,” Rolan returned, still grinning. “We simply don’t deny them.” 
 
    What use when a thousand men stand in witness?  
 
    This thought came to Tannour with a pang of discomfort. The same men who’d seen Naiadithine’s mirror in the waters of Khor Taran had watched Tannour float the A’dal and Lazar hal’Hamaadi across the rushing torrent, and seen Tannour launch himself to safety on the same breath of air.   
 
    Now Tannour’s name was being woven into the stories told about the A’dal. They’d only seen a fraction of what he could do, but that fraction might be enough to doom him.  
 
    Because as honored as Tannour felt by the inclusion of his name in tales of their A’dal, he feared it was only a matter of time before the Vestian Sorceresy heard of them and sent a team in hunt—men or women as trained and deadly as Tannour.  
 
    If he was lucky, they would just torture and kill him. Tannour was fairly certain he wouldn’t be so lucky.  
 
    But if it came to that… 
 
    Part of him would welcome an end—to the hiding, the secrets, the bitter ignobility and the ache of Loukas’s accusing gaze; an end to the constant fear of being found, of being caught, of doing anything that would alert the Sorceresy to his whereabouts.  
 
    Yes, a part of him would welcome death…that part that was bound through despair and coercion and the biting sting of metallic ink burning in his thirteen-year-old skin for months. The fractured part of his soul that they held hostage with oaths indifferently compelled from his unwilling tongue. The part that sensed them even still, fifteen years later, from the far side of the world.  
 
    The part Loukas could never understand. 
 
    This despairing part used to be all that was left of Tannour. The Sorceresy had stripped everything that mattered from him, flaying his spirit to the bloodied bone that they might clothe it newly with flesh of their own devising. And when he’d still refused to do their bidding, they’d taken even that from him— 
 
    “You said I was your tether.” Loukas was standing as far from Tannour as the space would allow. That in itself should’ve told him the path was proving false. 
 
    “They severed it, Loukas.” Tannour could barely gasp out the words. Everything he was, everything he’d strived for—slaved for, been subjugated for—gone in a whisper of their will.  
 
    “Can’t you just…reattach it or something?”    
 
    “It doesn’t work like that.” He pushed a hand through his hair, catching sight of the tattoo on his wrist as it passed his eyes. The ink had been burning for three weeks. He wondered if it would ever stop.  
 
    Tannour lifted an imploring look to Loukas, raw, and so vulnerable he immediately hated himself for it. “I don’t know how I constructed my tether the first time. There’s no hope of making a new one without their guidance.” And even if he did manage it, couldn’t they simply sever it anew? If the tattoos on his body gave them the power to do it once, he had to assume they could do it again. 
 
    “So what…you can’t commune?” 
 
    “I can’t do anything!” Tannour threw him a desperate look. “My power is lost!” 
 
    For an instant as they stared at each other, he thought Loukas might’ve understood, that it might’ve changed things between them…that something good might still come of it.  
 
    “So all of this was for nothing.” Loukas’s accusing gaze burned more painfully than any tattoo. He turned on his heel and shoved out of the room— 
 
    “Watch out!”  
 
    Tannour jerked his foot back from a crumbling edge and stabilized himself with Air, just as a large piece of the wall beneath him broke off and fell through the canopy of leaves, tracing a lengthy path of descent in the echo of clattering stone. He looked over his shoulder to Loukas, who’d warned him, and who was leveling him a wide-eyed stare of reproach.   
 
    Tannour clenched his jaw and returned his gaze forward. But he took better care where he placed his feet after that. 
 
    As few as two moons ago, he would’ve fallen along with the stones, lost without his ability to command and commune with Air.   
 
    He knew he ought to be concentrating on the skeletal path they were following atop the bones of the city, but he repeatedly had to tear his thoughts away from the mystery of how he’d constructed a new tether in Trell val Lorian, or the fact that the A’dal was more reckless with his life than Tannour himself, which endangered both of them, or how he was sure that someone was still trying to kill the A’dal…and what it might mean to lose his tether a second time.  
 
    He tried not to dwell too deeply on this last part, for he wasn’t sure he’d like what it would tell him about himself. And yet…Trell was his tether now, and the very fact of that connection meant something, despite what Loukas thought.   
 
    Eventually the terrain presented enough challenge that Tannour had to focus even on where he put his hands. A final climb up a stone wall delivered them to a catwalk surrounding a crumbling dome and the top of the small mountain, where the view opened.  
 
    The forest’s green canopy spread before them then, broken only by worn roofs and limestone towers making a last valiant struggle for the daylight. In this guise, the ruins dotted an undulating basin among a crescent of craggy peaks.  
 
    Central to the half-moon of sheer cliffs jutted the bastions of a fortress. Its retaining wall curved around the mountain and was lost to view. 
 
    Lazar came up on the A’dal’s left as they were all staring at the fortress. He cleared his throat. “In our favor, the building is as old as the rest of this city. The warlord has done little to fortify it.” 
 
    “What need, when no army can get to it?” Loukas muttered. He was staring across the valley, green eyes narrowed, making that face he always assumed when he was thinking in nine languages. His hands of their own accord were assembling a spyglass with quick precision. 
 
    The forest ended a few miles shy of the fortress, where it changed to moorland that offered little cover to an invading army. A steep road hugged the hillside in a single sweep from valley floor to summit, but some sort of barricade blocked the route where it reached the fortress’s base. And the walls… 
 
    “Are those what I think they are?” Raegus was squinting to make out the dark splotches on the walls. 
 
    Loukas wordlessly handed Trell his spyglass.  
 
    Tannour had already surmised what they were seeing, but the spyglass brought the scene into gruesome focus for the A’dal. He gripped the leather tightly as he surveyed the score of naked men hanging from their ankles along the outer wall. They were armless from the elbow down. The doomed souls must’ve been tossed over the walls just after their arms were severed, for long, crimson trails spread beneath their hanging forms, painting macabre designs across the fortress foundation. 
 
    Upon their bare torsos, each man bore a letter, carved deep. The message read:  
 
      
 
    HAIL, PRINCE OF DANNYM 
 
      
 
    Trell handed the spyglass to Raegus, who placed it to his eye and promptly cursed. He passed it on to Rolan. The latter growled, “By Ha’viv’s ill eye, he slew a man for a damned comma.”   
 
    Lazar lowered his own glass and looked ominously to Trell. “Your reputation precedes you.” 
 
    “Yes…” a furrow notched Trell’s brow. “That’s what troubles me.” 
 
    Tannour shared the A’dal’s concern. Clearly the spy had been informing the warlord on their progress towards the fortress. But how much had he told the warlord of their strengths and weaknesses? How vulnerable had he made them to attack? 
 
    They’d been conducting quiet inquiries since passing through the burned forest, trying to narrow in on the spy without causing a general state of alarm among the troops—and without spooking the spy himself—but they’d little to go on.  
 
    When Tannour had questioned the wielder Kifat back in Khor Taran, the man had admitted the spy’s existence but had no clue to his identity. The A’dal suspected the spy was someone close to one of them, a soldier or another retainer perhaps, but the man was clever and careful.   
 
    Not for the first time, Tannour wished they’d had a lightbender among them, like his uncle, who walked the Mirror Path and could influence and read the thoughts of men. 
 
    Loukas exchanged a look with Trell. “Well…it’s not the most impregnable place we’ve ever considered attacking.” 
 
    “No, that would’ve been my fortress.” Lazar still sounded disgruntled about this for some inexplicable reason. 
 
    “Lazar,” Trell looked to the Nadori commander, “can your scouts get a message to the warlord?” 
 
    Lazar quirked a wary look his way. “Possibly.” 
 
    “Let it be known to him that if he surrenders now, I will allow his men to live. If he delays, I will kill them all, slowly. If he fights me, I will prolong their suffering until he begs me to end their lives. His will be the last life I take.” 
 
    Lazar blinked at him. “That’s…bold.” 
 
    “We have to force his hand, al-Amir, push things into our timetable.” 
 
    “Jai’Gar willing it will be so.” Lazar whistled for one of his scouts to deliver the message.  
 
    Trell pointed to a hill a few miles south of the fortress, at the dividing edge between forest and moors. “We’ll establish camp on that high ground, well clear of the forest and out of range of the warlord’s archers, and in full view of his walls. Let him see that his brutality won’t intimidate us. In the meantime, I want to get a better look at that barricade.” 
 
    “Your will, A’dal,” Raegus said. 
 
    “It’s odd though,” Loukas added as if still musing on an earlier thought. From the way he was frowning at the fortress, with his bottom lip caught just so, Tannour could tell he was calculating probabilities.  
 
    Raegus looked to him. “What’s odd?” 
 
    Loukas shook his head, still frowning. “Just that everything the warlord did before seemed designed to push us away, but this message seems to be inviting us in.”  
 
    Trell nodded. “Something’s changed.”   
 
    Loukas looked to him. “But what? That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out.” 
 
    Rolan handed the spyglass back to Loukas and rested his hand on the hilt of his scimitar. “Why the arms, by Inanna’s blood?” 
 
    “What are you on about now?” Raegus asked. 
 
    Rolan flicked a jeweled hand at the fortress. “Why’d the yellow bastard cut off their arms?” 
 
    “There is no logic behind his depravity save to inspire fear,” Lazar rumbled. “In our skirmishes with the warlord, he has occasionally unleashed maddened ghouls upon us—or so these decaying men appeared to us at first, screaming and wailing as they hobbled towards us wielding little but despair, clutching at us with rotting limbs, begging us to take their lives.  
 
    “What few men survived their own madness told us the story of their maiming: when the warlord becomes bored, he pulls prisoners from their cells and makes them pick between losing a hand or a foot. Whichever they chose, they usually die from the black rot—but not quickly and in terrible sickness and pain. It is said Inithiya cannot reach the dying within those walls. They must walk the death march onto the moors before She will claim their spirits for Jai’Gar. The foulness of the place offends Her.”  
 
    He looked to Trell with concern clearly in his gaze. “This man will not be easily intimidated, Trell of the Tides.” 
 
    “No, intimidation is his tactic. Honor requires I give him warning all the same.” 
 
    A twinge of displacement yanked Tannour’s perception to the left.  
 
    Air had spoken of motion but then had quickly fallen silent again. There were ways for men to move with minimal displacement, as through a still pond, making barely a ripple. 
 
    Tannour cast his perception as wide as he could, but even he had limits—far more limits than he wanted to think about just then. But whatever had disturbed Air’s equilibrium had either stopped moving or was moving too slowly now to be perceived.  
 
    Tannour looked to Trell. “We should rejoin the army as soon as possible, A’dal.” 
 
    Trell glanced to him. “What are you sensing?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Tannour scanned the view, gaze narrowed. “Displacement of some kind.” 
 
    “Could be nothing,” Loukas offered. 
 
    Tannour flashed him a look. “Could be something.” By the Two Paths, but Loukas was always doubting him, even knowing better than anyone what he could do. “We’re exposed here.” 
 
    Trell frowned slightly. Then he nodded. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Trell spent the descent through the ruins thinking about Tal’Shira, mostly because he already had an idea how to take the warlord’s stronghold; while in contrast, invading Tal’Shira with only his small force presented a much more consuming problem. 
 
    Hardly an hour in the waking day passed when he wasn’t strategizing ways to invade the seaside city and seat of Radov abin’Hadorin, Ruling Prince of M’Nador.  
 
    The city itself posed a problem, with its warrens of labyrinthine alleyways to navigate before they even made it to the broad boulevards of the inner elite. Then there were the Shamshir’im, who would likely not take kindly to their city being overthrown, never mind the opinion of their spymaster, Viernan hal’Jaitar.  
 
    The palace itself would be heavily defended by Radov’s Talien Knights, and if Radov was himself in residence, the force there would be massive.  
 
    All of this presumed that Trell’s army would make it past the city walls, when even the daftest of guards could usually conclude that a large force of armed men marching towards one’s city was a good time to bar the gates.  
 
    With his head spinning around plans and probabilities, Trell crouched at the edge of a crumbling roof, grabbed the rim and swung over the edge. He hung for a moment with his arms extended, then dropped five feet or so to the level below, where the scout Kalid was waiting. Their path through the ruins was necessarily following a birds-eye jigsaw of flat rooftops and crumbling walls, for the forest had long ago overtaken the city’s streets.  
 
    Tannour dropped almost soundlessly behind Trell, ever his shadow these days. The others followed with more noise and less grace.  
 
    Loukas was debating the city’s name with Lazar again. Trell supposed that after everything they’d seen of late, levity was the safest refuge for a conscientious soul.  
 
    While they waited for the others to descend the ledge, Tannour walked to the edge of the arcade roof and stood, still and silent, appearing almost ghostly with the breeze stirring the grey silk of his headscarf, and emanating elae. 
 
     Trell wondered if Tannour knew that he could perceive his power. And he wondered how much of that power Tannour would be willing to wield for him, for their cause, and what it would cost the Vestian to do so. 
 
    Though Tannour remained truthbound about his talent and his past, Trell had gleaned from conversations with both the Vestian and Loukas that the Sorceresy had taken Tannour’s powers once, that he had no idea how he’d gotten them back, and that he lived in a state of constant unease that they would learn of his returning abilities and take them away anew. 
 
    They’d barely spoken of Tannour’s improbable rescue of Trell and Lazar in the caves of Khor Taran, though tales and speculation abounded among the troops. Tannour seemed disinclined to speak of the event. He acted as if the entire affair had simply been his duty; yet nothing in the Converted’s oath required him to repeatedly put himself in harm’s way for Trell, or to take Trell’s personal protection upon himself as though a divine calling.  
 
    It troubled Trell, the nascent design of the path he saw unfolding.  
 
    Here was a man whose skills he desperately needed. The man himself seemed devoted to Trell for reasons unknown, to the point where Trell suspected Tannour would do almost anything for him. How willing, then, was he to use Tannour as a weapon of agency? If it meant the difference between ending the war or failing in their mission, could he demand Tannour use his talent, even knowing it might lead to the man’s own ruin?   
 
    ‘There are pieces and there are players in this game, Trell of the Tides,’ Balaji had told him once. ‘Only one of these has a say in his destiny. Only one influences the tapestry’s design.’  
 
    The drachwyr’s words haunted Trell every time he thought of making a piece of Tannour.  
 
    They were all risking their lives in this endeavor, and of course they knew what they’d signed up for in serving in the Emir’s forces. Yet Trell’s father had ingrained in him that there was a definite line dividing what a man could and couldn’t be asked to sacrifice for his king. Trell worried that what he would need to ask of Tannour would cross that line, and he feared that he might have to ask it anyway. 
 
    Pieces and players…Trell knew he was a Player in the First Lord’s game, but while he was still learning all of what it truly meant to assume that role, one fact suddenly crystallized before him:  
 
    The warlord absolutely was not.  
 
    He couldn’t be a Player, not out there in the wilds of Abu’dhan, so isolated from the larger conflict. Which meant the warlord was not Trell’s actual opponent, only another Player’s piece. 
 
    It framed the current situation with an entirely new perspective. 
 
    Trell moved to stand beside Tannour at the edge of the arcade roof. “Do you still sense something?” 
 
    “It’s gone silent.” Tannour glanced at him sidelong. “I can tell you the location of every deer and rabbit within a mile of us, down to fractions of an inch.” 
 
    Trell smiled. “I doubt the deer are plotting our demise.” 
 
    “But someone is.” Tannour turned his head to look seriously at Trell. His gaze was always striking, the way his ice-pale eyes were rimmed in darkest blue, but when he held his power about himself, the faintest nimbus—as of wavering heat—surrounded him also. It made him seem otherworldly, like a djinn straddling the planes of two realities. 
 
    “Displacement like what I perceived can only be explained by motion of a large force.”  
 
    “How would a large force have gotten past our perimeter?” The placement of his army was strategic. They had the mountain ruins on one side and the river bordering the other. Had an attack occurred, Trell would’ve heard the horns. 
 
    “I cannot say.” Tannour returned his gaze to the view of ruins, forested mountains and sky. “But they’re out there, A’dal. I just can’t tell where. Someone is hiding them from my perception.” 
 
    “It’s possible to do that?” 
 
    “A wielder could.” He shook his head, then gave Trell a troubled frown. “I would that I could tell you more, but we speak different languages, Adepts and me. The Sorceresy never spoke of elae. Their only mention of Adepts was to warn that we would be at odds with Adepts from the west.” 
 
    Tannour shifted his weight slightly, and the nimbus surrounding him refracted. For an instant, Trell saw two of him.  
 
    “From speaking with you, A’dal, I see that it must be the same power we both use,” Tannour admitted, seemingly unaware of the planes of reality shifting around him. “When fully invested in my own power, Air shows me wielders’ patterns, so I’ve learned to recognize and read them. But to save myself from the Ghost Kings, I couldn’t tell you what a wielder does to hide from my perception—only that I know it’s possible.” 
 
    The others had all gained the arcade roof by then.  
 
    Trell put a hand on Tannour’s shoulder, half expecting his hand to pass through the man, but finding his form solid enough. “Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    And so they did. 
 
      
 
    The sun had fallen behind the mountains and the forest sat in a twilit gloom by the time they reached the thoroughfare of the ruined city where they’d first entered. Climbing over the fallen columns of a once-grand promenade, they made for the crescent mound of ivy and moss that had long ago served as a defensive wall.  
 
    With Rolan and Lazar in the lead behind Lazar’s scout, Kalid, they fed back through the tunnel beneath the wall, slipped single-file past the towering pile of stone that blocked most of the passage, and emerged into the dim silence of the forest.  
 
    They were a stone’s throw from their horses when they all drew up short.  
 
    Tannour vanished in the same instant that Rolan jerked his head to the side.  
 
    The arrow passed through an evaporated Tannour, grazed Rolan’s cheek, and impaled itself in Raegus’s shoulder. The Avataren staggered backwards and fell over the trunk of a fallen tree.  
 
    The next arrow froze an inch shy of Loukas’s throat, thrumming with mortality, caught in Tannour’s solidifying fist.  
 
    The Vestian hovered in front of Loukas, half tangible, half…something else. Trell could feel elae boiling off him.  
 
    Whereupon arrows started raining down. Trell shouted to take cover.  
 
    He dove behind the tree where Raegus had fallen, slid to the Avataren’s side and helped him sit back against the tree’s jagged stump. All around them, arrows ripped through leaves and plugged into the earth. Tannour had vanished again. 
 
    “What the fethe?” Raegus hissed. “Who’s shooting at us? How’d they get past our lines?” 
 
    “Both very good questions. How’s your shoulder?” 
 
    “It fethen hurts.” Raegus gripped the arrow shaft and broke it off with a curse. He handed the feathered end to Trell. “You recognize that fletching?” 
 
    Trell looked it over briefly while arrows sliced past, keeping them pinned down. Then he tossed it aside. “At least it’s not ours.” 
 
    Raegus narrowed his gaze. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Trell gave him a grim look. “That this could’ve been worse.” 
 
    “A’dal!” Rolan called from elsewhere. 
 
    “We’re fine!” Trell called back. “But they’ve got us pinned!” 
 
    Raegus turned a wince towards the hidden archers. “What’s taking that fethen Vestian so long?” 
 
    As if Tannour had heard him, the rain of arrows abruptly ceased. The sudden still silence felt deafening in contrast. 
 
    Then Trell felt more than heard a silent pop, like pressure clearing from his ears, and a cry rose up from the trees.  
 
    A host of armed men rushed them. 
 
    Trell jumped to his feet and drew his sword, while Raegus struggled up behind him. “This what you meant by could’ve been worse?” 
 
    “I’d take two dozen Saldarians against a wielder any day.” Trell flung him a portentous look, then rushed to meet his attackers.  
 
    “Saldarians?” Raegus seemed only then to notice that the man Trell was engaging had the telltale look of a Saldarian mercenary. 
 
    Trell unbalanced his attacker with an upward swing, then stepped in and elbowed him in the jaw. The man staggered but came back at him. He overextended though, and Trell easily sidestepped his swing. He struck the hilt of his sword across the back of the Saldarian’s head and the man collapsed.  
 
    “Guard him!” he ordered Raegus. “I want answers!” Then he was off. 
 
    Trell leapt onto the fallen tree and ran up its length. He launched off the broken end and slammed into a pair of Saldarians who were ganging up on Loukas. The latter danced back as the men tumbled to the earth.  
 
    Trell rolled to his feet and kicked one of the soldiers in the chin. The man sprawled backwards, down for the count. Loukas ran the other through.  
 
    Two others immediately came on. Trell put Loukas at his back, and they both spun into the cortata.  
 
    Sounds of battle filled the glen.  
 
    The Saldarian that Trell was battling stood half a head taller and a few stone heavier, but his swings had no real power in them. Trell had the cortata to fuel him, but that still didn’t account for how easily he was fending the man off.  
 
    Soon he had him on the retreat. And he kept retreating, away from the glen, drawing Trell deeper into the woods, back the way they’d come in.  
 
    That’s when Trell understood. 
 
    He went in for an overhand blow, and the Saldarian blocked him. As their swords clashed, Trell held him beneath a contest of strength and growled, low and fierce, “Who sent you?” 
 
    The man had three rings pierced through his eyebrow and a ragged scar along one cheek. He was breathing hard. He shoved Trell off and took another three steps back, waving his blade invitingly.  
 
    Trell took three steps in the opposite direction. 
 
    The Saldarian glowered at him. 
 
    “You’ll have to kill me,” Trell said evenly, “and I’m betting that’s not in your orders.” 
 
    When the Saldarian just stood there scowling at him, Trell tipped two fingers to his brow. “Tell him taking me won’t be that easy.” Then he sprinted back to his men. 
 
    In the glen, Loukas was fending off two Saldarians, Lazar and Kalid four others, and Rolan was carving a swath through half a dozen or so while singing a war song in praise of Inanna at the top of his lungs. All of these opponents looked like they were out for blood. 
 
    Trell slid down the incline into the ravine and joined Rolan’s side. The Saldarians pressing him instantly disengaged. 
 
    “Cowardly curs!” Rolan brandished his sword at them as they were backing away. “Come and face Inanna’s wrath!” 
 
    They kept retreating in an ever-widening circle. 
 
    “The game is up, boys.” Trell said quietly. “You lost.”   
 
    The Saldarians exchanged looks. Then one of them whistled, and the entire host abruptly turned heel and ran. 
 
    “Saldarian rats!” an irate Rolan shouted after them. “Six against one and you’re eager to show your teeth! Even the fight, and away you scurry!” 
 
    “After them!” Loukas shouted. 
 
    “Nay.” Trell held up a hand to still his men. “See if any are still alive.”  
 
    Rolan passed the order along while Trell strode over to where Raegus was standing near the fallen tree.  
 
    The Avataren turned as Trell neared. He was holding his blade low. Blood was dripping down its groove. The Saldarian he’d been guarding was sprawled on the other side of the trunk with a sword-sized hole in his gut, bleeding out onto the leaves.  
 
    Raegus looked bewildered. “He woke up, realized he couldn’t get away, and ran onto my blade.” He searched Trell’s gaze with his own. “Who does that?” 
 
    Trell exhaled a slow breath. “A man more afraid of living than dying.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tannour Valeri swam upstream on Air’s currents, following the ridged course of arrows back to their source point. Air sang a song of three archers using the fat, tangled limbs of the ancient forest as a terrace for their work. 
 
    He found the first archer straddling a wide, mossy limb, firing off arrows at his targets with quick precision. Tannour wrapped a noose of air around the archer’s wrists and materialized long enough to kick him off the limb. He communed again as the man was dangling in midair with his biceps pressed tight against his ears. He’d probably pass out, but he’d be secure until Tannour could get back to him. 
 
    He followed a crescent-shaped course among a maze of limbs to reach the second archer. Tannour materialized beside him, bound his hands to his sides with air even as the man was inhaling to shout, and kicked him out of the tree. He fell twenty feet and hit the loamy earth with a bounce, laying still thereafter.  
 
    Tannour communed.  
 
    The third archer turned his arrows on Tannour—at least, on the place Tannour had just been standing—which then allowed Tannour to follow air’s vibrating pathways rapidly to the third archer himself. 
 
    Tannour materialized on a limb above the man, who was standing in the Y of an ancient elm with an arrow nocked to bow, scowling as he searched the forest, ostensibly for Tannour. Tannour bound his wrists and strung him up with a yelp over a higher branch above them both. The archer swung out into the empty air, spitting curses. 
 
    Tannour walked a fat limb to face him, eye to eye.  
 
    The archer was kicking and struggling like a fish on a line, but there was no escaping bounds of air unless one could manipulate air itself. And even then, escaping another airwalker’s bonds usually proved challenging. Tannour knew this firsthand. There was not a single torment he waged upon another that Tannour had not himself experienced; the Sorceresy made sure its operatives knew both sides of their arsenal as intimately as a lover. 
 
    They’d also well taught him how to tell which men would break and which would require breaking down. The archer spitting curses at him surely fit in the latter category. His were the black eyes of a man who strutted proudly in his tabard of wickedness.  
 
    If he’d had the time, Tannour would’ve bled him anyway—the Blind Path required sacrifice, and like a lover, became angry if her pleasure was over too quickly—but he needed answers faster than he was likely to get them from this man. So he drew a curved dagger and sliced the archer’s throat mid-curse. Before the spray of blood could reach him, Tannour had communed.  
 
    He released the man’s bonds as an afterthought, and the body dropped swiftly to the forest floor. Such a man as that could find his own way to the thrones of the Ghost Kings. 
 
    Tannour materialized on the ground by the second archer and used his boot to roll him over. The man was still unconscious. He’d crushed his nose when he landed on his face. It would make it hard to understand anything he said—assuming his brain was in a condition to manage speech at all. Tannour decided questioning him would be too slow and punched a push-dagger through his heart. 
 
    He communed back to the first archer. 
 
    Communing with Air always brought a sort of detachment. Communion was dissolution, dispersal, an elemental disbanding into the aether requiring separation of self and substance. His first attempt had nearly driven him mad.   
 
    In time, he’d learned to embrace the detachment, learned in fact that detachment was the only way to stay sane, to keep a grounded hold on himself. In this paradox lay the tethering line to what was real when all related matter became disassociated. 
 
    Ver’alir, the Blind Path… 
 
    In so many ways, the name was apt. Meaning layered upon meaning as the path’s inherent craving layered with desire. Walking the path engendered less an obsession than a hunger, a knowing that the path must be fed and that it fed upon sacrifice. Ver’alir’s resonance rang an undeniable harmony within Tannour, an aching harmony—regretted, even loathed at times—yet as often, equally sought. 
 
    Only…Tannour now knew that communing with Air was not in itself walking ver’alir, which required such sacrifice of his soul in treading. He’d never separated the two—he’d never imagined it possible—but in Khor Taran’s cavern with Trell, he’d walked Air’s currents without treading ver’alir’s dark pathways. 
 
    Now, Tannour couldn’t help but wonder what other of his powers he might separate from ver’alir’s darkly poisonous maze. 
 
    Nothing the Sorceresy had taught him could be trusted. They’d told him it wasn’t possible to commune unless he walked ver’alir. They’d told him that killing for them would only increase his powers.  
 
    But another, who he did trust, had explained that to kill for them would bind him to them forever. As might using certain of his more…elaborate talents. 
 
    Truth or lie, these were not boundaries Tannour dared explore. He couldn’t risk using all of his gifts and somehow alerting the Sorceresy that his power had returned, or worse, inadvertently binding himself to their will.   
 
    It was another of the many ironies so enjoyed by his masters in Addras: he could leave, hide, deny any connection to them, but in so doing, he would in turn be denied access to the greatest of his powers…that which made him everything he was. In effect, he’d be denied the truths of himself that he’d endured so much hardship and loss to achieve.  
 
    Either he worked elae for them or not at all. 
 
    Yes, he’d constructed a new tether in Trell—even if he didn’t quite know how—and this had restored his gifts, but should he continue to explore his talent and inadvertently wield the wrong aspect…it was entirely possible that using this power could trigger the binding tattoos on his body all over again, and…well, they’d have him—hook, line and sinker.  
 
    This long stream of thoughts occupied but a whisper of time, an instant in which associations and connections were noted like leaves on a breeze and then forgotten. Within an easy count of heartbeats, Tannour was hovering in an invisible whirlwind before the archer hanging from the trees. The man was still conscious, but his lips were showing a faint, bluish tinge. 
 
    Tannour materialized on the ground beneath the archer and lengthened the bonds of air to drop the man swiftly down. He jerked to a halt a foot above the loamy earth. The archer gasped, and his eyes flew wide. 
 
    Ah, now his were the eyes of a man whose questioning would prove fruitful, for they held equal parts fury and fear. They grew wider still as they watched Tannour drawing his scorpjun dagger from its sheath. 
 
    The man kicked at him and cursed, so Tannour wrapped air around each ankle and pulled his legs roughly apart. Now all he could do was swear, which he did vehemently as Tannour came closer. The man’s chest hovered at eye level, his head well above Tannour’s. 
 
    “Be still now.” Tannour took hold of the man’s waistband and gave him a meaningful smile. “You wouldn’t want me to make any mistakes down here.”  
 
    The archer went perfectly still. 
 
    Tannour sliced his dagger through the waistband and along the leg’s inner seam. The razor blade parted the heavy cloth like cream. He made an identical slice along the other pant leg, and after a few more strategically placed cuts, he had the archer’s lower half revealed to the elements. 
 
    “See something you like, jade?” the man snarled in the Saldarian dialect. 
 
    Ignoring the reference to his sexual preferences, Tannour tilted his head slightly to one side. “Generally, I’ve found that men become pliable when their berries are exposed for the plucking.” He spun his deadly curved blade in his hand. “But if you care so little for your own, we can start there.” He reached out. 
 
    “No!” The archer jerked convulsively. 
 
    Tannour’s lips spread in a slow smile. “So we understand each other, then.” More cuts, and he had the man’s chest and abdomen equally bared. 
 
    He fixed his gaze on the archer’s, who met his kind for kind. Tannour’s dagger spun a whispering arc in his hand. “What were your orders from the warlord?” 
 
    The archer shook his head—or tried to, but his arms were bound too tightly against his ears to allow much motion. “Not the warlord.” 
 
    Air confirmed that he was speaking a truth. “Who then?” 
 
    “I can’t speak his name.”  
 
    “And here I thought we were getting along so well.” Tannour reached for him once more.  
 
    “I can’t!” The archer tried to avoid the blade angling for his flesh, but Tannour hadn’t given him much leeway to move. Air was as solid as steel when he willed it so. “I would if I could!” he shrieked. “You don’t need that!” 
 
    Tannour paused the needle tip of his skorpjun dagger an inch from the archer’s ribs. Perhaps he didn’t need the blade. Perhaps ver’alir was not the labyrinthine maze he’d always thought, whose walls allowed no escape, pinning a man to walk a design of its choosing.  
 
    Perhaps with Trell as his tether, he was somehow free of his masters’ bounds—perhaps those bounds were naught but insubstantial lies made to seem the iron manacles of truth. It was an intriguing theory, and one he needed to explore. But today would not be the day he dared deny ver’alir its tribute. 
 
    Tannour inserted the needle-thin fang of his dagger between the archer’s ribs, angled just so. The man screamed—then gasped, for Tannour had stopped the fang right up against his heart. 
 
    The organ started fibrillating, the archer hyperventilating. 
 
    Tannour added length to his bounds of air to lower the archer so he hung eye to eye with him. “Now,” he took the man’s jaw between gloved fingers and captured his terrified gaze, “let’s see what you know.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rolan came over to where Trell and Raegus were talking. The dark-eyed Nadori prince was sporting a razor stripe along his cheek where the first arrow had grazed him. 
 
    Raegus gripped his wounded shoulder and scowled at him. “This fethen arrow was meant for you.” 
 
    Rolan grinned. “If it had been meant for me, Inanna would not have pulled me from its path. That arrow was aiming for Valeri before he did his vanishing act.” 
 
    Raegus did a double-take on him. “Vanishing act?” 
 
    “You didn’t see him disappear?” 
 
    Raegus glowered. “I must’ve been too busy falling over a tree.” He shifted his shoulder beneath a wince and looked to Trell. “Arm’s gone numb.” 
 
    “Yes, we need to get that shoulder tended to.” 
 
    Loukas came over, trailing Lazar and Kalid. “No survivors, Trell.”  
 
    Trell nodded. “We’ll have to get our intelligence some other way, then.”   
 
    Raegus looked around at all of them. “Where the fethe is Valeri?” 
 
    “I told you, he vanished.” Rolan pulled a cloth from a bag at his hip and offered it to Raegus. When the latter just looked at him blankly, he nodded towards the Avataren’s wound. “For your shoulder.” 
 
    Raegus took the cloth. “So Valeri vanished.” He pressed the material around the broken shaft protruding from his shoulder. “That’s a new trick.” 
 
    “Actually, it’s not.” 
 
    Everyone looked to Loukas, who went suddenly dumb beneath their stares. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean, n’Abraxis?” Raegus prodded. 
 
    Loukas withered slightly beneath his gaze. “All I know is that Tannour used to be able to commune and then suddenly he couldn’t. Now it appears he can again.” 
 
    “That’s all you know.” Rolan crossed arms and hitched an eyebrow in amused challenge. 
 
    “And Inithiya is my lover,” Raegus grumbled. “I could build a ziggurat to rival a mountain out of the secrets the pair of you are concealing. What’s this thing called communing then?” 
 
    Loukas closed his mouth and gazed back at Raegus, his green eyes hard. 
 
    Rolan chuckled. “You’d get more joy squeezing siri from a stone than hoping for answers out of Yashar, there.” 
 
    “I might get some joy out of beating him, though.” 
 
    Lazar was meanwhile staring off into the trees. “Whatever the Vestian is doing, he’s taking Ha’viv’s ill time about it.”   
 
    “He always takes his time about it,” Loukas muttered darkly. 
 
    “Some things cannot be rushed, n’Abraxis.” Tannour abruptly reappeared in their midst, whole cloth, in a space that had been empty an instant before. 
 
    Raegus nearly jumped out of his skin.  
 
    Lazar hissed a curse and took a reflexive step backwards, knocking into Kalid.  
 
    Rolan chuckled. 
 
    Raegus quickly regrouped and rounded on Tannour. “Where the fethe have you been?”  
 
    “Taking care of the archers.” Tannour spied his once-A’dal through half-lidded eyes, catlike and unperturbed. “Or did you expect the rain of arrows ceased because of your desperate prayers?” 
 
    “I expected you to get back here and lend us your sword.” 
 
    “The path must be paid, n’Harnalt.” 
 
    Raegus shook his head. “Whatever that means. I hope you got something useful out of them at least.” 
 
    Tannour smiled grimly. “They paid the price for that shoulder of yours, if that’s your point.” 
 
    “My point—” 
 
    “I like this new trick of yours, Valeri,” an admiring Rolan inserted before Raegus could rouse an argument with Tannour. He rested a hand on his scimitar and looked the Vestian up and down. “Teach me?” 
 
    “In your dreams, Lamodaar.” 
 
    “I would use the skill to eliminate that camel tick who calls himself our ruling prince, which would greatly please our gods.” 
 
    “Jai’Gar willing,” Lazar amended disapprovingly.  
 
    “May it please the gods…” Trell scanned a pensive gaze across his assembled commanders. They went quiet at his comment and looked at him expectantly. He added with a frown, “Under which mandate man commits the greatest atrocities against his fellow man.” 
 
    Lazar regarded him oddly. “Isn’t a mandate from a god the very impetus behind this crusade of yours, Trell of the Tides?” 
 
    “Yes,” Trell gave him an ironic smile, “and not a night passes when it doesn’t trouble me. Come.” He motioned them on. “We’d best be off before they return with more men.” 
 
    “Return?” Loukas fell in beside Trell as they were all heading for the horses. “How is it you think they left, Trell?” 
 
    “How did they make it past our lines at all?” Raegus demanded heatedly. 
 
    “A leis.” Trell glanced back at the others trailing him. “A smaller access point to a node.”  
 
    “True,” Tannour said. 
 
    “They wanted me alive,” Trell told them, “and tried to draw me out while occupying the rest of you.” 
 
    “Also true, according to the archer I questioned,” Tannour murmured, eyeing Trell. 
 
    Trell looked to Loukas. “If we’d chased, it would only have served their aims.” 
 
    “This seems…unlike the warlord,” Lazar observed. 
 
    They reached the horses and Trell turned to face his friends. “The warlord didn’t launch this attack.” 
 
    “Again, true.” Tannour was staring at Trell in open wonder. 
 
    “Then who did?” Loukas asked. 
 
    Trell scanned his gaze across the twilit forest, but in his mind he was seeing the field of the game, and a shadowy figure on the other side. “The man who’s the puppeteer behind all of this—that is, behind the warlord’s presence in Abu’dhan, the Saldarian marauders, the missing villagers…all of it.”  
 
    Trell swung into Gendaia’s saddle and looked to the rest of them. A plan was rapidly taking shape in his thoughts. “At camp tonight, announce to the men that I’ve offered terms for the warlord’s surrender—and al-Amir, ensure that message gets to the warlord.” 
 
    Lazar nodded to him. “As Qharp blows west, Trell of the Tides.”   
 
    Trell exhaled a measured breath. “We’ve a long night ahead of us. By morning, I want archery ranges set up in full view of the warlord’s walls. Tomorrow, the men will work the cortata in shifts and take turns with a special project during the afternoon. Outside of this, they are to do nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing?” Lazar sounded taken aback. 
 
    “Sleep. Eat. Rest. Bare their asses to the warlord’s sentries…but nothing remotely resembling preparation for battle.”   
 
    Lazar took up his reins and leaned onto his pommel. “I will order my men to do this, Trell of the Tides, but I cannot see how it will serve you.” 
 
    “Watch and learn, al-Amir.” Rolan flashed a brilliant smile, teeth very white against his caramel skin. “Watch and learn.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Eleven 
 
      
 
    “Thoughts have feet. They travel far.” 
 
      
 
    –An old Kandori proverb 
 
      
 
    Gydryn val Lorian stood atop the walls of Raku Oasis, imagining that the hot wind was scouring the past from his soul, washing away years of misdoing—misguided journeys down false roads laid by falser allies—imagining the heat and the abrasive sand were cleaning away the scum of injustice that had been darkening his honor, letting it shine anew.  
 
    It seemed just yesterday that he’d stared with burning eyes across the oasis city, with its onion domes and sparkling towers, lamenting the time it had taken him to recover from his injuries; torn between wanting to help Zafir fight their mutual enemies there in the desert and retrieving his own men to fight the enemy at home in Dannym. He’d had to sunder his honor no matter which choice he made. 
 
    Then had come Radov’s attack, another near death, and rescue by an immortal falling out of the sky onto the back of the creature about to land a killing blow. 
 
    Overnight, choices were made for Gydryn as if by the hand of his gods—or perhaps the Seventeen of the Akkad; these were Their lands, after all—and not only could he leave Zafir with his honor intact, he was heading home with a new outlook on life. 
 
    “Your Majesty, she’s ready.” 
 
    Gydryn turned to see Prince Farid standing further down Raku’s outer wall. Beyond Farid’s white-robed form, the rising heat from Mithaiya’s lake of boiling sand shimmered the air like a screen between Raku and the rest of M’Nador; the whiplash welt of a goddess’s flail. 
 
    The king looked one more time to the east and south, where the mountains of Abu’dhan made a darkly jagged line. He pressed his fingers to his lips and offered a farewell to Trell, wherever he was in those distant mountains, along with a prayer for his safety and success. Then he looked purposefully to Farid. “I’m ready.” 
 
    As they started off together along the wall, Gydryn eyed the Akkadian prince, who would’ve been Sebastian’s age had his eldest lived, but who harbored a solemn, sober air that Sebastian had never embraced. Gydryn found great irony in the moment, for the last time they’d attempted such an exodus, things hadn’t ended so well. 
 
    Farid felt the king’s gaze and glanced his way. “I’m praying harder this time, so you know.” 
 
    Gydryn chuckled. “I would join you if I knew the words.” 
 
    “The gods listen to our hearts, Your Majesty. That language is universal.” 
 
    “Besides which, they’re gods,” Gydryn pointed out reasonably, “which more or less implies omniscience.” 
 
    Farid eyed him with a hint of amusement. “Then you’ve no excuse, have you?” 
 
    Gydryn smiled and turned his gaze off into the day. “Point taken.” 
 
    At the far end of their section of wall, a gilded dragon perched atop a bastion, wrapping her spiked tail possessively around the pentagonal wall.  
 
    Gydryn reflected it was odd to walk those ramparts and see neither soldier nor sentry. Stranger still to look out through the curtain of wavering heat and see only empty desert. But threat would never come from that quarter again; Mithaiya’s lake might as well have been the edge of the world.  
 
    Most unsettling was the thought of climbing onto the dragon’s back and flying off into the day. Yet that was the road before him. The fastest road to Nahavand was no road at all. 
 
    The dragon’s black claws were larger than the tower’s windows. As Gydryn and Farid neared, those claws lifted away—miraculously without damaging plaster or stone—and the dragon resettled herself upon the wall near a tall crate of supplies they would be taking for the Dannish troops. Her head shimmered with gleaming scales of bronze, copper and gold as she assessed them with one catlike, elliptical eye. 
 
    Even knowing the dragon was the same being who’d fallen out of the sky to save him from a demon and heal him of his injuries, Gydryn drew up short as her great eye fixed upon him. 
 
    Then she was lowering her head below the wall, that they might use the merlon and crenel as steps to climb onto her broad neck, which they did. Gydryn was not ashamed to let Farid go first. 
 
    They settled into a flat space of broad plate at her shoulders, behind the single row of massive horns that made a mane behind her skull and between the dual rows of spines that traced the line of her muscular back. 
 
    Gydryn spared a glance for Farid as he slowly lowered his body down beside the prince. Farid seemed far more at ease than Gydryn felt. “You do this often, do you?”  
 
    The Akkadian cracked a smile. “Only once, with Lord Rhakar. It was—” 
 
    The dragon dropped away from the wall with a dramatic lifting of Gydryn’s stomach and then flung herself up-up-up in a steep climb that pressed the king against the invisible field holding him to her body, until finally she was speeding north above the line of arid mountains and Gydryn could breathe again. 
 
    “—unsettling,” Farid croaked out, finishing his thought. 
 
    Soon they were soaring at a stable altitude. Gydryn recognized that the dragon was holding him with her power, so he risked getting to his feet, filled with wonder. The vantage allowed him to better see between the two smallest spikes at the base of her neck. 
 
    The speed with which she flew was unimaginable. Astonishment threatened to take his breath anew. 
 
    They were higher than any mountain Gydryn had ever climbed. The view was staggering. Dunes looked like waves in an ochre sea. In the east, a long line of dark ants was winding its way through the trough between those waves—the stragglers of M’Nador’s army. They seemed hardly more than a mirage in the distance. 
 
    “Prince Farid,” Gydyn said breathlessly. 
 
    Farid got to his feet. The safety field Mithaiya was holding around them prevented the wind from blowing them off her back but didn’t stop it altogether. The prince’s white robes fluttered as he joined Gydryn’s side, mingling with Gydryn’s own garments of sapphire blue.  
 
    He nodded towards the snaking line of men. “Where do you think they’ll go?” 
 
    Farid’s dark-eyed gaze assessed the army on the march. “Back to Taj to lick their wounds, curse our names and plot anew.” He turned the king a look. “They surely haven’t given up, though they may have given up on Raku.” 
 
    “Zafir told me that Radov fled the scene.”  
 
    Farid exhaled. “This beast has many heads, Your Majesty. Ours is a never-ending war.”  
 
    “Surely the feud itself is not eternal. Could it not die with Radov?” 
 
    “Different men, identical agendas, Your Majesty.” Farid tucked the scarf of his turban behind his head to secure it from the wind. His dark hair, curling just below his ears, alternately flew back and clung to his close-shorn beard. “The Council of Princes wants the Kutsamak. So does the Akkad. These mountains are sacred to all who worship the Seventeen, though M’Nador and the Akkad have different traditions for honoring that sanctity.” 
 
    “I often hear the conflict spoken of in terms of Nadori greed.” 
 
    Farid clasped hands behind his back and rested his dark eyes on the king. “Perhaps the princes would want to exploit the sacred shrines for profit, as many believe. Perhaps in that exploitation the shrines would become better protected, better preserved. It is difficult to walk in another man’s shoes while standing in your own.” 
 
    Gydryn nodded soberly to this truth. Farid often spoke in aphorisms, wisdom gained from his studies of the scriptures of Jai’Gar.  
 
    Gydryn admired in Zafir’s middle son many of the same qualities he’d recently admired in Trell: wisdom applied to the greater good, acting true to himself and his own sense of honor, a demonstrated kindness and appreciation for the life he’d been granted, a practical but unjaded view of the world…all of these shaped by the principles that comprised the faith of the Seventeen Tribes. 
 
    For all Gydryn had done his part in raising Trell to be a good man and a strong leader, Zafir and the beliefs he’d taught Trell had polished his son into a shining pinnacle, the best representation of himself. Gydryn could see now why Trell wouldn’t change any part of his life.  
 
    A soft smile found its way to his lips.  
 
    How miraculous that moment, to be ruminating on his son’s growth while standing on the back of a flying dragon alongside Prince Farid—Farid, who’d retrieved him from the burning sands where Kjieran van Stone had immolated himself; Farid, who’d saved him anew during the battle at Raku; Farid, who’d pledged himself to seeing Gydryn and his entire army safely home. Gydryn owed an uncountable debt to Zafir’s Adept son.   
 
    And now, thanks to Prince Farid—and by the grace of the dragon flying him—he was finally on his way to reunite with his men. 
 
    By all that was holy, what would they think when they saw him? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Loran val Whitney, Duke of Marion, tightened his gaze and stifled a wince while his officers and knights argued around him. 
 
    The courtyard where they were meeting inside the fortress of Nahavand maintained an ancient elegance. Even after years of abandonment, detailed carvings adorned the peaked archways of the four-walled arcade surrounding them, imparting a sense of timelessness. A makeshift shade screen pieced together from tent canvases and wagon coverings hung from lines strung high above the courtyard. Thus, daylight became a motley diffusion in dun shades, but it kept the strong Nadori sun off their necks. 
 
    Loran would’ve given his left testicle for a breeze. Or a dancing girl with a palm frond. Hell, he would’ve welcomed a bloody Shamshir’im if he came armed with a fan capable of cooling the sweat from his skin. 
 
     Loran had spent most of the campaign in Tal’Shira or Taj al’Jahanna, in palaces with many comforts, while his officers had been posted to the front lines—Abu’dhan, the Qar’imali, Ramala and other outposts off the map of civilization. Many of the latter wore desert thawbs beneath their sword belts, and patterned scarves to keep the sun off their heads. They seemed far more adapted to sweating their balls off than he was. Case in point, he hardly found the breath to raise his voice while his officers maintained a heated debate. 
 
    “…Ness and Boyd reported Radov’s army is on the march back to Taj,” said Captain Lachlan val Reith. With his darkly tanned skin and sun-bleached hair, he barely resembled the pale-skinned highlander who’d sailed south with Loran so many moons ago.  
 
    “I submit we still should’ve gone to their aid,” said Rafferty Makenna, another captain who’d known a long campaign in the Qar’imali. With his dark hair and eyes, and now his deeply tanned skin, he resembled a Nadoriin more than a Northman. Only the straight line of his nose hinted that his heritage was miles from any desert. 
 
    “And do what, Makenna?” protested Tavon val Forbes, their finest combat engineer and one of Duke Gareth val Mallonwey’s officers. Tavon had that lean, hardened look that most of Gareth’s men shared. “Which side are we supposed to support?” 
 
    “Don’t play the fool, Tavon.” Ramsay val Baran was sucking the nut out of half a pistachio shell. Flecks of earlier nuts had lodged in his thick black beard. “You heard Jasper val Renly’s letter from our king as surely as the rest of us did. That bastard Radov is in league with Morwyk. It’s why we’re here and not fighting at Raku. And I vow our departure is what sent Radov begging Morwyk for more troops to bring the whole sordid collusion out into the open.” 
 
    Tavon gave him a frustrated look. “Traitor or not, it hardly means we should rush to the enemy’s aid.” 
 
    “The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” murmured Rafferty. 
 
    “Unless he isn’t,” Tavon shot him a hard look.  
 
    “They’ve known we were here since the beginning.” Rafferty sank back in his chair. “You’ve seen the dragons in the sky. Those are thinking beasts. They report to the Emir’s Mage. Al-Basir knows we’re squatting on his side of the lines. Why hasn’t he come for us if he’s our enemy?” 
 
    “We’re not a threat to him,” Lachlan muttered. 
 
    “Seven thousand men are a threat, Lachlan. Al-Basir doesn’t know our motives. So why hasn’t he attacked?” 
 
    “It’s neither here nor there,” Tavon said. “The dragon turned the Khalim Plains into a boiling lake and the Nadoriin are rushing back to Taj with their tails between their legs. It’s time we headed home.” 
 
    “Without His Majesty?” protested Rafferty. “Are you daft, man?” 
 
    “He said he’d meet us here, and he will.” Ramsay calmly broke open another pistachio. He had a pile of shells on the table in front of him and a smaller pile of the nuts. Loran didn’t know how he could eat anything at all in that heat. 
 
    “Radov tried to have His Majesty killed—and may have succeeded,” murmured the heretofore silent Sir Kendrick Perry, commander of His Majesty’s knights. He shared the laconic speech common to all of the king’s royal guard, as if every man selected had to fit the same mold that Rhys val Kincaide had first climbed out of. 
 
    But Raine’s truth, had that been a wicked awakening. Dawn had barely lit the sky when the knights of His Majesty’s honor guard had found their bedraggled way beneath the arches of Nahavand—without their king.  
 
    Loran had heard their story amid an ever-amassing storm of fury. He’d sent a team in search—a two-day ride back to the site—but all they’d found was as the knights had told them: a burned-out pyre, what was left of the tents of parley.  
 
    “Or else Viernan hal’Jaitar stood behind the attack on His Majesty,” added Lachlan val Reith meanwhile, pushing a hand through his blond-streaked auburn hair, “which amounts to the same thing. The question is, what do we do now?” 
 
    They all looked to Loran, but he wasn’t ready to commit to any course of action that took them out of the kingdom where their king might or might not still be alive. 
 
    “Morwyk is surely on the move towards Calgaryn,” Lachlan said when Loran said nothing.  
 
    Tavon nodded. “The pass out of Morwyk must be clear by now.” 
 
    “We should’ve left with the new moon,” Lachlan growled.  
 
    “We can’t leave without His Majesty,” rumbled Ramsay. 
 
    “He must be avenged,” Sir Kendrick agreed. 
 
    “It’s rather important to establish if His Majesty is alive or dead before we rush off to avenge his murder, Sir Kendrick,” Rafferty pointed out. 
 
    “And how do you expect us to do that, Makenna?” Tavon protested. “Just traipse on up to hal’Jaitar and say, ‘Excuse me, old chap, did you or did you not succeed in murdering our king?’” 
 
    “There are other considerations.” Ramsay was prying open another pistachio with his thumbs. He looked up under his black bear eyebrows. “Gideon val Mallonwey had a thousand men in Abu’dhan.” 
 
    “Shade and darkness, Ramsay.” Tavon threw up his hands and fell back in his chair. “Hal’Jaitar must’ve gotten to them or they’d have all been here by now.” 
 
    “We need to give them more time.” Ramsay sucked the nut out of its shell, unruffled and resolute. “Gideon won’t fail us.” 
 
    “We don’t even know if val Mallonwey is alive,” grumbled Lachlan, “but we know His Majesty’s kingdom is breathing its last if his army doesn’t return to protect it!” 
 
    Loran admitted their position was untenable. They were isolated. Their intelligence lines were sparse. Sending men to watch the amassing battle on the plains beneath Raku had been a dangerous gamble that had narrowly missed disaster when reinforcements bearing the Duke of Morwyk’s standard had nearly marched right over them. 
 
    His Majesty had given Loran explicit instructions: Fortify Nahavand. Wait for his return. But how long to wait for a man who might never come? How long before hope became their downfall? Before determination warped into denial? 
 
    Loyalty had many branches. She was a great tree, requiring different strengths to face different challenges of wind and weather. How easy to be loyal when the realm stood at peace, when the only tests of conscience involved disciplining a soldier, or reprimanding an impudent baron, or setting a dispute to rights. As the saying went: It is easy to be brave from a distance. 
 
    Far harder to stay steadfastly loyal when met with conflict and contention, especially when that conflict lay within your own heart; when frustration and disagreement burned holes in your chest, bleeding impotence; when the mystery of not knowing was almost as bad as the worst-case scenario you kept forcing yourself not to think about. 
 
    They all wanted to go home—Loran as much as the rest of them. This purpose bound their ranks to solidarity when other armies might’ve splintered. Loran took solace in this. These men had fought together, seen death together, lost friends together, survived together. They trusted each other, and this trust helped maintain order, discipline, and a respect for the chain of command.  
 
    Ironic how something so ephemeral could bind an army more surely than whips or duress—or the opposite, bribery or bloodlust—and far more securely than shackles.  
 
    Loran let the officers argue, because it helped them to vent their frustrations, and because he wanted the benefit of their perspective. He knew that whatever he decided, his subordinates would follow—not because of hostility or threat, but because they trusted his decisions.  
 
    By the bloodless horns of Herne, he wished he trusted them himself.  
 
    That they would return to Dannym eventually went without question. But thinking about having to tell his queen that he’d lost her husband was worse in many ways than having to tell His Majesty’s subjects that he’d lost them their kingdom. For surely without the king there to bolster the courage and fortitude of his people, Morwyk would take Calgaryn and all would be lost. 
 
    Whatever his choice, he had to make it soon. Loran prayed for guidance, prayed for clarity…prayed for a breeze.  
 
    He shifted his heat-beleaguered body in his chair. “How much longer can we hold here?”   
 
    Lachlan looked to him. “We’re short four days of full rations already if we make for the coast.” 
 
    “Where the hell else would we go?” Tavon protested. 
 
    Lachlan added somewhat reluctantly, “We could make it to the coast on half rations if we left three days from now, Lord Duke—barring any conflict with nature or the Nadoriin.” 
 
    “Or dragons,” Tavon murmured. 
 
    His eyes said what they were all thinking. After seeing what the dragon had done on the Khalim Plains—the lake of boiling sand was five miles long!—they couldn’t help but wonder why the dragon hadn’t already turned them to toast. They were all jumping at shadows. 
 
    Loran was contemplating the risk of staying longer when horns sounded. Everyone stilled.  
 
    Then they were on their feet in a great scraping of chairs and rushing behind Loran through the dark passageways of Nahavand, making for the nearest stairwell. 
 
    The horns usually signaled attack, but they hadn’t blown the expected rhythm. 
 
    Loran rushed up a dim, barrel-vaulted stair with the portal of daylight at its end too bright to look upon. He emerged, blinking, atop Nahavand’s crenellated wall to see the men already gathering along ramparts and in the yards, and all of them staring up into the sky. 
 
    Loran followed the line of their gazes with his own as he pushed through the men—most were too distracted or dumbfounded by the sight to notice his arrival—to reach the watch officer.  
 
    The latter moved smartly to attention at Loran’s approach. “Lord Duke.” He offered him the spyglass he’d been holding. 
 
    Loran lifted the glass to his eye and his gaze to the heavens where a dragon was circling about a mile above them—the closest any of the creatures had ever come to the fortress. It seemed to be carrying a large crate in one of its hind claws. 
 
    “Bloody hells, it’s big!” Tavon said from behind Loran. 
 
    “What do you think it wants?” Rafferty asked.  
 
    “Our attention, I’d say,” came Ramsay’s sonorous voice. 
 
    Loran couldn’t believe what the spyglass was showing him. He held it away from his eye to assess the magnifying end for a spot or blemish. 
 
    “It’s clean, Lord Duke,” said the wide-eyed watch officer. “It’s not a mirage.” 
 
    “What isn’t?” Tavon asked the soldier. 
 
    The watch officer nodded towards the dragon. “It’s carrying men on its back.” 
 
    “Riders?” Lachlan pushed through to join the rest of the officers circling Loran. 
 
    “Passengers,” Loran murmured, swallowing.   
 
    The watch officer asked, low and tense, “Who do you think it is, Lord Duke? To me it looked like His Majesty.” 
 
    Upon these words, loud and speculative murmuring spread. 
 
    Loran stared through the spyglass, disbelieving. 
 
    The king’s honor guard had told Loran an impossible tale about the battle on that fateful night when they’d lost their king.  
 
    His Majesty had ordered his knights to spread out or be overtaken by marauders, and they’d quickly become separated by darkness as much as fighting. A fantastic flash of light beyond the next dune had scattered the remaining marauders and enabled the knights to regroup, but when they’d found their way back to where they’d left His Majesty, not only had the king vanished but hundreds of men and horse as well. 
 
    Loran had spent more nights awake than sleeping, wondering what had become of those men…of his king. But as the dragon circled closer, the spyglass revealed the faces of the men upon its neck, if not an explanation for them being there. 
 
    He handed the spyglass back to the watch officer, feeling as weak with relief as with confusion. “Aye, it’s him. It’s His Majesty.” 
 
    “It’s His Majesty!” someone shouted. “The dragon brings His Majesty!” 
 
    In seconds, the word had shot through the ranks. The cheering that followed reverberated off the surrounding hills, such that Loran soon stood in a bowl of resounding enthusiasm.  
 
    The dragon must’ve heard them, for it banked in a crescent and dropped elevation until it was soaring right towards the fortress. The men fell silent upon its approach. Verily, Loran could barely find his breath, watching the beast coming at them so fast. Its wingspan was wider than the entire fortress yard! 
 
    As the dragon soared overhead, the men crowding the walls instinctively ducked, even though it remained easily hundreds of feet above them.  
 
    Loran stood in the vacuum created by the men’s sudden collective inhale. His heart staggered through several rapid beats while gilded wings shaded him from the sun. Claws the size of wagon beds were tucked in close to the dragon’s bronze underbelly, save for the hind leg holding the crate. 
 
    It banked and slowed as it neared the fortress wall. The men standing near prudently moved back, fled back, but Loran shoved forward, pushing through the gaping soldiers to be front and center for his king’s disembarkment. Powerful wings pounded the air as it hovered over the ramparts. 
 
    The dragon carefully set down the crate, then settled both of its massive claws atop the wall—something on the order of a condor balancing on a piece of string. Then it lowered its head mostly beneath the outside wall, and the first passenger, dressed in white robes, slid the five feet or so from the back of its neck to the parapet. Then he helped the second passenger, dressed in blue, do the same.  
 
    All seven thousand men watched in silence. 
 
    Once the passengers were safely on the wall, the dragon lifted its head and affixed a great golden eye on them. The man in blue said something to the dragon, pressed a hand to his heart and bowed to it. The second man pressed his palms together and did the same. 
 
    The dragon blinked once—it seemed a sort of acknowledgment—and launched into the sky.  
 
    A storm of hot air buffeted the fortress, stirring dirt and dust and knocking more than a few men standing too close off their feet. Then the dragon was soaring away into the heavens. 
 
    Its two passengers turned to face Loran and the masses of soldiers filling every possible inch of the fortress. 
 
    Loran could barely breathe through the tangle of emotions making a knot in his chest. For a moment he stared, dumbstruck, recognizing his king but hardly daring to believe his eyes were seeing true.  
 
    Then he found himself and fell to one knee. “Sire…” The word croaked out from lungs too tightly bound by incredulity. He pressed a hand to his heart and bowed his head—the better to shed tears of relief without anyone else noticing. 
 
    Behind him, a massive rustling told the story of his men following suit. 
 
    His Majesty King Gydryn came towards Loran, followed by the Basi wearing white noble’s robes. The latter had the look of a leopard about him—clearly all hard muscle beneath the foreign garments, a close-shorn beard accentuating the line of his jaw, and mid-length dark hair pinned close beneath his turban.  
 
    Loran’s king was leaner than when they’d parted in Tal’Shira, but his body appeared hale beneath his billowing blue robes. His royal ring flashed as he took Loran by the shoulders and restored him to his feet.  
 
    Then he pulled him close. 
 
    The men cheered. 
 
    The cheering continued all the while Loran stood within his king’s embrace…on as the king took Loran’s shoulders and looked him over with a smile…as Loran blinked his eyes dry and studied his king with wonderment…as understanding passed between them. On, as the knights of his honor guard pushed through the kneeling masses, only to kneel in lines behind Loran; as the king nodded his gratitude and bade them rise—bade everyone rise; as he looked to his assembled army filling the walls, ward, yard and beyond.  
 
    On, until His Majesty raised his hands, whereupon a hush overcame them. Loran’s ears ached in the contrasting silence. 
 
    “Men of Dannym, I thank you!” Gydryn’s voice sounded more resonant even than Loran remembered. “Thank you for your bravery. Thank you for your sacrifice. Your constancy and dedication honors me beyond words! I have much to tell you. Likely you have much to tell me. Let tonight be set aside for reacquainting, but today…let today be spent in preparation. For tomorrow—men of Dannym, tomorrow we ride for home!” 
 
    Whereupon the cheering launched into a roar.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    While the cheering slowly died away and the men dispersed to the task Gydryn had set them, the king warmly greeted Sir Kendrick and his knights, then turned his attention to Loran and the officers and introduced them to Prince Farid al Abdul-Basir. There were more than a few slack-jawed captains upon this introduction, to be sure. 
 
    Gydryn put a hand on Loran’s shoulder, meeting his duke’s gaze with gratitude in his, conscious of the questions heavy in the eyes of his officers. “The crate holds supplies for the troops and some Merdanti weapons I hope we’ll never have reason to need, Loran. Let’s get the provisions distributed.” 
 
    “Many thanks, Sire.” Loran nodded to Lachlan val Reith, who rushed off to see the order carried out. 
 
    “Is there somewhere we can talk?” 
 
    “Aye, Sire.” Loran looked relieved at the suggestion. “This way.” He motioned everyone off. 
 
    Gydryn and the duke led the way, followed by their officers and the host of knights of Gydryn’s guard, who were practically glowing with relief. Even the staid and solemn Sir Kendrick couldn’t entirely conceal his emotion.  
 
    The king darted a smile at Loran as they walked side by side. “I half worried you’d all be gone.” 
 
    Loran cast him a doleful eye. “I half feared the same.” 
 
    “How long to prepare the army for travel?” 
 
    “A day will manage it. We’ve been ready fer a fortnight, to be honest, Sire.” 
 
    Gydryn sprouted a wry smile. “Ah, to leave or not to leave? I felt your conflict from a hundred miles away. I couldn’t get here fast enough.” 
 
    Loran eyed him sidelong. “Hence the dragon?” 
 
    Gydryn returned a solemn look. “Hence the dragon.” 
 
      
 
    Loran led Gydryn to a shaded court where a long table appeared to have suffered a mass exodus. The officers righted chairs and stood before their places until the king settled into his chair at the end.  
 
    At Gydryn’s behest, Farid took a seat on his left and Loran on his right. The officers then took their chairs amid a tense silence that shouted for Gydryn to fill it, preferably with some sort of explanation for where he’d been all this time. Their thoughts were so loud as to form a phantom chorus, chanting, A bloody dragon! His Majesty rode in on a bloody dragon… 
 
    The king’s lips twitched with a smile. “So…” he let his gaze wander fondly across his men, “about the dragon…”  
 
    A few rough chuckles broke the tension of the moment.  
 
    Gydryn clasped hands on the table and addressed his officers gravely. “First and foremost, accept my assurance that the Akkad is not our enemy. Prince Farid is here as a representative of his father, but far more importantly, His Highness is the reason I’m alive.” 
 
    The men fixed their gazes on Farid with sudden interest. With relief, Gydryn observed that none of them appeared to harbor any outward conflict in accepting what he’d told them. Perhaps they’d seen enough with their own eyes to know his words for truth. He didn’t need to convince them of anything. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Sir Kendrick asked hesitantly, “what happened that night?” 
 
    Gydryn nodded soberly to him. “Yes, I will tell you all.” 
 
    So did he proceed into the story of the last many moons, beginning with the plan he’d made in secret with Spymaster Morin d’Hain, the Duke of Towermount Gareth val Mallonwey, and his wife and queen, Errodan:  
 
    He would go to the south, ostensibly to participate in the parley, but in fact to do whatever was necessary to retrieve his army and bring them home.  
 
    He didn’t go into all of the reasons why he had to be the one to do this—that his absence from Calgaryn would give Morwyk the chance to act and draw his sedition at last out into the open; or the necessity for Gydryn’s own personal involvement to free his army from hal’Jaitar’s hold—but he told them enough to make it clear that his intention all along was to bring their army home. 
 
    He then spoke briefly of the letter he’d received while still on board the Sea Eagle, which confirmed their suspicions of an alliance between Morwyk, Bethamin and Radov, and he told them of the attempt on his life and his subsequent rescue, first by Kjieran van Stone and later by Prince Farid.  
 
    He spoke of waking in the Emir’s palace in Raku, of the care they’d taken to nurse him back to health, and how he’d learned more of the insidious plot against his rule through meeting with the Emir and his prime minister.  
 
    Lastly, he described the recent battle at Raku, where he and Prince Farid had nearly died as brothers in arms, only to be saved by the dragon who’d brought them both to Nahavand. 
 
    For much of the story, his officers sat in silence with wide eyes and expressions of open wonder. Many looked shocked, but some few harbored the vindicated looks of men who’d suspected the truth all along—Ramsay val Baran, especially.  
 
    Gydryn continued, “Prime Minister Al-Basreh told me that Viernan hal’Jaitar fled the battle with Prince Radov only moments before the drachwyr Mithaiya turned half of M’Nador’s army to ash. Loran, I assume our own sentries reported that the surviving army is falling back to Taj al’Jahanna.” 
 
    “Aye, Sire.” 
 
    “It appears Radov is no longer in command.” Gydryn glanced soberly to Farid. “The war may yet continue for the Seventeen Tribes, but for us, it is over.”  
 
    Relief announced itself on a tide of audible exhales from his officers. 
 
    “I regret you’ve had to remain here so long, but I want to thank every one of you for staying the course. I cannot express my relief at finding the army still here, even though it ails me to know the danger our people back home are now facing as a result.” 
 
    “Ye are our liege, Sire,” Loran said quietly but in a tone that implied nothing more need be said. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Lachlan asked, “what is our plan? Do we make for the coast?” 
 
    Gydryn glanced again to Farid. “We head northwest, towards Kandori.”  
 
    The officers all gave each other astonished looks.  
 
    “The land route, Your Majesty?” Tavon sounded justifiably bewildered. The overland route to Dannym would take them three times as long. 
 
    “The truth is,” Gydryn confided then, “we cannot afford to move this army over land any more than we can afford the lengthy voyage at sea. Viernan hal’Jaitar is a dangerous enemy to us, and we cannot risk the march back through territory controlled by hal’Jaitar or the Prophet Bethamin. 
 
    “Moreover, the Emir received news through his own information lines that Morwyk has begun his march on Calgaryn. We have to be there by the time he reaches the capital.” 
 
    “But…how is that possible, Your Majesty?” Lachlan asked. 
 
    Gydryn looked to Farid. “By traveling the Seam. I will let Prince Farid, who is a Nodefinder, explain it to you.” 
 
    The prince pressed palms and bowed politely to the king’s council, murmuring, “As-salaam’alaykum.” Peace be upon you. Farid told them then, “The Seam is a band of nodes positioned close together. It mirrors the line of the Eidenglass Range. Sormitáge scholars think the geological movement that created the mountains is responsible for creating the Seam, but much of what we know of it is speculation. Traveling it is very dangerous.” He looked to Gydryn meaningfully.  
 
    The king told his men, “The risk that time poses to us is equally great. Two moons or more to reach our own shores is time gifted to Morwyk to lay siege to our home. You all know it will be much easier keeping him out than ousting him, should he establish his own foothold behind our walls.”  
 
    “Aye, ’tis a fact,” Loran muttered. 
 
    “Can you explain the danger of the Seam, Prince Farid?” Lachlan asked. “Perhaps there are precautions we can take.” 
 
    Gydryn murmured, “Farid, this is Captain Lachlan val Reith, our quartermaster.” 
 
    “Captain.” Farid nodded to Lachlan. “I’ll try to explain it, yes.” He noted the pile of pistachios on the table before Ramsay and asked him, “Sir, if I may?”   
 
    Ramsay scooped up a pile of the nuts and handed them to Farid, who stood to receive them.  
 
    Still standing, the prince laid out the nuts on the table to form a grid of four lines by four. “This is the general structure of the realm’s nodes.” He glanced up under his brows. “The nodes sit in a grid pattern equidistant from each other. Magnetic induction flows along the channels established by the nodes’ interrelationship. A Nodefinder uses this induction to move from node to node across the world grid. 
 
    “Normally, when a Nodefinder transports people or merchandise, he opens a channel between two nodes. So long as they are linked on the same magnetic line,” and he moved his finger along one of the lines of nuts, “he can move through many nodes or a single one with the same ease. His passengers can move with him across the Pattern if connected to him by touch, or if he is strong enough, he can open a channel between two nodes with his mind, forming a sort of bridge, and then direct his passengers across along that protected channel.” 
 
    Farid swiped all the nuts together, then quickly arranged them into piles, with each pile sitting close to the next. “These are the nodes of the Seam. They’re clumped so tightly that induction is unpredictable. You can’t travel just one node. You often cannot predict where you will emerge. But these clumps…” and he pointed from one pile to another, “represent hundreds of miles. Using the Seam, a Nodefinder could conceivably reach Dannym in the space of an afternoon.” 
 
    The officers exchanged looks at this. “So you’ve traveled it?” Sir Kendrick asked.  
 
    Farid shook his head. “I know only the theory of its structure.”  
 
    Gydryn shifted in his chair. “Prince Farid will travel it ahead of us, mapping the way as best he is able, then return to take the army across, battalion by battalion.” 
 
    “I cannot move you all at once,” Farid admitted. “The forces are too great. Too, because of the inconsistency of induction, each time I move a new section of the army, it’s possible we could emerge in a different location, so I must take steps to keep us all together.” 
 
    The men were starting to understand, if told from their varied expressions of discomfort. 
 
    “So it might take three days then,” Ramsay surmised with a dry smile. 
 
    “Jai’Gar willing.” Farid gave a soft nod to his effort at levity.  
 
    Gydryn ran his gaze across his men. “Farid will ride ahead of the army. We’ll meet him at the northwestern edge of the Forest of Doane, where the Seam begins.” 
 
    “Jai’Gar willing,” Farid finished quietly. Retaking his seat, the Akkadian prince exchanged a portentous look with Gydryn.  
 
    In truth, they were making light of the danger.  
 
    Farid had told Gydryn horror stories of Nodefinders smashing into one another on the Seam due to the unpredictable paths of induction. When the Adepts were found, it was impossible to separate their parts. This was one of the lesser dangers.  
 
    Greater was the chance of men becoming caught by opposing induction channels, ripped out of the group Farid was moving and dumped into some foreign kingdom, or simply lost forever on the Pattern of the World. 
 
    All of this Farid’s eyes said as he retook his chair.  
 
    Gydryn’s level gaze said in return, But the danger posed by Morwyk claiming Calgaryn is greater still. 
 
    Ramsay asked, “Is Your Majesty aware that Gideon val Mallonwey’s men never reached us?”  
 
    “Yes, Ramsay. Trell is on a mission to rescue Gideon and his men from Abu’dhan.” 
 
    A palpable silence claimed the court. The officers looked around at each other. 
 
    “Sire,” Loran’s brow was furrowed, his voice betraying his confusion, “did ye…could ye possibly be meanin’ yer son, Prince Trell?” 
 
    Only then did Gydryn realize he’d forgotten to tell them about Trell. He glanced to Farid, who returned a look of apology for his own equal lapse of memory. 
 
    Warmth flooded Gydryn’s expression just thinking of their reunion. He nodded to Loran. “Yes, Loran. My middle son lives, thanks to Prince Farid’s father, Zafir.”  
 
    The men were absolutely silent with shock. 
 
    Gydryn told them, “This news must stay between us for now, but Trell has been in the Akkad these long years, protected and nurtured in Zafir’s own household.” 
 
    “He is like a brother to me,” Farid murmured. 
 
    “Trell’s story is too long for this council,” Gydryn continued, “but you should know that for most of the last five years, my son didn’t know his own name. This was the result of an interrogation against a truthbinding I myself asked to be placed upon him.”  
 
    Gydryn dropped his gaze to his hands. A smile twitched in one corner of his mouth. “You may have heard of a commander among the Emir’s elite forces who was responsible for holding the Veneisean army on the far side of the Cry.” 
 
    Loran exploded, “Thirteen hells, that was Trell?” Then he quickly recovered himself and murmured, “My apologies, Sire.” 
 
    The king eyed him tolerantly with pride welling in his chest. “No, it was quite appropriate, Loran.” He cast his gaze across his officers, not caring to hide his feelings. Let them know he was a father reunited with his son. Let them take inspiration from the miracle, as he had. 
 
    “Trell’s memory is restored now, my friends, and thanks to Prince Farid and his father, my son and I reunited in Raku.” 
 
    He gave them time to process this, then said, “Trell volunteered for the mission to rescue Gideon and his men, and against all odds, I believe he will accomplish it.” 
 
    “Jai’Gar willing,” Farid murmured softly. 
 
    Loran was staring at Gydryn—they were all staring at him—but he saw in their gazes a shadow of the mystified incredulity he’d seen so often in his own expression since waking in Raku. 
 
    Gydryn pushed up from his chair. His officers quickly followed. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” said the king, “to use a phrase I’ve recently come to understand far more viscerally than I ever imagined, the Balance is shifting. Let us ride the tide.” He glanced to Farid with as much gravity as gratitude. “The Prime God willing, it will carry us all home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twelve 
 
      
 
    “A piece never knows he’s in the game. But  
 
    a player always knows he’s a player.” 
 
     
 
    –Dhábu’balaji’şridanaí, He Who Walks the Edge of the World 
 
      
 
    “Tanis, are you certain about this?”  
 
    Tanis glanced over at Sinárr, who was walking beside him on the white marble bridge. The Warlock wore a frown upon his black-skinned features, while his golden gaze revealed reservation and discontent in equal measure.  
 
    Tanis looked back to the path ahead. “It was the only way he would agree to do it, Sinárr.” 
 
    Sinárr clasped hands behind the folds of his long blue coat. “That you offered Rafael the idea at all is more troubling to me.” 
 
    “You said you wouldn’t dream of it.” 
 
    “I didn’t dream you would prospect Rafael in my stead.” 
 
    Tanis chuckled. “Are you reconsidering?” 
 
    “The wisdom of your actions? Yes.” 
 
    “It’s not too late. You can still change your mind.” 
 
    Sinárr gave a shudder of such deep revulsion that his reaction rippled through the fabric of his world. 
 
    Tanis smothered a smile. “That bad?” 
 
    Sinárr arrowed an affronted stare at him. “Would you wear another man’s loincloth, soiled with his humours?” 
 
    Tanis hitched his satchel up higher on his shoulder. “Pelas is in agreement with my plan.” At least, his bond-brother hadn’t been completely opposed when Tanis had put the idea to him in dreamscape two nights before. 
 
    Sinárr gave a long-suffering sigh. “Pelasommáyurek isn’t known for prudence.” 
 
    Tanis barked a laugh. “Is that what you’re worried about? Prudence?” 
 
    “I perceive the hue of sarcasm in the color of your inquiry. You think I’m concerned with petty possessiveness.” 
 
    Tanis stopped and turned to face him, whereupon his expression softened. “If you were, I wouldn’t hold it against you.” 
 
    “I am,” Sinárr gave the remotest of nods to this truth, “but it’s not my only concern, nor even my primary one.”   
 
    Tanis looked him over carefully. Then he started walking again. “I don’t share your concern.” 
 
    “Tanis, you cannot understand…” Sinárr made a thin line of his lips as he followed. “If Rafael succeeds in binding that many harvesters…I’m not sure I trust even him with such power.” 
 
    “I’m offering something he wants more than power.” 
 
    “Yes, for the time being,” Sinárr groused.  
 
    “If Rafael succeeds in doing something no other Warlock has ever done—” 
 
    “Who would ever have contemplated such unspeakable self-degradation?” 
 
    “—then he deserves to reap the rewards,” Tanis finished. 
 
    Sinárr drew back with superior disapproval. “Does he? And do you not see how fantastically glib is your assertion? You know next to nothing about Rafael.” 
 
    “I hardly know more about you, Sinárr. Look,” Tanis stopped to face him again. “I don’t claim to know this is the right decision, but if I can’t trust my own instincts, what future will be left to me?” 
 
    Sinárr observed him in cryptic silence. 
 
    In all fairness, Tanis felt as nervous about this decision as he had about binding with Sinárr—maybe more so, since he’d offered himself in trade to Rafael, knowing Rafael wanted to bind with him to become closer to Pelas. 
 
    And what was one more binding, more or less? Three immortals…four…was there that much difference? 
 
    At least, that’s what he’d told himself to calm the racing of his heart. 
 
    When Tanis had bound with Sinárr, he’d had that sense of unbalance leading him. Now…the lad couldn’t quite say where it was pointing him now. The sensation wasn’t exactly forthcoming at the best of times, though it did seem to be…somewhat inclined in his current direction. At least he didn’t feel quite so queasy when thinking along this line. 
 
    Tanis placed a hand on Sinárr’s arm, knowing the latter enjoyed the sensation—not of the physical contact, which was illusion, but of the resonance of power that this connection generated.  
 
    Despite his earlier claim, Tanis actually knew Sinárr fairly well, and he was far from convinced that the Warlock’s actual concerns had anything to do with Rafael garnering more of the same sort of power.  
 
    “I give you my oath,” he told the Warlock, meeting Sinárr’s gaze with all humor aside, “this binding with Rafael will not supersede my binding with you.” 
 
    Sinárr made a sound of utmost dubiety. 
 
    Tanis had to laugh then. “I can’t believe you’re so discomposed by this. Are you afraid I’ll like Rafael more than you?” He started off again. 
 
    Sinárr followed in prickly silence.  
 
    After a time, Tanis asked, “Why do you say Rafael can’t be trusted with that much power?” 
 
    Sinárr eyed him circumspectly. After a moment of this, he admitted, “Rafael claims the Warlock Persephus bound himself to your angiel Cephrael, but I believe it was actually Rafael. He’s by far the most human of us and the only one who’s certain the binding occurred, which of course indicates he was there; therefore he must be the one who bound himself.” 
 
    Tanis wasn’t sure he even believed that myth about Cephrael, much less Sinárr’s logic concerning it. But another question occurred to him. “Do all Warlocks know one another?” 
 
    Still prickly, Sinárr replied, “I have not yet met one with whom I was unacquainted.”  
 
    Tanis gave him an odd look at this. 
 
    As they were passing through the blowing mist of a waterfall, Sinárr clasped hands behind his back and posed icily, “Just how many more immortals will you be binding with, do you imagine, Tanis?”  
 
    Tanis shot him a sidelong grin. “If you wanted some restriction on the number, Sinárr, you should’ve made it a requirement of our accord.” 
 
    “Had I known you would make a vocation of it, I would’ve done so.” 
 
    “I’ll do whatever I must to see the game won. You knew that when you forced me to bind with you.” 
 
    “When I forced you…”   
 
    Tanis sighed, realizing he’d hurt him. “Well, you didn’t give me much choice in the matter.” 
 
    “The lesser of two evils. Is that how you view our mutual binding?” Sinárr spoke the last three words reverently, as though of a marriage troth, but with an undertone of deep personal injury. 
 
    “You needn’t be so petulant.” Tanis put warmth into his teasing smile to smooth over the rough edges of Sinárr’s indignation. “I don’t think of it that way now.” 
 
    This seemed to mollify the Warlock for the time being, but Sinárr was incredibly possessive in his affections for Tanis.  
 
    “If I can endure your protesting this for the next bout of eternity,” Tanis posed in all earnestness, “can’t you endure an echo of Rafael’s binding? You won’t be bound to him.” 
 
    “Yes, that is precisely what concerns me. Rafael is beguiling and tricksome. He will lure you into his bed in an instant.”  
 
    “I don’t think it’s me Rafael wants to take to his bed, Sinárr.” Tanis looked him over humorously. “How does that even work?” 
 
    “Don’t be impertinent. The bed is illusion, sex a metaphor. You know that. It’s the connection he seeks.” 
 
    This statement brought Tanis to a halt. 
 
    Sinárr looked him over with sudden hope blossoming. “You are…reconsidering?” 
 
    Tanis frowned at him. “No. It’s just that Ean said nearly the same thing to me yesterday, talking about the revenants.” 
 
    Sinárr blew a frustrated exhale. “Let us be done with this unpleasant business so we can return to our own affairs.” 
 
    Our own affairs…Tanis hesitated upon these words. Balance was making waves again. He just wished he could be more certain in which direction the waves were inclining.  
 
    He hitched up the strap of his satchel on his shoulder and started off again. Carrying the satchel was metaphorical too, he supposed, but he’d had the real one when he entered Shadow, and he wanted to make sure he had the real one when he departed. For some reason, he felt departure to be imminent. 
 
    “I confess my lingering doubts about this course of action, Tanis,” Sinárr grumbled. 
 
    “Duly noted for the record.” 
 
    Sinárr blew out a frustrated breath. “You were far more agreeable when bound in Shail’s temple. I never should’ve released you from the goracrosta.” 
 
    “Pelas released me from the goracrosta.” 
 
    “But I made you accessible to him, did I not?” 
 
    “You had me surrounded by a force-field.” 
 
    “So Pelas could come for you.” Sinárr lifted an exasperated hand. “I cannot understand why you persist in failing to see my benevolence towards you both during that battle.” 
 
    “Perhaps if you provided a magnifying glass through which to view it,” Tanis offered, grinning. 
 
    After this, Sinárr walked behind him, boring a hole in his back with his stare of injured silence.   
 
      
 
      
 
    They were meeting the others on one of Rafael’s worlds.  
 
    The white bridge brought them across a long lake between jutting blue crystal mountains bejeweled with golden flora that looked vaguely like butterflies. 
 
    Where the lake fell off the edge of the world, a city hovered in midair. Beyond the city, framed in a froth of clouds, a blue-green planet consumed much of the sky. Seven moons in different phases traced a path from the planet, back through the heavens, to the other side of the lake and another planet, a twin to the first, which was hovering there.  
 
    Breathtaking beauty.  
 
    Sinárr made spectacular landscapes, but even he paid homage to Rafael. 
 
    Just before the lake fell off the edge of the world, the bridge angled upwards to a white palace perched on the mountainside. As they climbed, the view expanded to overlook the floating city and its immense backdrop of planet and sky.  
 
    The bridge ended at a terrace, where Ean and Darshan stood beside a life-sized statue with golden wings. It wasn’t until the statue moved that Tanis realized it was Rafael. 
 
    The Warlock turned to greet them as they arrived. He was wearing a jeweled white kurta that morning, with his impressive golden wings spreading behind him, framing his physique. His complexion now held just the hint of gold, while his eyes appeared a human aqua-blue. His flaming hair had become the color of molten amber, strewn through with golden sparks, especially when its waves were being tossed by the breeze, as they were just then.  
 
    Awe dragged at Tanis’s steps. Surely Cephrael himself could not have possessed a grace more divine. 
 
    Must you stare so, Tanis? Sinárr cast a mental nudge for Tanis to speed up again and close his mouth. You will flatter him too much.  
 
    I didn’t know he could make his wings gold! 
 
    Sinárr sighed morosely. Rafael is courting you now. It shall take me a hundred planets to recover from this. 
 
    Tanis eyed him amusedly. Is that like saying the world is coming to an end, or more like you just need a stiff drink? 
 
    Two hundred planets! 
 
    Smothering his amusement, Tanis followed Sinárr off the bridge. He was inhaling to greet Rafael, when— 
 
    Tanis? Pelas’s desperate summons sounded frighteningly weak.  
 
    Tanis instinctively reached for his bond-brother to guide him into the frame of his starpoints. 
 
    The world tilted violently beneath him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ean grabbed onto Rafael’s arm as the terrace seemed to tilt precariously to the right. “What was that?” 
 
    “That would be our young Tanis,” Rafael arched a brow in the shape of speculation, “and possibly also…”   
 
    “Pelas.” Darshan launched forward in the very moment Pelas appeared on the terrace, knees buckling. Darshan caught him in his arms. Pelas’s face was pale, and his left arm and chest were soaked in blood. “By Chaos born,” Darshan hissed, “what have you let Shail do to you now?”  
 
    A slow and wondering smile claimed Pelas’s features as he gazed up at his brother. “What are you doing in Shadow?”   
 
    Tanis rushed over. “What happened?” He placed a hand on Pelas’s head in the Healer’s hold.  
 
    “Let us lay him down.” Rafael made a stone table appear, and Darshan laid his brother upon it. They all circled around.  
 
    Rafael lifted his wings to shade Pelas’s face from the sun. The latter looked up at him through eyes glazed with pain, but his smile revealed a deep affection. “Rafael.”  
 
    Rafael shook his head. “You’re making an ill habit of this, Pelasommáyurek. If you so desire my attentions, you need only ask for them.” 
 
    “It’s his hand.” Tanis looked worriedly to Ean. “There’s a pattern of some kind on it, but I can’t tell what it’s doing—” 
 
    Ean took Pelas by the chin and captured his copper-eyed gaze with his own. “Let me in.” Then he dove into the immortal’s mind without waiting for his permission.  
 
    He knew Pelas’s life pattern, for he’d tried once to unmake it and then subsequently tried to repair it when guilt—if not judgment—got the better of him. Pelas’s pattern was not as badly frayed as it had been in Tambarré, but havoc was wreaking its way through it quickly. 
 
    Ean shook his head. Gods in the known… 
 
    This is our brother at his most vindictive. Darshan’s anger thundered along his bond with Ean. 
 
    “The pattern,” Tanis urged. The floor seemed to tilt dramatically. 
 
    “Yes, I see it.” Ean found the pattern clinging parasitically to Pelas’s lifeforce, but at first, he had no idea what to make of it.  
 
    I see what you’re seeing, Darshan sounded grave. This is not a pattern of Chaos, nor one I’m familiar with. 
 
    It took Ean a moment of exploration to realize why none of them could make sense of it. “Its inverteré.” He gave a rough exhale, even as he began turning the pattern right-side in. “A pattern in negative. You have to return it first to its native positive before you can do anything about it.”  
 
    Rafael conjured a goblet filled with silver liquid and lifted Pelas’s head to help him drink, which he did without protest. “You were foolish to risk framing Shadow in this condition, Pelasommáyurek,” Rafael said as he lowered Pelas’s head again. He sounded truly irritated with him. 
 
    Pelas looked the Warlock over with half-lidded copper eyes, whereupon his lips spread in a knowing smile and he asked weakly, “Who are the golden wings for?” 
 
    “Please don’t talk.” Tanis pressed gentle hands to Pelas’s head and lifted a fretful gaze to Ean. Hurry, please. 
 
    Ean clenched his jaw. Shail’s pattern was actually a matrix of many inverteré patterns. Each had to be individually reversed and held in suspension until he could unwork them all together. To do otherwise would leave knots of intent still clinging to Pelas’s life pattern, and there was no telling what havoc that could create. 
 
    Throughout this strenuous undertaking, Darshan’s watchful attention permeated Ean’s mind. It surprised the prince how much encouragement he drew from the connection, almost as if Björn himself had been overseeing his wielding.  
 
    By the time Ean finally finished restoring the matrix to its natural shape, Tanis had become a frenzied ball of apprehension. Quickly then, Ean sought each pattern’s beginning and ending and promptly started all of them unraveling. 
 
    As the last vestiges of the matrix expired, Pelas inhaled a shuddering breath and let it out again slowly, and the tension creasing his brow eased.  
 
    Everyone let out a collective exhale. Even Sinárr seemed marginally relieved. 
 
    Darshan laid a hand on Pelas’s arm. “Will you accept my Healing?” His dark eyes entreated Pelas with remarkable candor. “It will take both powers to restore you.” 
 
    “Just do it, please.” Rafael waved impatiently at him. “Perhaps then Tanis will stop upending my floors.” 
 
    Staring at his brother wordlessly, Pelas nodded. Then he rolled his head to look at Ean while Darshan commenced his Healing. Pelas let his gaze emphasize what his exhausted breath could not. Thank you.   
 
    “You were lucky.” Ean hoped his tone effectively communicated just how lucky Pelas had been. “Anyone with a less substantial constitution would already be dead.” 
 
    Tanis smoothed Pelas’s dark hair back from his face. “What was the pattern doing to him?” 
 
    Killing him, Ean thought. Verily, it had reminded him of some of Dore Madden’s more vicious work. “You might’ve recognized it was a matrix?” 
 
    Tanis nodded.  
 
    “It bound a series of first-strand patterns to one purpose and then inverted and made them do the opposite. So instead of restoring his life pattern, they were destroying it.” 
 
    “Appropriately diabolical.” Rafael gave a resigned sigh. “I do hope one of you will one day bring Shailabanáchtran to heel—at the very least for the sake of those of us who care for you.” 
 
    Darshan cupped Pelas’s face with his hand. The two Malorin’athgul stared at each other for a long time this way. Ean couldn’t tell what was passing between them—Darshan did not invite Ean to share in that interchange—but the resonance of energy was palpable. 
 
    Finally, Pelas shook his head around a marveling smile and slowly sat up. As the rest of them stepped back, he found his feet and took his brother’s face between his hands. His smile widened as he met Darshan’s gaze. “You have changed.”  
 
    Releasing one hand, Pelas reached reassuringly for Tanis, to bring the lad into the circle of his affections. As Tanis moved closer to Pelas, Sinárr placed a hand on Tanis’s shoulder in a not-so-subtle claim of his own, while Tanis turned a warm look to Ean and extended his hand, and when Ean took it… 
 
    Suddenly the five of them knew a profound connectivity. 
 
    Power flared through mutual bindings which had established powerful channels of affinity between each of them. Deyjiin blossomed in enormous clouds, raw and unfocused, billowing with potential. 
 
    Rafael let out a low whistle.  
 
    And for the first time in countless, agonizing days, Ean saw a new path of consequence unfurling before him.  
 
    The ground seemed to slam back down with jarring finality.  
 
    “Tanis, my floors,” Rafael sighed. 
 
    They all stepped abruptly away from each other and looked around, as startled by the moment of connection as by the sudden jolt.  
 
    Ean still stood with waves of consequence reverberating around him…and among the bombarding waves, a specific prodding, as a finger thrust definitively into his chest.  
 
    He knew exactly where they had to go. 
 
    Tanis smoothed his hair back from his face, still looking sheepish. “I don’t entirely understand it. Rafael thinks I’m sensing the cosmic balance, but—” 
 
    “I know what it means.” For the first time in a long time, Ean felt absolutely certain of his path. He met the others’ startled gazes with an auspicious smile. “It’s the Game calling us back.” 
 
    They all considered him mutely. 
 
    Then Pelas cleared his throat. “Right. About that…”  
 
    “Let us begin with what happened to you, Pelasommáyurek.” Rafael riffled his golden wings aggressively as he resettled them into a cloak. 
 
    Pelas began unfastening his bloodied coat and told them the while what he’d learned of Shail’s activities, and especially of his controversial pattern.  
 
    “What is this pattern of our brother’s?” Darshan wanted to know. 
 
    “I haven’t seen it. The Empress of Agasan has it under lock and key, but rest assured, those who Shail wants to have it most certainly do.” Pelas tossed his ruined coat onto the table and started unbuttoning his bloodied shirt. “I was hoping to find some trace of the pattern in Shail’s laboratory, some hint of what he might be doing with it, but if the pattern was there among the others, I couldn’t isolate it. That’s where I had a run-in with the matrix Ean just unworked.”  
 
    “Where is this laboratory?” Ean asked. 
 
    “It hides behind a false wall in Shail’s apartments at the Sormitáge.” 
 
    Tanis caught his breath, and his eyes grew very wide.  
 
    Pelas met his gaze with an equal unease darkening in his own. “Yes, you see it, too. Do you know how many gods I thanked that you made it out of that room unharmed?” 
 
    Tanis was looking supremely apologetic.   
 
    “But this injury is not what drove you here to us,” Darshan said, obviously knowing his brother’s mind. 
 
    Pelas blew out his breath. “No.” He tossed his shirt onto the table and looked to Rafael.  
 
    The Warlock regarded his bare-chested form appreciatively.   
 
    Pelas grinned at him. “You really are shameless. Do you want to conjure some clothes for me?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    And then, suddenly, Pelas stood in new clothes, looking immaculate as ever. He placed a hand on Tanis’s shoulder. “Thank you.” 
 
    Tanis grinned. “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    Pelas captured all of their gazes then. “I came to find you because Baelfeir has returned to Alorin.” 
 
    Ean looked instantly to Rafael, who arched a brow of resigned inevitability. 
 
    Darshan assumed a thoughtful frown. Tanis looked concerned, and Sinárr gave a rather indifferent sigh and remarked, “Alorin always was his favorite world.” 
 
    The pattern of consequence had already revealed to Ean where next they needed to go. Now he understood why.  
 
    “Perhaps we should be about this other matter then.” Rafael vanished his table and looked to Ean. “Time in Alorin, it appears, grows short.” 
 
    Pelas looked around curiously at them all. “What other matter?”  
 
    Tanis rubbed at one eye. “I think he means the binding.” 
 
    Pelas cocked his head at him.   
 
    “Unless you prefer to bind with me, Pelasommáyurek?” Rafael looked Pelas up and down with suggestion in his gaze. “I have not given up the idea of convincing you. Darshan and I even have a bet.” 
 
    Darshan grunted. “You declared you would win my brother’s affections and I said when the winds of Chaos cease to blow. I fail to see how this is a wager.” 
 
    Rafael turned to him in a flare of gilded wings. “It was very nearly a dare, Darshanvenkhátraman.” 
 
    While the immortals continued this debate, Ean touched Tanis on the shoulder and asked low at his ear, “Tanis, may I have a word with you?” 
 
    The lad obligingly moved away with him.  
 
    Ean led Tanis to the terrace railing and leaned back against it, so that Tanis stood between him and the others. He took the lad by both shoulders and held his gaze firmly. “Tanis…I want you to let me do this thing.” 
 
    It took a moment for Tanis to realize what Ean was asking. “You mean, you want to bind with Rafael?” 
 
    “Yes. He’s agreed to it.” He looked the lad over, seeking any agitation in his thoughts. “Would you be disappointed?” 
 
    “Gods, no!” The relief in his voice was palpable. “But why would you want—I mean, it’s nothing like…” Tanis shook his head, grimacing. “I just mean to say that binding with a Warlock is…different. My binding with Sinárr is nothing like my binding with Pelas.”  
 
    Ean nodded to convey his understanding. “I have a feeling I might need Rafael’s help in the future, and if we’re bound, he can find his way into Alorin, to me, upon my summons. Isn’t that true?” 
 
    “So Sinárr tells me.” 
 
    Ean sat back on the railing and studied the lad. “Tanis…earlier, when we all stood connected—you recall that moment?” Tanis went a little round-eyed by way of confirming that he did. “When that sense of connection bloomed between us all, I saw a new pattern of consequence.” 
 
    Wonder lit Tanis’s face. “You still see the patterns?”   
 
    “I do—when Cephrael wills it.” Ean gripped the railing beneath him and gazed over at the three immortals, still marveling at his earlier decision to bind with Rafael and how perfectly it now aligned with the pattern of consequence he’d just seen.  
 
    “Somehow, binding with Rafael plays a role in this pattern,” Ean remarked pensively. He struggled to see more of the unfurling design, to find Rafael’s role within it, but eventually he gave up and smiled faintly instead. “I can’t tell you exactly how, but it feels right. Do you know what I mean?” 
 
    “Of course.” Tanis glanced over his shoulder towards the Warlock. “But I thought Rafael wanted to bind with me so he could have a closer connection to Pelas?” 
 
    “He may still, but for now, he and I have a mutual interest to pursue.”  
 
    The Warlock in question was just then saying something to Darshan that had the Malorin’athgul looking almost piqued.  
 
    Tanis let out a slow exhale. “Do you know how to do the working?” 
 
    Ean heaved himself off the railing and clapped a hand on Tanis’s shoulder, turning him as they walked to rejoin the others. “I have an idea, yes.” 
 
    Rafael lifted his gaze to them as they neared. 
 
    “I like your golden wings, sir,” Tanis complimented.  
 
    “Yes…” Rafael looked the lad over with a meaningful smile, “I thought you might.” 
 
    “Don’t preen, Rafael.” Pelas angled them both a grin. “You should see when he makes them blue, Tanis.” 
 
    Rafael’s wings riffled indignantly. “They were not blue, Pelasommáyurek.”  
 
    “Blue is in the eye of the beholder,” Pelas replied, winking.  
 
    Rafael fixed a desirous gaze on Pelas in return. “In any case…I only made them blue for you.”   
 
    Sinárr cleared his throat pointedly. 
 
    “Can you make them any color, sir?” Tanis asked. 
 
    “He could make himself into a beetle if the mood suited him.” Darshan’s tone implied that Rafael might be improved by this form. 
 
    Ean needed them to move things along. He looked to Rafael. “Shall we?”  
 
    “Indeed, Ean. I do not even mind becoming connected to Darshanvenkhátraman via his binding to you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how I feel about it,” the Malorin’athgul groused. “Rafael has an over-inflated opinion of his skills.” 
 
    A grinning Pelas clapped a hand on Darshan’s shoulder. “We repel those who mirror ourselves too closely, brother.”  
 
    Ean needed Darshan’s help in order to access elae while in Shadow. He’d been prepared to argue his reasoning for the binding if necessary, but when he’d proposed his idea to Darshan, the latter had merely replied that if Ean thought it should be so, then they would make it so. It stunned Ean to recognize all of the ways that the Malorin’athgul was holding true to his word. Of late, when Ean thought of Darshan, gratitude choked him.   
 
    He looked now to the Malorin’athgul, who would form the conduit for him to reach Alorin and elae, and the prince felt Darshan’s awareness open in his thoughts.  
 
    He quickly reached through him for elae, and gave a mental sigh when he felt warmth flooding into his mind. The lifeforce was a hot, heady libation after subsisting on the air of deyjiin for so long. 
 
    In an earlier conversation, Tanis had described his method of binding with Sinárr, but Ean had a different sort of binding in mind. He looked to Rafael. “Would you do the honor of producing a dagger for us?” 
 
    Rafael regarded him curiously, but he made a jeweled blade appear and handed it to Ean.  
 
    The prince drew the razor tip hard along his palm and was rewarded with a stripe of blood. The pain certainly felt real enough. He spun the weapon in his hand and extended the hilt back to Rafael. 
 
    Who took it with skeptical amusement. “You realize there is no actual blood,” the Warlock said as he was cutting his own palm. 
 
    “It’s symbolic, I know.” Ean watched the blood welling in the cut on his palm. “What’s important is the intent behind the symbolism. ‘KNOW the effect you intend to create.’ We intend to create a connection by combining our lifeforces.” 
 
    Rafael arched an amber brow. “I give you credit for this understanding.” He vanished his dagger and smiled provocatively. “Now what?” 
 
    Ean offered his hand, and Rafael took it. The blood felt wet and warm, real enough to conceive of the connection. “Now we match starpoints.” 
 
    Rafael glanced to Sinárr. “This gets more intriguing by the moment.” He looked back to Ean and the prince felt him do—something—a shift in Rafael’s own universe that allowed Ean to perceive in ways he could not have perceived before.  
 
    The prince framed his own starpoints with Absolute Being and cast his awareness outwards, putting less attention on what he was doing than on the intention behind the action. They were treading new territory. No patterns existed to define the working he intended—Ean had to do it all innately. 
 
    He found and matched Rafael’s starpoints and then opened his own mind fully to Rafael. Their awarenesses thus pinned together by the same eight points, separate universes yet occupying the same space, Ean offered, Would you like to bind me first? 
 
    Rafael’s aqua eyes danced. With pleasure.  
 
    Tanis had described Sinárr’s binding as cocooning bands of energy, but the power Rafael sent into Ean’s mind felt like millions of fine filaments reaching out to embrace him, gathering his essence with feather-soft tendrils, permeating rather than containing. 
 
    Never had the Fifth Law been so real to him, nor Arion’s philosophies so important: A wielder is limited by what he can envision.  
 
    Sinárr had envisioned a completely different sort of binding from Rafael, while Ean’s vision fell likewise quite afield of Tanis’s; yet Ean believed the bindings would be essentially the same when he and Rafael were finished. 
 
    As Rafael’s binding took hold, an awareness opened in Ean’s thoughts, bringing with it a sensual intimacy that Ean recognized simply as Rafael. In the way no two humans smelled exactly the same, the essence of this being was unique to Rafael. 
 
    Ean realized a vital truth: these magnetizing, captivating energy flows that Rafael emitted…they were intimate to his expression of himself.  
 
    In the same instant that Ean realized this truth, the Warlock recognized that Ean understood it, and a deep-seated bond of trust formed between them.  
 
    Welcome, Ean.  
 
    In Rafael’s greeting, the prince felt that same profound honoring as the Warlock had offered Sinárr. Only now, he realized how extraordinary such salutations were. The elaborate bows themselves were but paltry reflections of the intimacy inherent in offering to share one’s universe with another.  
 
    Then all the prince could do was gape, because suddenly he wasn’t seeing this glimmer of illusion that Rafael chose as a representation of himself. Instead, he was gaining a consciousness-expanding awareness of galaxies and worlds—countless millennia of accumulated creation within the boundaries of Rafael’s starpoints. He could barely conceive of the vastness of the Warlock’s universe, yet it was all right there for him to perceive. 
 
    Ean simply stared at him in awe. 
 
    Do you also feel that I have overstated my skills, Ean? Rafael inquired amusedly. 
 
    You know I can hear you, Rafael, Darshan groused.  
 
    I believe that was my point in asking it, Darshanvenkhátraman. Rafael’s smile widened. It is now time to pay the piper, Ean, as I believe the saying goes. 
 
    For unlike Sinárr to Tanis, Rafael had not bound Ean because he sought a connection with him, but for what Ean could potentially offer him via a binding in return. Their speculation, explored together the day before, formed the basis of a new line of theorizing that Ean intended to follow, one which serendipitously also meshed with the pattern of consequence he’d witnessed. 
 
    Ean refocused his thoughts and reclaimed his concept of pure intent. Then he met Rafael’s gaze. Ready? 
 
    Like never before. 
 
    Ean willed his intent to become.  
 
    It was the fifth he used, his native strand. Ean needed only a clear concept of the effect he wanted to achieve in order to mold the fifth to his desires.  
 
    It wasn’t until after the working became that Ean really inspected what he’d done and decided that he was pleased. 
 
    More than pleased. Stunned, actually. For even though he knew it had been his intent that guided the working, he couldn’t help but wonder if in the last minute some higher power hadn’t stepped in and overseen it, because he never would’ve known mechanically how to do what actually became. 
 
    The millions of tiny filaments of Rafael’s power, those which had woven themselves all through Ean’s life pattern…Ean’s working had simply channeled back down all of those same tendrils of connection—elae blasting through a pipeline in the opposite direction—and in the doing, carved along every fiber and filament a two-way channel upon which elae and deyjiin could flow in harmony. 
 
    And suddenly both powers were doing exactly that. 
 
    Flowing, alternating, building into a resonance that quickly had Ean’s heart pounding wonder through his veins. 
 
    Darshan placed a hand on Ean’s shoulder and squeezed gently. “That was well done, Prince of Dannym.” 
 
    Rafael released Ean’s hand and looked down at his palm. A pattern of iridescent whorls glowed where once the cut had been. He looked up again, smiling. “Is this your doing, Ean?” 
 
    Ean looked at his own palm and found the pattern mirrored there. Bemused, he shook his head. “It wasn’t yours?” 
 
    They both looked to Darshan, who quickly lifted his hands. “I was merely an onlooker.”  
 
    Rafael studied the pattern on his palm while power continued to blossom and bloom around them. A mysterious smile claimed his features. “Now isn’t that interesting?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
     Thirteen 
 
      
 
    “Our souls are stained in the color of our thoughts.” 
 
      
 
    –Kmourra, Sorceress of Vest 
 
      
 
    Isabel added more slack to her anchor on T’khendar’s Pattern of the World and let the current drag her downstream to the next ley line. She threw a mental hook around this tributary, like a mountain-climber securing her harness to a new support rope, and reeled herself in.  
 
    While her actions resembled a climber scaling the side of a cliff, she was actually dredging new connections, opening new channels of flow between the dominant ley lines; bolstering the grid.  
 
    In actuality, her work resembled a spider spinning new strands of a web rather than a climber clinging to the rocks, but the precarious, one-mistake-away-from-death dangling dance she was upon compared more truly to the latter. This webwork of ley lines formed a manageable pattern in her consciousness; in reality, it spanned a score of miles. 
 
    Isabel spun out more slack on her anchor and swung-skipped over to a new channel, another ley line, another section of the pattern’s mountainside, which she also hooked into her mental harness in the same manner. 
 
    Did she really just do that? Jude asked from elsewhere on the grid. 
 
    Isabel could sense the three Eltanese, who were working the Pattern with her that day, but the rushing current blinded her to their actual whereabouts.  
 
    She conceived of the relationship as though she was hanging over the mountain’s edge, while they were anchoring all of her lines at the top, out of view, if still within earshot. Yet this was not entirely true, for Jude and Mathias were actually following her as she skipped across the world’s magnetic grid, each of them dredging an additional line behind her. 
 
    Jude, you know she can hear you. Mathias sent an exasperated reply to his cousin, then added to her, Begging your pardon, Lady Isabel. 
 
    Stop distracting the lady and let her work. Gadovan’s mental voice was even deeper than usual and floated down the channel of their temporary bond upon a resonance of concern.  
 
    The captain maintained an air of competence about him, no matter how perilous the situation. Isabel was in charge that day, showing the Eltanese how to weave this new pattern of connection between the ley lines, but if Gadovan had given an order, Isabel would probably have followed it. He reminded her of her brother in this regard. 
 
    I still don’t get how she floats like that. Jude was clearly trying to address his cousin, but his words reached her all the same. Every time I land, I feel like I’m banging against the side of a cliff. 
 
    So pull in your feet, Mathias teased. 
 
    You know it doesn’t work like that, Mat. 
 
    Jude, Isabel cast the thought to all of them, though she only addressed the one, the key to floating on the pattern is compartmentalization of contact points. Hooks and anchors have to be firmly held, each in their own mental compartment. You don’t collapse the compartments until the end. 
 
    Like shielding, Mathias said with an undertone of impatience, like I told you before… He continued discussing this concept with his cousin.  
 
    Isabel shook off the lightheadedness plaguing her and gathered herself for the next jump-swing-float…  
 
    No one had ever really determined where a Nodefinder went when he skipped through the empty aether between ley lines on the pattern of a world. These were not common skills researched and taught at the Sormitáge. They were traversing territory only a master might dare explore, and then only at the forefront of dire need. A second strand Adept would have to have achieved three rings before he could even conceive of the mental mechanics involved in dredging ley lines. 
 
    Once a Nodefinder understood the theory and had the necessary skill to do it, however, the actual work bordered on the mundane—purely routine. It hardly posed a challenge for the High Mage of the Citadel.  
 
    This was the third grate of ley lines they’d charted that day, but she’d easily dredged ten grates a day in the past. Which is why she should not have felt so drained. Yet every time she cast herself between the ley lines, it felt like some necessary part of herself dissolved a little more. 
 
    The last line Isabel needed for this grate lay double the distance of the earlier ones. The grid often worked out this way. They were essentially linking two independent portions of the world grid together by swinging through the empty aether to establish a heretofore nonexistent channel of magnetic flow. 
 
    Gadovan, I’m coming to you. 
 
    The captain would be waiting for her on the final ley line, ready to help close the circuit and charge the new grid they’d just mapped. 
 
    I’ll be here, Lady Isabel, came his even reply. 
 
    Isabel reeled out twice the usual length on her anchor. The node that held her to the pattern was beginning to feel very faint indeed. For her jump to the final line, she wouldn’t have help from the current to propel her, only her own skill with the lifeforce. She took aim upon the ley line and cast herself off. 
 
    The line charged towards her—or she charged towards the line; in the nebulous non-gravity of the world grid, it was hard to say whence the magnetic movement originated. 
 
    And then, quite without warning, elae simply vanished from her grasp. 
 
    It was like a light extinguished, or a deep dousing beneath the surface of a black sea. One instant there, and the next—gone. 
 
    Isabel felt a violent propulsion. 
 
    Everything went dark.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Fourteen 
 
      
 
    “The motivating force beneath all human behavior  
 
    is the need to feel superior to someone else.”  
 
      
 
    –Socotra Isio, Sormitáge Scholar 
 
      
 
    Felix di Sarcova della Buonara was fairly sure he was the luckiest bloke in the empire. Either that, or he was one of those doomed fools in the stories who don’t realize they’re on a death quest until it’s too late to turn back. Felix preferred to think of himself in the former capacity, since harboring grand ideas of his own immense value to the empire suited his disposition more gallantly than despair. 
 
    And what boy of ten and six wouldn’t think himself lucky to be named as one of the High Lord of Agasan’s official envoys to the Dane’s capital city of Kjvngherad, especially when the High Lord himself was leading the embassy, and said embassy was actually a clandestine investigatory mission under the guise of a diplomatic flag?  
 
    Never mind that the Empress had only allowed him to go because she didn’t want him anywhere near Nadia, and because Phaedor was going and no one wanted to figure out what to do with Felix without the zanthyr around to keep an eye on him. Felix still felt very important. 
 
    He’d been anticipating a secret departure, all of them dressed for combat with Merdanti daggers and other weapons of a deadly nature shoved into concealed places on their persons, but mostly it had been a lot of waiting in boring lines, listening to tedious speeches and pretending to care. 
 
    Felix had been marginally disappointed that they weren’t taking one of the Empress’s dregondar warships, but he admitted that the High Lord’s draegoon was damned impressive. Three-masted, easily fifty paces in length, sleek and fast with red sails with the imperial crest blazoned in thread-of-silver at their center. If his great-to-the-third-power grandfather Dominico had captained a ship like that, those pirates never would’ve caught and planked him. 
 
    Mind, for all it was fun to dream about captaining such a ship—maybe trying his hand at piracy, or setting sail to the Lost Isles of Ren—Felix was discovering there wasn’t much to do on a ship once the voyage was under way, unless you were a sailor manning one of the countless ropes, all of which had impossible-to-keep-straight yet tediously mundane names, like sheets, lines, hauls, halyards and hawsers but which, in Felix’s view, were all still just ordinary ropes. 
 
    The first few days aboard he’d split his time between watching the sailors scampering among the rigging, mooning over the Adeptus Commander Francesca da Mosta, gaming with the High Lord’s Caladrians—they weren’t very nice to him, but they were all too happy to take his coin—and practicing card tricks in his stateroom; but by the seventh day, the ship was running fast through high seas, heeling and hauling up and down fifteen-foot swells, and hanging about belowdecks quickly lost its appeal. 
 
    Felix found his way topside to discover a stormy morning and high seas—not that he couldn’t have figured that out while still in his stateroom—and a steady tailwind, thanks to the zanthyr. The usually staid captain was grinning from ear to ear, for they were pushing fifteen knots.  
 
    The captain summoned Felix the instant the lad emerged and bade him give a message to the High Lord. Then he grinningly nudged him forward into that perilous stretch of ship where, when sailing high seas, most anything not lashed down could be swept overboard. 
 
    With his right hand gripping tight to the guide rope strung to the oiled teak railing, which had a habit of falling away from under his hand at inopportune moments, Felix made his way towards the High Lord and Phaedor. The white spray regularly exploding off the bow simply skimmed around the two men, proof that one of them—most likely the zanthyr—was shielding with the fifth. 
 
    The High Lord’s demeanor towards Felix had softened somewhat since Nadia’s safe—if rather dramatic, in Felix’s opinion—return to the Sacred City. Felix knew he ought to be grateful to the princess for showing up in the nick of time and corroborating everything he’d said; but the problem was that she also seemed to think so, which of course meant he couldn’t show her even a hint of gratitude.  
 
    ‘Give a woman an inch and she’ll take a foot and charge you for two.’ His lord father had lots of helpful advice like this. 
 
    Besides, how could he be grateful when there was so much Nadia obviously wasn’t telling him? Oh…she’d explained what had happened after N’abranaacht took her captive at the Quai game—all about an underground temple that had once belonged to the Quorum of the Sixth Truth, and how Tanis had saved her from hundreds of demons, and then something about Shadow, which had sounded really awful and wickedly thrilling at the same time—mostly just enough to make Felix really sorry he’d involved her in his attempt to find Malin van Drexel.  
 
    But for all that, there was plenty she wouldn’t explain.  
 
    Like, for starters, how—and even more importantly, why—she’d returned with one of the Prophet Bethamin’s Marquiin in tow.  
 
    The best Healers in the empire were now trying to counteract whatever nightmarish working Bethamin had used to corrupt Caspar’s connection to elae, which was fine and altruistic and all, but it didn’t explain why in Belloth’s thirteen hells Nadia had brought him back with her. 
 
    She also hadn’t deigned to explain why a Malorin’athgul had rescued her from the Prophet’s temple in Tambarré, apparently in direct opposition to the other Malorin’athgul who’d been holding her captive there. 
 
    Sancto Spirito! No wonder the bards just retold thousand-year-old tales. The truth was always so much stranger than anything even the most inventive bard could think up! 
 
    The hubbub surrounding Nadia’s return had just been dying down when he’d returned—Pelasommáyurek, Ender of Paths; Tanis’s Pelas. The zanthyr had immediately taken him to speak to the Empress. 
 
    Felix hadn’t been privy to that conversation, but whatever had transpired behind those closed doors, the Empress and the High Lord had finally become convinced that Malorin’athgul were real.  
 
    Perhaps it had something to do with finding out that one of the most famous and prolific artists in the empire’s history was in fact an immortal birthed in the unraveling fringes of Chaos who had been traipsing around for centuries beneath their hubris, unrecognized for what he was.  
 
    But all of that was behind them now…along with Felix’s satchel and his favorite coat, neither of which he’d been allowed to bring along; the former because Vincenzé didn’t want any other ‘priceless artifacts vanishing into his knapsack,’ and the latter because they wanted him ‘looking official,’ which Felix was discovering actually meant being really bloody uncomfortable all the time. At least they hadn’t made him cut his hair. 
 
    He hooked a finger into the collar of his coat and tugged against the fabric, but the buttons were newly stitched and the wool starched stiff and there was no hope save to endure a slow strangulation. Only the High Lord could pull off those stiff-necked coats, collars and cravats without looking like a pig stuffed for roasting. 
 
    That morning, His Grace was wearing a long aubergine coat and coordinating waistcoat, and with his aristocratic frame and perfectly coiffed dark hair, he exemplified fine patrician breeding. Felix, in contrast, felt like a rogue privateer who’d been dolled up for his own court-martial.  
 
    The whole pirate life was definitely losing its luster after being aboard a real ship for a week. Nothing made a man appreciate solid ground like fifteen-foot waves. 
 
    Felix gripped harder to the railing as he got closer to the bow, summoned his breath between the heaving of his stomach and called out weakly, “Your Grace?”  
 
    The High Lord turned inquiringly just as another massive wave impaled itself against the bow and thus also the zanthyr’s fifth-strand shield. White spray careened around them in a milky sheet. Felix clung to the railing as the waters streaked over his head.   
 
    Yet…now that he was close to Phaedor, Felix realized the ship’s pronounced rise and fall had dramatically diminished. In fact, it felt like they were sailing calm seas. He cautiously released the railing but remained hunched near it, hands hovering close, just in case… 
 
    The High Lord was watching him with a bewildered expression. “You have word from the captain for me, Felix?”  
 
    Felix waited until the ship crashed into another huge wave without knocking him off his feet. Then he grinned and straightened away from the railing.  
 
    “Yes, Your Grace.” He tugged his coat straight and assumed his delivering-an-important-message face. “Captain di Falco says if his lordship keeps the wind steady,” and Felix glanced to Phaedor at this, “we should clear the head by midday tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thank you, Felix.” Marius returned his gaze to the churning sea, looking troubled. He noted to the zanthyr, “I thought surely once we were this far north, the currents would become clearer.”  
 
    The zanthyr was standing between Felix and the High Lord with his face in profile to both, his emerald gaze fastened on the northern horizon and his dark hair tossing on the wind. He looked far more impressive than the actual figurehead adorning the ship’s bow. “Most likely the disturbance originates at the weld in Kjvngherad.” 
 
    “Yes, that would follow. It would infect every node downstream of it.” Marius studied the zanthyr with his gaze, though his thoughts seemed elsewhere. “I confess I’d hoped…” he exhaled forcefully. “Well, you know what I’d hoped. Francesca believes the Red Guard in Kjvngherad have been compromised. She says their latest report reads of compulsion.” 
 
    “This should hardly surprise you after everything else we’ve seen.” 
 
    “But to subvert an entire battalion of guardsmen, all of whom have been protected against such fourth strand tampering? Ansgar has no Adepts of that caliber.” 
 
    “Ansgar has Shailabanáchtran.” 
 
    Malcontent made thin lines of the High Lord lips. “You must concede the difficulty in believing these claims, Phaedor, Pelasommáyurek’s confession to my Empress notwithstanding.” 
 
    “There are no innocuous answers, Marius.” Phaedor turned him a look to emphasize his point. He’d been more tolerant of the High Lord since the latter stopped insisting Malorin’athgul didn’t exist. “The guard are compromised because an immortal has corrupted them. The second strand roils with malfeasance because it’s under constant attack. You must open your eyes to these truths.” 
 
    “I daresay you’ve left no dark corners for the truth to hide,” Marius groused.   
 
    The zanthyr angled him a sidelong eye. “You’ve barely begun illuminating those corners, in fact.” 
 
    The High Lord still stood with protest staunchly at his side, but he made no rebuttal. He’d come a long way from balking at every word the zanthyr said. “Well…there is little to be done about any of it from here.” He gave a vexed exhalation. “I’ve tasked Vincenzé with uncovering the source of the nodes’ corruption once we arrive.” He shifted his hazel-eyed gaze to Felix then, and there was much of speculation in it suddenly.  
 
    Which Felix distinctly misliked. He was just trying to think of an appropriate excuse to flee their company when Marius proposed, “Perhaps Felix would be useful in that endeavor as well.” 
 
    Felix glowered. He’d envisioned his role as that of a dashing envoy, perhaps mingling among the aristocracy with Francesca da Mosta on his arm, chatting with nobles and sipping wine whilst listening for the key phrases that would prove the solution to all of their problems.  
 
    He wasn’t so keen instead to go seeking out whatever evil was being worked against Kjvngherad’s weld, probably down among some dank and moldy tunnels reeking of rats and old bones, and particularly not when he was being teamed up with Vincenzé, from whom the kindest words he’d received thus far were ‘pay up, bocchino’—and especially not when the Literato N’abranaacht was involved.  
 
    The High Lord’s gaze tightened upon Felix. “Why do you think we brought you along, Felix di Sarcova?” 
 
    Felix scratched at the back of his head. “Is that a rhetorical question, milord?” 
 
    “Never mind.” Marius looked him up and down with beleaguered patience. “I can imagine what you thought.” He leaned back against the railing, crossed his arms and considered Felix.  
 
    The bow surged into the waves, sending geysers of white spray careening around Phaedor’s shield. “What have you overheard about the nodes out of Daneland, Felix?” 
 
    Felix hated when the High Lord phrased his questions so specifically. It left no room for worming out of answering them. Felix blamed Vincenzé for the High Lord’s adoption of this new tactic of questioning. 
 
    And Sancto Spirito, it was an affront to his honor! There was nobility in speaking the truth on one’s own, standing up to show one’s true colors, all proud-like, shoulders straight and chin held high…but when the High Lord dragged it out of him like a thief being hauled to the gallows, giving him no choice but to answer with the truth…well, it just bled all the virtue out of being honest.  
 
    Felix assumed his I-am-highly-affronted-but-far-too-mannerly-to-show-it face, which involved dragging his ears back and down to smooth his brow with indignant indifference. “I know that they’re corrupted somehow and can’t be traveled.”  
 
    The High Lord reasonably assumed this was far from all he knew. “And?” 
 
    Felix scrunched his features into his appearing-to-think-hard-and-solemnly-upon-the-matter face, but really he was deciding how much of what he knew to share with the High Lord.  
 
    Not enough, and the High Lord would know he was lying; too much, and he wouldn’t ever trust him with anything important. If he told him everything he’d overheard and pieced together, Marius would probably lock him in the brig for the duration of the trip.  
 
    Felix assumed his I-am-earnestly-telling-you-all face—it was the one he used with his mother when his brothers had abandoned him to be the scapegoat for their latest prank—and replied, “And…you suspect it’s purposeful, this corruption. You think the Danes are polluting the nodes to prevent your discovering where they took the Adepts they kidnapped. Or else they’re doing it to ensure the Imperial Adeptus can’t use the nodes to descend upon Kjvngherad, to make sure you’d have to come by ship to investigate.” 
 
    The High Lord’s brows arched towards his hairline. “You have long ears, Felix di Sarcova.” 
 
    Felix thought the length of his ears was a foregone conclusion.  
 
    Marius shifted his crossed arms. “It is of utmost importance to root out the source of these dark nodes, Felix. The Empress’s Red Guard have searched King Ansgar’s fortress of Fjell and found nothing remotely untoward.” 
 
    “But didn’t you just say the Red Guard had been compromised, Your Grace?” 
 
    Marius frowned at him. “One of our primary objectives is solving this riddle.” 
 
    Felix had overheard the High Lord claiming that his primary objective was getting the evidence they needed to wipe the Danes off the face of the earth, but he knew better than to say this to the High Lord di L'Arlesé’s face.  
 
    In any event, now that he’d had a moment to think about it, he rather liked the idea of being given his own mission. He’d have a legitimate rebuttal the next time the Caladrians claimed they’d only brought him along to do their washing. 
 
    Felix donned his speaking-on-an-important-topic face, which he’d adopted by mimicking his lord father, and which mainly involved inching his eyebrows towards one another to form a peak of lofty sincerity. “I am at your service, Your Grace.” He placed a hand across his heart and bowed low.  
 
    Marius eyed him skeptically. 
 
    A sudden shrill whistle came from on high, whereupon the lookout atop the mainmast shouted, “Land ho! Starboard bow!” 
 
    Felix moved swiftly to the starboard railing. Sure enough, as the ship crested the next wave, a murky blue-grey swath that was the mountainous coast of Köhentaal appeared between the heaving sea and charcoal skies.    
 
    Marius gazed upon the swath of land and rubbed his jaw. Conflict shadowed his brow. “I never imagined I would be coming to Kjvngherad beneath a diplomatic flag.” 
 
    The zanthyr grunted. “You may be certain, neither did Shailabanáchtran.” 
 
    “Yes…” the High Lord’s frown deepened as he shifted his gaze back to the zanthyr. “That’s the point, isn’t it? Offering clemency when combat is better suited.” 
 
    “Is it better suited?”   
 
    The High Lord gave him a long-suffering look. “Do you now lecture me on diplomacy? Perhaps Phaedor would become High Lord of Agasan.”  
 
    Phaedor looked back to the sea wearing one of his don’t-you-wish-you-knew-everything-I-know smiles, the kind that always made Felix’s teeth hurt from grinding them so hard. “The Balance is shifting, High Lord,” Phaedor said while the wind of his own making blew his hair into his eyes. “You’ll either ride the crest of that wave into the future or be crushed beneath it.” 
 
    Marius frowned at him.  
 
    Felix posited that any man would be hard-pressed to spend a week watching the zanthyr sail a ship at fifteen knots, with or without wind, and not give him his due.   
 
    “The future is what I’ve been trying to ensure,” Marius remarked with asperity lacing his tone, “repeatedly—but you will not hear my proposal.” 
 
    Phaedor cast him an incurious eye. “What is there to discuss about it?” 
 
    “What is there…?” Marius stroked a brow with one forefinger, clearly at a loss for words. After a bout of this measured exercise, he clasped hands before him in a grand display of patience and proposed reasonably, “The two strongest bloodlines in the Empire joined in a child of prodigious talent? Great thought must be put into who the boy marries. It cannot be merely for alliance or property.” 
 
    “Tanis has no need of property.” 
 
    “Or for politics then.” Marius exhaled a slow breath, clearly summoning calm. Felix admired his equanimity. “In the absence of Tanis’s parents, Phaedor, you, as his guardian, must negotiate the conjugal contract.” 
 
    “Tanis decides his own path.” 
 
    Marius stared at him in frustration. “The boy has a responsibility to more than himself. As heir to Adonnai, he is subject to the Empire and its needs—verily, with such a talent as he possesses, I daresay to the realm at large.” 
 
    Phaedor slowly turned his head and leveled his gaze on the High Lord. “Since when have the heirs of Adonnai been subject to anyone?” His deep purr-growl reminded Felix of the distant rumbling of thunder across the Caladrian moors, the kind of thunder that always made you hightail it for home. Then Phaedor returned his inexorable gaze to the sea, as if he hadn’t just dashed the High Lord’s hopes into pieces, or made all of the hair stand up on the back of Felix’s neck. 
 
    Marius looked to the opposite railing, frowning deeply.  
 
    The ship surged through the sea. Waves crashed against Phaedor’s shield. The two most powerful men in the Agasi Empire turned on opposing axes while Felix, snared by their gravity, hoped they’d forgotten he was there—because, bloody hell, the conversation was really intriguing. The smell of the sea burned strong in Felix’s nostrils, but the scent of Phaedor’s magic was stronger still.  
 
    As the silence between the zanthyr and the High Lord was becoming oppressive, Phaedor observed more gently, “The race isn’t declining because the bloodlines are failing. Breeding Adepts like livestock will not restore the Balance.” 
 
    Marius stared at him for a moment, jaw clenched. Then he pushed a hand roughly through his hair—a rare moment of discomposure—and dropped his gaze. “I know you’re right. But by Cephrael’s great book, Phaedor—” he flung an almost agonized look back to him, “Arion Tavestra? Isabel van Gelderan? To know their blood resides in that boy and not secure an heir—” 
 
    “When the Balance is restored, Alorin will have thousands of Arion Tavestras, as in the time of the Quorum of the Sixth Truth, when fifth-strand Adepts outnumbered all others.”  
 
    Marius let out an explosive exhale. “I’m not sure any of us want a return to those days.” 
 
    “But a return to their strength is inevitable. Perhaps humankind will exert better judgment this time.”   
 
    It was like the world shifted in that moment—at least, that was the way Felix looked upon it afterwards. 
 
    A veil overcame the High Lord’s expression, woven finely of an unreadable combination of emotions. He suddenly seemed…not himself.  
 
    “Yes…better judgment.” He considered Phaedor with his jaw tight. “As they showed in those times by uniting with the Council of Realms against the Warlocks of Shadow? I bid you observe the fruits of that hypocrisy.” 
 
    Phaedor looked at the High Lord with one brow lifted curiously. Marius did seem suddenly incensed for no apparent or logical reason. 
 
    The High Lord’s eyes burned with a strange light. “Is this what you told my Empress during your voyage to Köhentaal together? The secret truth that has her so restored of vitality—this feeble hope? Some misguided expectation that the Balance will somehow right itself?” 
 
    “Get to the point if you can find it, High Lord.” 
 
    Marius’s eyes flashed. “That’s a low deception even for Ceph—” 
 
    It all happened so quickly then. 
 
    Marius flew into the opposite railing.  
 
    The wind ceased.  
 
    The sea went dead calm in an instant, and the ship surged so suddenly and forcefully to a slow that everyone was flung forward off their feet. 
 
    Felix grabbed for the railing while the sails sagged in an enormous rustling of canvas and the entire world went still and silent, save for the occasional creaking of wood and the pounding of Felix’s heart in his ears. 
 
    The zanthyr took one step and materialized across the deck to hover over the High Lord, who was bent backwards over the rail, his hands white where they gripped the polished wood. Cords stood out in the High Lord’s neck as he stared back at Phaedor. He couldn’t move so much as an eyelash, pinned beneath the zanthyr’s will.  
 
    Phaedor studied him. Felix could read nothing in the zanthyr’s expression, but his own skin felt like a million bugs were crawling on it, alive with whatever power the zanthyr was working. 
 
    The sailors were all staring at them, not daring to move but clearly wishing to. The air had become electric, charged by alarm.  
 
    Then the zanthyr simply turned away. The wind suddenly billowed the sails, everyone staggered as the ship surged into motion again, and the sea roused with gusto.  
 
    The High Lord slowly righted himself off the railing while Phaedor returned to his position at the bow. Marius stared at him for a moment. Then he strode aft, all casual elegance, as if the zanthyr hadn’t just nearly broken him like a brittle branch over his knee. Felix wagered he was going to have one hell of a bruise on his back by dinner.   
 
    He watched the High Lord walking away, wondering what in Belloth’s thirteen hells had just happened. Then he looked back to the zanthyr. “Well, that was sure a great start to the day. Thanks so much for that.”  
 
    “I aim to please.” 
 
    “Yourself.” Felix finished for him. “Pretty sure that’s how you meant to end that sentence.” 
 
    “I’m relieved you are here to speak my mind properly.” 
 
    “And by that you mean I wouldn’t know your mind if it punched me in the nose—hey, where are you going?” For the zanthyr had started aft. 
 
    “There is an unusual tension in the fabric.”    
 
    Felix stared after him exasperatedly. “What does that even mean?” He bounded off the railing in pursuit and added as he caught up with him, “You probably tore this so-called fabric with that little episode of yours.” 
 
    The zanthyr eyed him sidelong. “Episode?” 
 
    “Showing off to the High Lord.” Felix pounded his chest and gave his best imitation of a god thundering from on high, “I-AM-PHAEDOR-FEEL-MY-WRATH.” 
 
    “You have captured the essence of the moment, no doubt.”  
 
    “And there you go again. I’ll bet if I poked you with one of those blades you’re always flipping, you’d bleed sarcasm.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should test this theory on yourself.”  
 
    “Sure.” Felix grinned and held out his hand. “Just give me one of your daggers.” 
 
    Phaedor gave him a smile that said clearly, On a cold day in hell. He stopped at the steps leading below.  
 
    For some reason, looking at the dark opening, Felix got the impression of a great beast lying with its mouth open in wait.  
 
    “Stay alert today,” Phaedor cautioned in that purr-growl that always made Felix’s insides feel like jelly. Then he turned in a swirl of his dark cloak and vanished into the belly of the beast.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Fifteen 
 
      
 
    “One of the advantages of being disorderly is that one is  
 
    constantly making new discoveries.”  
 
      
 
    –The truthreader Dareios Haxamanis, Prince of Kandori,  
 
    on why his workroom is always such a mess 
 
      
 
    After the zanthyr vanished below, Felix wandered the quarto deck, hoping to run into Francesca da Mosta, who liked to take a morning walk before the sun got too high.  
 
    Why the ship’s uppermost deck was called quarto and the lowest deck primo, Felix had never been able to get anyone to explain. He’d long stopped keeping track of the things that were upside-down and backwards about ships.  
 
    By the time he’d made a circuit of the entire deck, the seas had calmed, but not Phaedor’s wind. The captain was giddy.  
 
    To entertain himself during his lengthy circling, Felix pondered the strange interaction between the High Lord and the zanthyr. He’d never seen Marius so discomposed—though Felix admitted that spending a week on a boat with the zanthyr could put most anyone into a foul humor—but to then get nearly bent in half and just walk away afterwards like nothing had happened? That made no sense at all.  
 
    Neither did the zanthyr’s caution to stay alert. 
 
    The one thing Felix had learned about Phaedor was that if he didn’t want you to know something, he just wouldn’t answer you. So when he did answer you in a way that hinted at something, well…it was worth your time to try to figure out what he was hinting at. 
 
    Except…most of the time Felix had about ten percent of the information he needed to solve the answer and about ninety percent of the frustration of not being able to work it out, with the result being the same as if the zanthyr hadn’t answered him at all, except that he had a hundred percent more irritation, making him pretty sure that in those instances the zanthyr had said whatever he’d said just to annoy him.  
 
    For example, that morning Felix had claimed the zanthyr was showing off to the High Lord, but clearly, in Phaedor’s estimation, the morning’s staggering show, which had flattened the seas and abraded everyone’s skin with magic, represented barely a belch of his power—and the ladylike kind at that, the type that hides behind a close-lipped smile during polite conversation.  
 
    So if he hadn’t been showing off when he’d pinned the High Lord to the railing and hovered over him like a god studying his creation, what had the zanthyr been doing?  
 
    And why in the holy name of his Aunt Bruna’s goat had Phaedor told Felix to stay alert? 
 
    Felix was just rounding the stern veranda for the fourth time when his diligent circling paid off and she appeared—Francesca da Mosta, Commander of the Imperial Adeptus, goddess in human form.  
 
    Usually she wore black fatigues beneath a hip-length, belted tabard emblazoned with the crest of the Adeptus. But that morning the commander wore her long, honey hair draped loosely across one shoulder, and her filmy, opalescent robe made her look like a divine confection ready for tasting. She walked on the High Lord’s arm, but Felix barely noticed him for Francesca’s radiance.  
 
    Some of the rumors about Francesca da Mosta asserted that she was descended of the gods. Most of them claimed she was a nymph, a daughter of Tethys. No one knew her actual native strand—at least no one of Felix’s acquaintance—for she could wield every strand of elae as though she’d been born to it. As far as Felix was concerned, the Adeptus commander had been put on this earth just to torment his dreams.   
 
    The High Lord pointed to the dark blur of land in the distance and said something low into Francesca’s ear. She smiled, laughed lightly. Then they started aft, where Felix stood quite obviously staring.  
 
    Whereupon, Francesca’s lovely hazel eyes found his.  
 
    Felix immediately got hard. He shifted his tunic around in the front and tried to look purposeful as he started for the nearest stairs, but it was a challenge to pull off with his cock at full parade attention.  
 
    Sancto Spirito, but the force of her gaze practically drove him into the wall. For the flash of an instant as he crossed directly in front of her, Felix got the image of the commander standing in her usual black, arms crossed, her hazel eyes studying him beneath one dangerously arched eyebrow.  
 
    But he banished this unwelcome vision, along with the feeling of culpability it roused, and hurried below. 
 
    Apparently because he was masochistic and seeking more torture in the form of lost coin—never mind his lost dignity—Felix headed for the stern lounge on the terzo deck where the Caladrians spent their hours gaming. The moment he gained the landing, however, a cold, prickling sensation halted him.  
 
    A sailor pushed on past him down the passageway, but Felix felt like he’d been dunked into a vat of icy water. Except there wasn’t actually anything around him but the lingering smell of lemon oil. 
 
    The sailor turned a corner at the end of the corridor without erupting into screams or having his head bitten off by something unnatural, which boded well for Felix’s immediate future. He took a tentative step into the passageway, and then another.  
 
    He scanned the premises as he proceeded on, with the zanthyr’s caution to stay alert suddenly weighing heavy in his thoughts. Wielder’s lamps lit the passageway, giving the oiled paneling a golden glow, but with every step, Felix felt like he was moving through chilled jelly. And not the sweet kind. More the kind that his Great Aunt Vera favored, which was sour and possessed of odd, unidentifiable lumps.    
 
    The chill grew more apparent and Felix more nervous the farther on he pressed, so that by the time he reached the lounge at the far end, he knew with cold certainty that something menacing was looming right behind him. 
 
    Felix practically threw himself through the double doors at the end of the corridor and sort of spun-tripped-staggered backwards as he looked back down the hall. 
 
    It was empty.   
 
    “Hey, testa di cazzo,” Vincenzé was arranging the cards in his hand, “come to bleed more coin through your nose? Just how deep are Papa Sarcova’s pockets, eh?” 
 
    Felix stood watching the doors swing shut on the passageway, feeling clammy and weirdly hot at the same time. He rubbed his tingling arms as he turned to face the Caladrians— 
 
    And froze.  
 
    Beyond the table where the Caladrians were gaming stood a man Felix had never seen before, which was a wonder, considering they’d been at sea for a week.  
 
    The man wore his elegant raven hair swept back and was stupidly tall. Like, N’abranaacht tall. He stood in profile to Felix with hands clasped behind his back, gazing out the wide wall of mullioned windows as if he owned the joint. From the looks of the coat he was wearing, he might’ve owned the whole bloody ship, except Felix knew this ship belonged to the High Lord di L'Arlesé. 
 
    Felix glowered at the stranger while scrubbing his tingling arms. “Who the hell is that guy?” 
 
    “What guy?” Vincenzé was frowning at his cards. 
 
    “What do you mean, what guy?” Vincenzé could be such an ass. Felix flung a hand at the man, who had turned and was half-smiling at Felix now, all handsome and superior-like, as if to say, I would’ve had Francesca da Mosta begging me to take her. “Only the dickhead standing right behind you.” Any guy who smiled like that had to be a dickhead.  
 
    “The only dickhead I see is you, stronzino.” Giancarlo slapped down a card and grumbled something. The sailor beside him dealt him another card. 
 
     Felix turned his glower on the Caladrians. It would be just like that pair to make some stupid bet to see which one of them could fool Felix longer.  
 
    A couple of days ago they’d tried to convince him that the stag’s head hanging in the dining room was actually a whole stag, and its arse was hanging out the other side of the wall in the library. Felix wasn’t sure what had chafed him more about that scenario—that they thought he was stupid enough to believe them, or that they were so sure he’d never set one foot in the library as to already know the truth, even on a ship where there was nothing bloody better to do than read books all day long. 
 
    As a point of fact, he had been in the library, more than once…but only because Francesca da Mosta spent a lot of her spare time in there. 
 
    Felix sucked on a tooth and kept the gaming table between himself and the stranger.   
 
    “Felix, why are you mooning at the purser?” Vincenzé asked, more to his cards than to Felix himself. 
 
    Felix didn’t see the purser anywhere in the room—and he well recalled that guy, because the man always put a hand firmly on his coin purse and shoved his spectacles up his nose before pointedly looking down it at Felix.  
 
    Giancarlo tossed a coin into the pot and looked around. “The purser?” He returned his colorless eyes to Vincenzé. “What purser?” 
 
    That’s what Felix wanted to know. 
 
    Vincenzé folded his cards in his hand and looked hard at his cousin. “Che cavolo, he’s right behind me, eh?” 
 
    “Che palle, and I’m the High Lord.” Giancarlo pointed definitively at the stranger. “That’s the carpenter’s mate, Ruffalo.” 
 
    “Ruffalo?” The fourth sailor among their number turned a bewildered look between the two Caladrians. “Sorry to disappoint you, mates, but that’s Dax, the quartermaster’s second.” 
 
    Round about then, Felix started getting really nervous. 
 
    The others all exchanged a look, slow-like, their expressions revealing similar suspicions that this had to be a ruse, and then falling into unease when they all saw sincerity reflected back at them. 
 
    That’s when the four men shoved abruptly to their feet. It was actually rather spectacular to see, but Felix missed it mostly because he couldn’t make his eyes move away from the stranger.  
 
    Who smiled. 
 
    Sancto Spirito, but that was the smile of Death. Felix’s insides went all wormy. He wasn’t even sure there was anything alive behind that smile, but if there was, Felix was sure he didn’t want to meet it. 
 
    Something suddenly made him think of N’abranaacht—probably the way the man had him similarly quaking in his boots. But N’abranaacht had this oppressive menace to him, like he would enjoy sitting there watching you slowly suffocate within the gigantic cloud of his self-importance, while this asshole just felt like The End. Icy and cold and all jagged edges, with a razor gaze formed of bleak unmaking.   
 
    Felix called him a name that put sexual intercourse and bodily excrement in colorful combination. 
 
    Then everything went haywire. 
 
    Vincenzé dove across the table and tackled Giancarlo, who went down beneath a tumble of chairs and his cousin’s lithe form. They scrabbled for possession of Vincenzé’s sword, with the wielder straddling his truthreader cousin and the latter bucking like a wild stallion. One sailor started banging his head against the table, while the other screamed and clawed at his own eyes.  
 
    Felix shouted at the Caladrians, and then, somehow finding his head, grabbed hold of Vincenzé’s sword arm and hauled him back before he could cleave his cousin in half. They scrabbled for a bit before Vincenzé fell on top of him, hissing and cursing, and his elbow caught Felix in the jaw. 
 
    Felix saw stars.  
 
    Vincenzé kicked him in the gut for good measure. Felix tasted bile. He curled into a ball on the floor and tried not to pass out. Vincenzé took up his sword while staring at Felix through blackly murderous eyes.  
 
    The lad was sure the Caladrian was about to decapitate him when Giancarlo tackled his cousin anew, and they both tumbled into the table.  
 
    And all the while, the stranger just smiled, quiet-like, as though admiring a grand work of art. 
 
    Felix was wondering despondently why he wasn’t mad like the others when an anvil force pressed upon him, expelling all the meager breath from his lungs— 
 
    The Caladrians flew apart to crash into opposite walls of the lounge.  
 
    The sailors instantly collapsed where they stood.  
 
    And the zanthyr appeared in the middle of the room within a palpable sphere of power. It hummed and vibrated in Felix’s chest and kept the zanthyr’s cloak floating on its tides.  
 
    Phaedor fixed his emerald eyes on the stranger. “Baelfeir.”   
 
    The latter’s smile slowly widened. “Phaedor.” He opened his arms in welcome. “You hardly seemed surprised to see me.” 
 
    “If you didn’t intend to announce yourself, you shouldn’t have sent a card of calling through Marius di L'Arlesé.” 
 
    “And here I thought I was being subtle.”  
 
    In the flash of an instant, Felix thought he heard someone screaming. He pushed up on one elbow and looked around, but everyone else was down for the count. 
 
    Phaedor’s gaze flicked across the stranger. “This is a new look for you.” 
 
    Baelfeir looked down at himself, then lifted the zanthyr a pleased half-smile. “Remind you of anyone? The whole head-of-a-bull routine is trite now. Sadly, it seems to be the only image humanity has retained of me.” 
 
    “You left your mark as you intended.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” Baelfeir’s electric blue gaze sparkled meaningfully. “My mark.” 
 
    It was about this time that Felix realized who this Baelfeir actually was and stifled a groan. He was really starting to regret getting out of bed that morning.  
 
    Phaedor purr-growled, “The boy’s of no use to me if his mind is broken.” 
 
    The way the Demon Lord smiled at this made Felix cold inside all over again.  
 
    To make matters worse, he felt like he was missing some really important detail that would make sense out of the insanity, but no matter how he reached for it, the thought wouldn’t materialize.  
 
    Baelfeir crossed his arms. “And what will you offer in trade?” 
 
    Phaedor’s gaze tightened. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I have questions.” 
 
    “You might’ve simply asked them.” 
 
    “And you’d be forthcoming with answers?” Baelfeir chuckled. “I know you too well for that to play.” He held up one hand and the room darkened with smoke. “Come—and bring the boy. I’m curious to know how he saw through my illusions.” 
 
    The next thing Felix knew, the zanthyr was hauling him to his feet. He swooned in Phaedor’s hands. Vincenzé’s right hook had really packed a punch, apparently. 
 
    Smoke choked the room until all Felix saw was darkness, but he sensed within it another form, inhuman, gargantuan in its aspect, almost as if the smoke itself was the other and that other was infinite. The perception made his insides quiver violently.  
 
    “And how is your lovely sister?” came Baelfeir’s voice out of the shadows. 
 
    “Pay her a visit and find out for yourself.”   
 
    The darkness resolved to the accompaniment of Baelfeir’s laughter.  
 
    Felix found himself standing in snow up to his knees on a high mountain ridge. A chain of craggy peaks surrounded them, gilded by daybreak. The air bit his skin and burned in his lungs. He immediately started shaking. 
 
    Phaedor placed a hand on his shoulder, and warmth spread back into his freezing limbs. Felix gave the zanthyr a look of gratitude peppered liberally with what in thirteen hells is going on?  
 
    Then he thought about the origins of that curse and gulped a swallow. His eyes shifted uncomfortably to Baelfeir. The Warlock smirked at him.  
 
    Phaedor left Felix in a cocoon of warmth that was rapidly melting the snow around him and walked to join the Demon Lord at the edge of the mountain’s lip. The deep snow simply separated before his striding feet, as water parting around a stone. The howling wind tore at his cloak and whipped his dark hair into his eyes. As it passed Felix’s ears, it carried the echo of screaming. 
 
    Baelfeir looked to Phaedor as the zanthyr gained his side. “How can you abide it?” Gone was the aloof amusement. His expression had become shadowed. “Look what’s become of the tapestry.” 
 
    “I am aware of its pattern.” 
 
    “Never mind the pattern—there are countless thousands of threads missing.” Lightning flashed in his eyes, accusing and fierce. Felix got the impression that they were viewing some other vista instead of rugged, snowcapped peaks. “This is the product of your inaction.” 
 
    Phaedor exhaled a forceful breath, as toward a disagreement long unresolved. “I didn’t create the realms. It’s not my role to change them.” 
 
    Baelfeir’s gaze hardened upon him. “Cephrael could do something about it if he chose.” 
 
    The zanthyr arched a brow. “What could he do about it?” 
 
    The Demon Lord cracked a smile at this question. “You would have me tell you my intentions.” He looked him over appreciatively as he chuckled. “No, I won’t make this that easy.” 
 
    The zanthyr tossed off a shadowed smile. “It was worth a try.” 
 
    They studied each other quietly for a time then, as two reunited friends after long years apart, both equally unaffected by the whirling wind and snow. Then Baelfeir shook his head, and his expression became both deeply knowing and redolent of disappointment. “You always did side with him. Even when I told you what would happen, when I pointed out to you the inevitable atrophy of the strands.” 
 
    “You wanted me to betray my oath.” 
 
    “Your oath doesn’t require you to stand in solidarity with his misguided notions.”  
 
    The zanthyr gave him a half-smile. “Nor with yours.” 
 
    Baelfeir laughed at this. He clapped the zanthyr on the arm in a companionable grip. “How refreshing to find someone unchanged by time’s passage.” 
 
    “Other than yourself.” 
 
    “No, no, my friend. I have changed since last I dominated this realm. Otherwise your young Felix would be drooling at my feet right now.” His electric gaze licked over Felix then, voluminous with meaning.  
 
    Felix glowered at him. 
 
    Baelfeir returned his attention to Phaedor and sighed dramatically. “I find the game of compelling thousands of mortal minds increasingly mundane.” 
 
    “He will be fain to hear it.” 
 
    Baelfeir gave him a look. “You know I only entered into a conquest of mankind to get his attention…which, I admit, in retrospect, did not achieve the result I’d been hoping for.” 
 
    “As usual, you went too far.” 
 
    “I went too far?” Baelfeir roused a passionate objection. “How did he follow up that disastrous argument? With an invitation to resume our discourse? At the bare minimum, an apology?” His expression dared Phaedor to reply, blue eyes flashing. “No, indeed, but by ousting myself and every other Warlock from the Realms of Light!” 
 
    “You buried him under a mountain and you expected him to apologize?” 
 
    “He gave mankind the Laws of Patterning, Phaedor!” This last came out in a dangerous growl. “The very secrets by which the universe is constructed! And what did they do with them but record them dutifully in a soon to be forgotten tome and set the whole on a pedestal to rot?”  
 
    Darkness exploded with Baelfeir’s anger, blasting the snow right out of the sky. Starlight suddened upon them, cold as the Warlock’s fury. 
 
    “Adepts studying the Laws…pshaw!” He threw up his hands with disbelief, then spun and speared the zanthyr with his stare as much as an accusing finger. “These so-called Sormitáge maestros are children playing dress-up in the yard, waving wands and shouting incantations they barely understand. Meanwhile, I was forced to sit in Shadow smarting from Cephrael’s infantile tantrum for twenty-five hundred years. And you say I went too far?” 
 
    The ghost of a smile hinted on the zanthyr’s lips. “If the two of you could just learn to talk to one another…” 
 
    Baelfeir angled him a look. Then he broke into soft laughter, and all the tension bled out of the dawn. The stars even appeared brighter as the Demon Lord replied with a smile, “One day, I will win you over to my way of seeing things.” 
 
    “That would be a dangerous day indeed for the races of men.” 
 
    Baelfeir’s gaze tightened. “I told you, compulsion is no longer my game. The point I was attempting to impress upon him is long buried by the ages, moot now in any case.” He gave a lengthy sigh. “After one successfully laces one’s boots a brace of times, the accomplishment loses its novelty.”  
 
    Felix roused with sudden indignation. “I’m sorry—did you just compare compelling the entirety of mankind with tying your shoes?” 
 
    Baelfeir looked him over amusedly. “You see?” He shifted his gaze back to Phaedor. “A free mind is infinitely more powerful than a captive one. I’ve never disputed this truth.” 
 
    “Yet you seek to make them all captive.” 
 
    “Not captive, Phaedor. Guided. The tapestry is in chaos. You cannot dispute that. And the realm is dying. This is the product of Cephrael’s free will.” 
 
    Phaedor studied him quietly. “You speak a duality of truth.” 
 
    “Well…” he swept the zanthyr with his gaze, “I learned from the best.” 
 
    Felix had never put any thought into how long Phaedor had been doing whatever it was that he did to pass the centuries, but there the zanthyr stood chatting with the Demon Lord as though they were old friends…or at least old opponents across a King’s board. The entire conversation reminded Felix too nearly of a pair of gods arguing inconsequentially about the fate of Man.  
 
    The zanthyr considered Baelfeir with the slightest of furrows between his brows. “You haven’t tired of this contention?” 
 
    Baelfeir’s eyes flashed. “I will tire of it when he admits to the complete failure of the system.”  
 
    “He would say, one only fails the day one stops trying.” 
 
    Baelfeir shook his head. “Will you never tire of his circular logic? Surely you don’t believe it.” 
 
    “What I believe is inconsequential. My choices don’t affect the pattern any more than yours do.” 
 
    Baelfeir stared at him for a moment again while some deeper meaning passed between them. Then he chuckled. “Do you know…I believe I’ve missed you.” 
 
    “Release the boy,” Phaedor purr-growled. 
 
    “Yes, fine—just one last question.” He held the zanthyr’s gaze. “Has he abandoned this world? I found no sign of him in the tapestry.” 
 
    The zanthyr arched a brow. “Did you not?” 
 
    Whereupon, as his meaning sank in, the Warlock practically purred. 
 
    “You won’t succeed at this, you know,” Phaedor remarked. 
 
    Baelfeir focused back upon him. “Why? Because he’ll stop me?” You could have cut his dubiety with a knife. 
 
    “The goal is unattainable, even for you.” 
 
    The Demon Lord angled his head slightly. “You think you know what I’m about? You think he does?” 
 
    “Unquestionably.” 
 
    Baelfeir’s smile grew to its widest and sharpest yet. “That is excellent news.” His eyes danced as he nodded in farewell. “Phaedor.” 
 
    “Baelfeir.” 
 
    Then the Warlock vanished in a whirl of smoke. 
 
    Phaedor returned to Felix’s side and placed a heavy hand on his shoulder. “Felix…”  
 
    Felix stared at him. His mouth had gone dry. “Was he just talking about what I think he was just talking about? Taking away our free will—like, for everyone, like…forever?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Felix pushed both hands back through his hair, dislodging a cascade of snow. “But…to do that—merde, you’d have to refashion the entire universe, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Phaedor gripped his shoulders and shook him. Felix!— 
 
      
 
    —Felix shot up with a gasped inhale. 
 
    Strong hands grabbed his shoulders and pressed him to lie back down. He looked around blearily, and the world slowly came into focus.  
 
    A circle of concerned faces hovered over him.  
 
    The High Lord stood beside Vincenzé and Giancarlo. The two truthreaders who were Francesca da Mosta’s guards stood beside the Caladrians, and completing the circle was the Adeptus commander herself. 
 
    “He has returned to us.” The zanthyr’s voice came from somewhere out of Felix’s view. 
 
    Francesca straightened, ostensibly to look at Phaedor. “You’re certain?” 
 
    “I would not state it otherwise, Commander.” 
 
    She hitched her eyebrow as if to reply, well enough, and looked back to the lad.  “Felix?”   
 
    Felix gave her a meaningful smile and replied in his best sultry voice, “Francesca?” Whatever had just happened, this was probably the only time in his life he’d get away with calling her by her first name.   
 
    Giancarlo snorted. “He’s back to himself, all right.” 
 
    The others straightened somewhat, giving Felix a chance to look around. For some reason, he was lying on the floor in what had to be the Adeptus commander’s chambers, bare-chested, covered by a blanket.  
 
    He looked around for the zanthyr but still couldn’t see him, so he addressed his question to the others. “What the hell happened? The last I knew, you two were trying to kill each other and—”  
 
    A sudden question occurred to him. Felix lifted the blanket and peered suspiciously under it. His eyes went round and he protested shrilly, “Why am I naked?”   
 
    “You walked into my chambers this way.” Francesca might’ve worn a little smirk. It was hard to tell since Felix was looking at her upside down.  
 
    He shot to his feet, wrapping the blanket around his hips. The Caladrians were definitely smirking at him. 
 
    Felix held the blanket with one hand and used the other to push the hair from his eyes. His head felt…dizzy. Swarmy. Like it was filled with gelatinous goo, yet somehow honeycombed with webby hollows at the same time. His stomach felt a bit queasy, too, but he attributed this to an intolerable level of embarrassment.  
 
    He shoved out of the circle of adults and finally spotted the zanthyr before one of the darkened windows. His mind was desperately trying to fill in the missing pieces of time between the conversation on the mountain and waking naked on Francesca da Mosta’s floor. He staggered over to Phaedor. 
 
    “Did he do this to me? Why didn’t you stop him? Why didn’t you do something?” 
 
    The look in Phaedor’s eyes stilled Felix. “He had hold of you from the start, lad.” 
 
    There was meaning aplenty in those words—layers of meaning, all of which Felix regrettably understood.  
 
    He felt panic welling. “You mean…” But he didn’t want the zanthyr to tell him what he meant. He cast a frantic look around instead. “Is anyone going to tell me what happened?” 
 
    The others exchanged looks, and then Francesca said, “You barged into my stateroom brandishing…” her eyes dipped below his hips and lifted again and she seemed to be suppressing a smile as much as the words she really meant to say, “Vincenzé’s sword, and shouting some nonsense about killing Giancarlo. When my attempts to calm you failed, I summoned the others.” 
 
    “He was in you something fierce, cucciolo,” Giancarlo said with surprising compassion. “You had his strength.” 
 
    “I had to use the fifth to restrain you.” Francesca looked him over with inquisitive dispassion mixed with concern.   
 
    Felix stumbled backwards and plopped down on a chair. His chest felt so tight he could barely breathe. “So…Giancarlo, Vincenzé…you two weren’t in the lounge just a bit ago?” 
 
    Giancarlo glanced to his cousin before replying, “It’s an hour still before the dawn, cucciolo.”  
 
    Felix thought he might be sick.  
 
    No. He was definitely going to be sick. 
 
    Somehow one of the truthreaders got a wastebasket in front of his face before he vomited what was left of last night’s dinner all over Francesca da Mosta’s carpet. 
 
    Felix was still hanging his head with a hand across his mouth, feeling like his insides were shredded and the world was in tatters, when he felt a soft hand brush across his hair. “We’ll give you some time.”  
 
    Francesca motioned the others out of the room. 
 
    As the door closed, Felix shakily set the wastebasket on the floor, braced elbows on his knees and pushed his head into his hands. He felt betrayed, violated…defiled. And terribly confused.  
 
    He could see the parallels of his fantasy overlaid upon the real events, but he could no more see those actual events in memory than he could’ve envisioned doing them before that night.  
 
    He could only imagine what he’d looked like, barging naked into her stateroom behind the flag of his erection. He thought he might die from the humiliation alone.  
 
    He asked weakly of the zanthyr, “Was any of it real?” 
 
    “None of it,” Phaedor said as he emerged from the shadows, “and all of it.” 
 
    Felix looked desperately up at him. “Was he really the Demon Lord?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Bloody Sanctos on a stake! “Isn’t he supposed to be locked out of the realm?” 
 
    “It would appear that is no longer the case.” 
 
    Felix felt a little like crying, a little like screaming, and a lot like throwing himself overboard. “Is somebody gonna…maybe…do something about that?”  
 
    “Your companions are discussing what can be done at this very moment.” 
 
    Felix mashed his palms into his eyes and let out a shuddering breath. “It felt so real.” 
 
    “Illusion is his specialty. He has had eternity to perfect it.” 
 
    Felix kept seeing Baelfeir’s unsettling smile. It sat there like a barrier, a disconnect between himself and the part of his brain that analyzed and viewed, even now blocking Felix from being able to know truth from fantasy.  
 
    Hell, the Demon Lord was probably smiling still. Who was to say he wasn’t lurking somewhere nearby even, merged with the shadows. Felix couldn’t push away the feeling of that immense darkness or of the sentience that had pervaded it. He wondered how he was ever going to sleep again. 
 
    He rubbed dispiritedly at one eye. “What’s really buggering me is how do I even know that now is the real now? Am I still imagining everything? Are we even talking? Are you even standing there?” 
 
    “He’s gone, lad. He got the answers he came for.”  
 
    “But why—” Yet even as he posed the question, Felix realized why the Demon Lord had chosen him. He was the only one among the High Lord’s entourage who hadn’t been trained to guard his thoughts at all times. Easy access.  
 
    Felix gravely misliked being the low-hanging fruit, the weakling among the pack. It was quite a blow to his native sense of invincibility. 
 
    “More germane than this, he saw that I’d taken an interest in you,” Phaedor added gently. He helped Felix out of the chair and guided him back towards his own stateroom. “You were the most expedient means to an end.” 
 
    “An end—you mean those questions he wanted answered.” 
 
    Phaedor nodded. 
 
    Felix shuffled along beside the zanthyr with grief clenching his chest, but he’d be damned if he’d give the Demon Lord the satisfaction of seeing him cry. “There was so much to it,” he managed in a choked voice, “so much that happened that I couldn’t have known. Sancto Spirito, at least some of it had to be real!” 
 
    Phaedor ushered him back inside his own stateroom. Bless him for making the wielder’s lamps blaze five times brighter.  
 
    “Baelfeir…pervades.” Phaedor shut the door and stood before it while Felix fell onto his bed and yanked a blanket over himself. “He can glean much from errant thoughts in the aether. He weaves these threads of reality to form the woof and warp of his illusions.” 
 
    Felix was starting to feel slightly more settled, what with being back in his own rooms and with Phaedor standing guard. Perhaps not safe enough to get up and dress himself—he could think of nothing more emasculating than hunting, bare-bottomed, around his room for a pair of clean britches while the zanthyr looked on—but safe enough to sift some truth from illusion.  
 
    He rolled onto his side and hooked an arm behind his head. “Did the High Lord really proposition you about marrying off Tanis?” 
 
    “We have discussed his views upon the matter in the past.” 
 
    “And that whole thing about me helping discover what’s being done to the nodes?” 
 
    “It is the High Lord’s wish that you should assist.” 
 
    Felix sucked on a tooth. “So…did you or did you not bend the High Lord backwards over the railing after he said something about the Empress and Köhentaal?” 
 
    Phaedor arched a brow. “An intriguing fiction.” 
 
    “But in the illusion, you said Baelfeir summoned you through the High Lord, and the impression I got was that it had happened in that conversation.” 
 
    “He summoned me in the way of Warlocks. The means would make little sense to you.” 
 
    Felix curled his upper lip towards his nose while he thought through what else might not have been real. “So…did the Demon Lord really look like that?” 
 
    Phaedor tilted his head inquiringly.  
 
    “You know—smug, aristocratic, a real asshole.”  
 
    The zanthyr might’ve suppressed a smile at this. It was hard to say definitively if the faint curve in one corner of his mouth was a result of Felix’s description. “It seems to be the corporeal form he’s chosen to represent his essence in this age.” 
 
    “Okay…” Felix waved a hand vaguely at him, “we’ll go with that. So what about your whole conversation? I mean…you were there, talking with him, on the mountain. Am I right?”  
 
    “We did converse.” The zanthyr made a dagger appear and began flipping it. “He claimed you to ensure I would answer his summons.” 
 
    “Via the High Lord?” 
 
    “Via you, Felix.” 
 
    “You mean none of that stuff on deck happened?” 
 
    The zanthyr flipped his dagger. “Baelfeir uses a man’s own desires as the framework for his illusions.” 
 
    Felix glowered disappointedly. “So basically, you’re telling me Francesca da Mosta wasn’t wearing a see-through gown while she strolled the deck with the High Lord? Damn. I really wanted that part to be real.”  
 
    “Marius and Francesca were likely foremost in your thoughts. Baelfeir used them to weave his alternate reality.” 
 
    “Let’s get back to the conversation on the mountain. What part of that was true?” Felix shot him an aggravated look of warning. “And don’t say ‘all of it and none of it.’” 
 
    “What mountain?” 
 
    “The mountain where you got all buddy-buddy with the Demon Lord.” 
 
    “There was no conversation on a mountain.” 
 
    “But you did converse with Baelfeir—you said so yourself. And I know he didn’t pull any of that stuff from my thoughts. In my life I wouldn’t have put the Demon Lord and the angiel Cephrael together in one sentence, much less have bloody listed them as acquaintances. And you kept saying ‘release the boy,’ but I didn’t even know I was the boy in question, and I surely didn’t know I needed releasing.”  
 
    “Get to the point if you can find it.” 
 
    “Now see—” Felix hammered a finger at him, “you said that! In the illusion—dream—whatever the hell it was. You said that to the High Lord. Get to the point if you can find it, High Lord,” Felix did his best imitation of the zanthyr’s purr-growl. “You said it exactly like that.” 
 
    Phaedor smiled dubiously. “Exactly like that?” 
 
    Felix stared reprovingly at him. “What about that whole conversation about Cephrael and the realm dying and all the thousand things the two of you were implying without saying? Real or not real? And don’t quote scripture at me—‘reality is collective thought agreement’ and blah, blah, blah. I don’t need a bloody lesson in the Esoterics.” 
 
    The zanthyr grinned and flipped his dagger. “You’ll have to be more specific then.” 
 
    “Fine.” Felix blew out his breath and framed his question. “Does Baelfeir really intend to take away our free will?” 
 
    “That’s an oversimplification of his intention, but yes. Ultimately, that would be the consequence.” 
 
    “Can he do it?” 
 
    “That remains to be seen.” 
 
    “Are you going to stop him?” 
 
    Phaedor flipped his dagger. “The more pertinent question is, should he be stopped? What can be done is not always what should be done.” 
 
    “And by that you mean you could do it if it suited your motives.” Felix eyed the zanthyr narrowly. “See, I’m onto you.” 
 
    “Rue the day I became so transparent. I must work on my opacity.” 
 
    “Your sarcasm is as thick as ever.” Felix sucked on a tooth for a while as he pondered the zanthyr’s subtext. When he made no real progress in figuring out what the zanthyr was implying, he assumed his thinking-hard-upon-an-important-matter face. “Baelfeir talked as though you and he knew Cephrael, as though you’d had conversations with Him—as though the three of you played bloody bocce together and shared a vacation home.”  
 
    “Is there a question in this somewhere?”   
 
    “Well?” Felix sat up to pin him with an uncompromising stare. “Do you know the angiel? I mean, like…personally?” 
 
    To this, Phaedor answered with an opaque smile and calmly flipped his dagger. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Sixteen 
 
      
 
     “I hold a wolf by the ears.”  
 
      
 
    –The Nodefinder Anglar Tempest,  
 
    on Malachai ap’Kalien 
 
      
 
    A damp wind tore at the walls of Shail’s tent, turning the doubled canvas into taut, misshapen balloons, while the rain whipped violent lashes across the oiled cloth. All around, the jungle moaned.  
 
    Keeping marginally dry inside, Shailabanáchtran pushed out of his chair to pour himself another drink. Branches and leaves beat against the roof in an uneven rhythm that counted the passing hours while the swaying trees sang an incessant lament. The tribal gods of Shi’ma had turned their backs on that section of Bemoth that night, probably for hosting the likes of him. 
 
    With drink in hand, Shail swept aside the folds of his tent and stared through the rain at the darkly lit cavity twenty paces away. Braziers demarked the temple opening, dug out of vines and earth, while strings of hanging lamps danced and spurted, lighting a winding path into the bowels of the ruin. The temple complex had probably crowned these hills once. Now its rooms and galleries lay broken over the course of half a mile, its decaying skeleton crushed by giant trees. 
 
    The place had once housed scholars, scientists and Adepts but was now the demesne of monkeys and poisonous snakes. The efforts Shail had taken to find this temple could’ve filled three volumes, a battle waged not only against ignorance and superstition but also the indomitable wilds. 
 
    The lording jungle hovered attentively now, impatiently, while Shail’s men searched within the labyrinth of caves and rot for the item of his unique interest. The storm was a warning: the jungle god might’ve been allowing Shail’s men a brief delving into the temple’s secrets, but it was in no way offering them leave to make themselves at home.  
 
    Shail had scoured the confines of so many moldering temples over the centuries that each one now blended into the next. Through his meticulous, exhaustive efforts, he’d found these places thought long destroyed, recovered them from burying sand, jungle or sea, and searched-searched-searched their once-hallowed chambers for bright stars of understanding. 
 
    Sometimes those stars were sparks that flared but once. If he missed that singular expiration, he would never find the link to the next star in the vast heavens of his search. And he was searching for a single star in a galaxy of forgotten lore—verily, the galaxy itself was lost, along with its vast network of dark worlds harboring darker secrets.  
 
    Dark…like the tear in the realm’s fabric. 
 
    He remembered so well his first sight of that incongruous splotch far from the riotous firmament of Chaos. He’d watched Pelas vanish through it and thought nothing at the time—anomalies were paradoxically commonplace in Chaos—that is, until his brother failed to return.  
 
    Time had little context on the unraveling cosmic fringes, but almost two centuries had passed in the Realms of Light before Shail flew through the tear in search of his brother.  
 
    Pelas had never thanked him for that.  
 
    And Darshan…he might never have followed at all if Shail hadn’t brought the fact of his favorite brother’s absence to his attention before departing in search of said brother.  
 
    Behind Darshan had come Rinokh, with his monolithic disposition, more petrified by purpose even than Darshan. By Chaos born, the bigger Rinokh grew, the smaller his rationality by comparison. Long before they found the Realms of Light, his insatiable appetite for red stars had consumed all capacity for reason. 
 
    But all of this was neither here nor there.  
 
    The tear…the tear was the pertinent piece of this recollection. The tear for which they’d neither been given nor ever found any explanation. This mysterious tear that had so effectively lured all of them into the Realms of Light. 
 
    In the reflected flames of the braziers, the rain glimmered. 
 
    Shail sipped his bourbon while suspicions fomented in his thoughts. Had the tear occurred naturally? This had been his first line of inquiry and remained unanswered, centuries later, though his speculations were definitely leading in one direction.  
 
    In all of recorded history, there was only one natural disaster that held a thread of potential for having caused the tear, though it seemed unlikely, for planets endured earthquakes as life endured the seasons.  
 
    But after decades of studying the infamous second cataclysm, reading every accounting he could put his hands upon, he found a link—tenuous and fragile, yes, but one that had pointed to a potential truth.  
 
    The more he masticated its possibilities, the less palatable it became. Soon, it congealed into an obsession to prove the theory wrong.  
 
    He had to—for it was absolutely unconscionable to him that someone might’ve purposefully enticed them into the realm. Yet if the tear wasn’t natural, if it had been engendered with intent, then he saw little other explanation for its existence, save as a dark lure for them.  
 
    They were the gods of these worlds! Yet if another’s intent had indeed brought them inside the Realms of Light, might they conceivably be unknowingly acting along the lines of that selfsame will? 
 
    To imagine himself the stooge, the patsy of some faceless, nameless entity, the cuckold of another immortal concealed behind a screen…it pickled Shail’s very essence! 
 
    Thus, he’d put every ounce of his considerable intelligence towards solving the mystery.  
 
    That none of his brothers had thought to seek these truths hardly surprised him. Rinokh had all of the intelligence of a belching hole, Pelas was too much of a dilettante by nature and Darshan too self-absorbed. Put the three of them together and their intelligence only decreased in the average. By Chaos born, Pelas had spent centuries neither recognizing nor caring that they innately worked elae!  
 
    But Shail had wondered. Shail had inquired. He had looked for answers.  
 
    His research had quickly tumbled him into the opaquely mysterious Quorum of the Sixth Truth, whose only historical remnants—prior to his own investigation—were the writings of historians advancing personal soapboxes of conjecture and error, the disjointed accountings of survivors—who were barely willing to give their own names, much less the details of any personal involvement in sundering the realm—and the elaborately embellished recountings of bards, who in short order had spread a plague of misinformation throughout the known world. 
 
    After the Quorum’s fall, its Adepts had been hunted, its surviving temples burned. The hatred harbored by the na’turna masses had run deep. Records were not easily found because the blighted peasantry had mindlessly destroyed anything even remotely connected to the order.  
 
    So Shail had scoured the hearsay, dissected the rumors, explored every temple still in the known…and eventually discovered that in their last days, the Quorum had been organizing a worldwide effort around an intensely important but highly secretive event.  
 
    He couldn’t be sure if the event occurred before the second cataclysm, twenty-five hundred years ago—even, perhaps, had caused it—or if the cataclysm shook the world and then the event occurred. But he knew that the cataclysm had devastated the Quorum.  
 
    In the chaos following, a desperate effort had been made to move all surviving records describing the all-important ‘event’ to the Quorum’s sacred archives, whose location remained a mystery.  
 
    Sormitáge historians—even the Arcane scholars of his own order—believed those archives had perished in the cataclysm itself and from which the Quorum had never recovered. 
 
    But Shail had braved the tumbled and broken reaches of temples that no mortal had dared enter for millennia. He’d suffered through vicious patterns and traps, and breathed poisoned air for weeks while toiling in utter darkness, seeking the shameful truths buried when history had turned its back on the Quorum.  
 
    Thus he’d found the crumbled writings left by once-enlightened Adepts, whose skills with the lifeforce remained unmatched, which writings indicated unequivocally that the Quorum’s sacred archives had not fallen during the second cataclysm but remained ‘safely beyond the ken of cret.’ 
 
    It had taken him some time, but he’d learned what the Quorum meant by the ken of cret. Now all he needed was a name, a description, any hint in any context to guide him towards his next star: the actual location of the archives.  
 
    He wouldn’t stop searching until he found it.  
 
    Wavering shadows pitching against the tunnel wall drew Shail’s gaze back to the temple opening. He let the flaps of his tent fall, shutting out the rain, and walked to the long table he used as a desk.  
 
    Ancient, moldering books littered its expanse, shedding crumbling vellum onto the oiled wood, molting dirt. None of their pages had proven fruitful.  
 
    A moment later, the tent flaps split in a gust of damp wind to admit two Fhorgs, their shaved heads and faces tattooed with blue woad. The Fhorgs wore garments of leather and hammered bronze bound all over with bewildering straps. Both were dripping the storm onto his carpet. 
 
    “A’thiarna,” My lord, said the first of the pair in his native dialect, “found an’er as mae interest ye.” He made an offering of yet another book with black mold for a cover, which he set on top of the others. 
 
    Shail plopped into his chair uninterestedly. “What of the journal of the Archimandrite?” 
 
    “Jaro be huntin’ it,” said the second Fhorg. “Saw ‘im slip t’ween a crack in the floor a lizard could nae ‘ve fit through.” 
 
    Shail said icily into his bourbon, “He’d best not be wasting my time hunting his own agenda. You tell him that.” 
 
    The look the Fhorgs exchanged at this indicated that neither of them were likely to tell Jaro that. 
 
    Shail reached for the book. “How many chambers still need to be searched?” 
 
    “Three,” said a deep voice from the doorway. 
 
    Shail sat back in his chair to see Jaro’s tall form standing in the opening. The Vestian Adept wore his black hair short and his beard thick and long; the dense sides were trimmed close to emphasize the overall length, which grew a full handspan beyond his chin. The thing looked heavy enough to affect its own gravity.  
 
    A tattoo in an ancient script marked an unbroken line from Jaro’s hairline, over one eyelid and across his cheek, where his beard consumed the rest of it. Similar script marked the left side of his neck. Jaro had as many tattoos as Shail had puppets.  
 
    His eyes were dark, his gaze darker, his morality darker still. Shail got along with him tolerably well. 
 
    Jaro let the tent flaps fall closed behind him and moved inside. Not a bead of water fell from his form. The lamplight bent around him. 
 
    Shail shifted his gaze back to the Fhorgs. “Three chambers. See to them.” 
 
    They bobbed their woad-stained heads and struck off for the temple. 
 
    Jaro watched them until long after the tent flaps had closed again, all the while slowly unwrapping the leather bindings that secured his elbow-length gauntlets. He pitched the latter onto a chair. They landed with a dull thunk.  
 
    Shail could tell from the set of Jaro’s lips that the man had found something. “Have a drink, Jaro.” 
 
    “You should know it’s a kinetic mess out there.” Jaro walked to the chest and Shail’s collection of bourbon. He carelessly doused a glass with the rarest one and turned to face him. “The grid’s bent into irregular decagrams. There are rooms literally upside down.” 
 
    “Which is why I hired a weirwarden for the work,” Shail replied with a smoldering gaze. “Or perhaps the task is beyond your skill.” 
 
    Jaro smirked at him. He leaned back against the chest. “Heard an interesting rumor about you recently.”  
 
    Shail sighed. “And?” 
 
    “Is it true?” 
 
    By Chaos born, the man required an intolerable level of humoring at times. If he wasn’t so good at his job, Shail would’ve erased him from the aether years ago simply to assuage his own irritation. “Which rumor are we discussing, pray?” 
 
    Jaro shot back his drink. “An Arcane scholar who can work the fifth?” He set down his glass and started rolling up his sleeves, revealing dual bands of mottled flesh cuffing each wrist. Tattoos began where the burn scars ended, mercuric vambraces etched of dark patterns that danced with each ripple of his muscular forearms. “They’re calling him the Martyr of Myacene. It’s got a nice ring to it.” 
 
    “Arcane scholars cannot work elae,” Shail replied, wondering how Jaro had already heard the rumor halfway around the world. Not that it mattered. He’d expected it sooner or later. 
 
    “That’s what I said.” Jaro carelessly doused his glass again. “Rumor has it, the Literato Isahl N’abranaacht—that’s you, by last accounting—worked the fifth in front of thousands before dying on the blade of a demon.” He looked Shail over amusedly. “But here you sit, so we know the dying part, at least, was a lie.” 
 
    Shail stared stonily at him. 
 
    Jaro gave him a breezy smile. “Seems to me there’s only one answer to that riddle. And a man who can work the fifth definitely doesn’t need a weirwarden to find an Archimandrite’s journal, no matter how inside-out the place is turned.” He swirled his bourbon around in his glass. “I’m thinking you just didn’t want to leave your mark on the currents.”  
 
    As a matter of fact, it was a point of pride for Shail that he never left his mark on the currents, no trace of his own wielding on the tides of elae—ever. In his hundreds of years pretending to be a na’turna scholar, no one had found a reason to doubt he was anyone other than who he claimed. 
 
    Shail took a deep draught of his patience. “What’s your point, Jaro?” 
 
    The weirwarden studied Shail with his smoke-grey eyes while the rain drummed a doleful rhythm. Then he flashed a smile. “Hell, there’s no point. I just like pissing you off.” He downed his drink and poured another. “This is good bourbon.” 
 
    Shail sighed. The man had no concept of the precipitous nature of his own mortality. He traced an eyebrow with his forefinger. “Are you going to show me what you found, or were you perhaps waiting to unveil it at the turn of the century?” 
 
    Jaro’s eyes glinted with dark victory. “I found what you wanted.” 
 
    Of course you did. It was the only reason he put up with the man. Competence like Jaro’s was worth its weight in gold but was far harder to come by. He could make gold. 
 
    Jaro carried the decanter of bourbon in one hand and his glass in the other and settled into the chair where he’d pitched his Merdanti-lined gloves. Such were needed when ‘running glissandos on the harmonic arch,’ as Jaro had explained to Shail. The picture he’d conveyed of the way Vestian weirwardens navigated the world’s magnetic grid had made Shail think of monkeys swinging through the trees, dropping or flipping from limb to limb, dexterously weaving magnetic leylines into new vines of travel.  
 
    Even so, it was hard to envision Jaro as a primate. 
 
    Setting down his drink, the Adept withdrew a book wrapped in suede from a satchel at his hip and tossed it on the table. Shail dragged the book across to his side. 
 
    “You’ll be glad you sent me in for that.” He sat down and propped a booted foot over one knee. “The chamber where I found that book had slipped out of the relative continuum into a stasis field between weir points.” 
 
    Shail looked up at him beneath his brows. 
 
    “No gravity, you ken me?” 
 
    “I ken you.” 
 
    “You would’ve had a hell of a time in there, fifth strand or not.” 
 
    Shail didn’t bother to tell him he had far more experience in zero gravity vacuum than Jaro did. The less the ballsy bastard knew of him, the better.  
 
    Shail flicked off the folds of suede to find a leather journal bound with silk ribbon. It was in pristine condition. Shail’s gaze again lifted to the Adept inquiringly. 
 
    “Preservation patterns on the chest. Made it easy to track on the currents.” 
 
    “Admirable work, Jaro.” 
 
    Jaro saluted him with his glass.  
 
    Shail opened the book with care and read the inscription on the first page, written in a clean, neat hand. It was, indeed, the exact journal he’d spent decades hunting for. A trill of excitement coursed through him.  
 
    He lifted his gaze to the Adept. “Your fee?” 
 
    “Same as usual.” The weirwarden pushed himself tall and dragged the decanter off the table. “And the bourbon.” 
 
    “A bargain, Jaro.” 
 
    “Nice doing business with you, Isahl.” He retrieved his gloves, flashed a dark grin and exited into the night. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Seventeen 
 
      
 
    “Nature abhors a vacuum, Your Grace.”  
 
      
 
    –The royal cousin Fynnlar val Lorian, to the Duchess of Aracine,  
 
    on why he drinks so much  
 
      
 
    Alyneri had decided that Cassius of Rogue’s mansion in Veneisea was the oddest place she’d ever visited. There were doors that led nowhere, rooms with no doors at all, staircases that ended in blank walls, and so many identical arcaded walkways that you could as easily wind up in the stables as the bath house. 
 
    Some rooms overlooked mountains. Others offered, impossibly, a view of the Fire Sea. A drawing room on the third floor appeared to be in the middle of a desert oasis, while a terrace-level solar offered a sweeping view of Myacene’s capital city of Skyye.  
 
    When she’d asked Cassius about the unusual attributes of his home, he’d just winked at her. 
 
    So…are the rooms actually in different locations? Trell asked as Alyneri was walking down a long hallway hung with paintings of crows. Could you open a window and step out into a different city altogether? 
 
    I can’t decide. Alyneri stopped to wonder at a disturbing painting that looked neither a crow nor a man but something in between both. Obviously you’re crossing a node at some point as you enter these rooms, she told him. When I once opened a solar window, Cassius’s own grounds lay without, but when I closed the window again, I appeared to be back in Tregarion.  
 
    Curious. He sent her a mental grin. 
 
    Indeed, Your Highness. She started walking again, feeling unsettled by the crow-man painting for no clear reason. Then she thought of how many days she’d spent aimlessly wandering Cassius’s home and puffed a frustrated exhale.   
 
    Day after day spent idling around might’ve felt a blissful respite to Fynn, whose only vocation involved drinking wine and pontificating on the plight of the underappreciated aristocracy, but even one day wiled away frayed Alyneri’s nerves, and it had been nearly a moon that she, Carian and Fynn had been the ‘honored guests’ of Cassius of Rogue, every one of those days spent just waiting to find out if Cassius would allow the Nodefinder Rebellion to use his network of nodes. 
 
    I confess, it’s been helpful to me, knowing you’re safe, Trell admitted, catching her frustration. His mental voice held a hint of beleaguering doubt, the shadow of his own trials, which he preferred not to share with her, lest she worry—needlessly, he would say, though she was quite certain he was involved in highly speculative and dangerous undertakings that certainly necessitated worrying…which was precisely why he wouldn’t tell her about them.  
 
    Alyneri sighed. Would that you were by my side to convince our host to make his decision and release us to our own affairs. 
 
    Would that I was simply by your side, he replied with a mental caress.  
 
    Alyneri paused in her steps and closed her eyes. She let the sensation carried on Trell’s thought pass along her skin and for a moment felt his hands holding her body close against his. She responded with wishes in kind and a sigh redolent of mutual longing.  
 
    But thinking upon the miles and weeks that separated them never put her in a productive frame of mind, so she followed this moment with an ephemeral kiss that promised so much more when they were together again and murmured, I see Fynn waiting for me. He looks practically presentable. Perhaps today will be the day after all. 
 
    Take care, my love. Trell flowed her his admiration, and his thoughts faded from her mind. 
 
    Fynn and Carian were indeed waiting for Alyneri where the hallway intersected another corridor. The royal cousin looked usually pressed and polished that morning, wearing a burgundy coat with nary a wrinkle in sight, and with his dark hair brushed back and damp from a bath. He’d even shaved and trimmed his moustache and goatee.  
 
    “You look fit for court this morning, my lord,” Alyneri remarked cheerily, if curiously, as she neared. 
 
    “Only the best for you, Princess.” Carian puffed out his hairy chest, viewed between the undone buttons of his shirt. 
 
    Alyneri ignored him. “What’s the occasion?” she asked Fynn.  
 
    Fynn glowered at her with all the aplomb of a drenched cat. “Does a man need a reason to look his best, Your Grace?”  
 
    “You usually do.” 
 
    Carian took a long drag on his smoke. “Cassius sent women to Fynnlar’s rooms this morning to clean him up.” He blew a smoke ring in Fynn’s direction. “Said he needed the royal cousin looking respectable.” 
 
    Fynn turned him a glare. “Whenever am I not respectable?” 
 
    “Always,” Alyneri and Carian said together. 
 
    Fynn scowled at them. Then he tugged importantly on his coat. “It’s time to set our collective feet on the road to productivity, as Her Grace would say, and demand that rapscallion who calls himself a truthreader answers our proposal or else.” 
 
    “I’m thinking he’ll choose the ‘else’ option.” Carian pushed off the long table he’d been leaning against and started down the adjoining hall, trailing smoke.  
 
    Alyneri followed the pirate with Fynn at her side. “I’m pleasantly surprised to hear these sentiments from you, my lord. Productivity is usually a curse word for you.” 
 
    Fynn shook his head. “If I have to spend another week drinking Cassius’s bubbling wine, my stomach’s going to explode. How can the man live in the Rogue Valley and not have any Volgas? It’s a criminal tax levied on the indigent to make a man like me drink effervescent wine.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re quite without means, mate,” the pirate observed drily. 
 
    Fynn flung open his arms as he stalked behind Carian. “Can’t you see how impoverished I am?” 
 
    Perhaps considering this a rhetorical question, the pirate continued leading an ambling charge down the hallway. His burgundy coat hung unhinged from his broad shoulders, and the legs of his pants bunched up around his calf-high boots. A perpetual five-day shadow clung to his jaw, and his wild mass of long, wavy hair was in definite need of brushing. He walked with a gait that reminded Alyneri of a colt just finding its legs. 
 
    Carian must’ve felt Alyneri’s eyes on him, for he glanced invitingly over his shoulder. “See something you like, Princess?”  
 
    “Only if those spider-legs of yours are taking us to the damned node,” Fynn grumbled. 
 
    “I was speaking to the other princess.” 
 
    Alyneri was regarding Carian quizzically. “I do believe a bird has begun nesting in your hair,” she observed. 
 
    He snapped jeweled fingers. “I knew I felt something fluttering last night, but the three Avataren chickadees in my bed assured me it was just their hearts.” 
 
    Alyneri rolled her eyes. 
 
    Fynn looked affronted. “You took all three of those women to your bed? Couldn’t you have just pleasured two of them and sent the other one to my rooms?” 
 
    “That hardly would’ve been fair to the one that got sent away,” Carian replied with a grin. 
 
    Alyneri shook her head. “Only you could find a way to make Cassius of Rogue’s interminable fête into your own personal brothel.”  
 
    Fynn sighed despondently. “I should’ve been born a pirate.” 
 
    Carian clasped hands behind his head and rolled his hips around suggestively. “It’s all about the motion of the ocean, mate.” 
 
    Alyneri was regretting having made a comment that opened the subject. Then again, there really was no safe topic with this pair. “Do either of you know why Cassius called for us this morning?” 
 
    “Probably to stage another episode of horrendous gloating,” Fynn complained. 
 
    Trying to stay chipper, Alyneri sighed. “Well, I suppose there’s as much chance that he’s made a decision as not made one. The glass needn’t always be half empty.” 
 
    Fynn shook his head. “Your Grace should know by now that it never pays to harbor illusions of optimism.” 
 
    “Half empty, half full, you’re both chasing the wind south of the mark.” Carian looked between the two of them, his brown eyes glinting. “The glass can be refilled, savvy?” 
 
    Alyneri felt a smile trying to claim her lips. “That’s an unusual wisdom, coming from you.” 
 
    “I’m a man of hidden depths, Princess.” Carian looked her up and down. “Take a turn beneath the sheets with me and you’ll learn that over and over again.” 
 
    “I have fuel enough for my nightmares, thank you.” 
 
    The corridor opened onto one of the many terraces that surrounded Cassius’s mansion. On the lawn, a score of women—all of them beautiful, many quite exotic—stood like delicate delphiniums amid a wash of cosmos daisies, the latter comprised of the roughly two dozen children flitting around in confectionary dresses or tidy coats. Not a one of them was above the age of ten or she’d entirely lost her eye. The women, some of whom held babies in their arms, were drinking Cassius’ ubiquitous sparkling wine while the children played, laughed or chased one another around the tables. It was quite the display of gaiety. 
 
    Alyneri stopped at the terrace railing and took in the scene wonderingly. “How lovely,” she murmured. 
 
    Fynn came to an abrupt standstill. “What are they doing here?” 
 
    As if on cue, Cassius emerged from the archway behind them, wearing one of his more predatory smiles. “I took the liberty of inviting them, Fynnlar.”  
 
    That morning their host was wearing a leopard-fur coat trimmed in violet ostrich feathers and a jaunty, low-crowned hat whose band matched his coat. Tight leather pants ended in suede boots dyed the same rich violet as the feathers. His chocolate skin looked luminous in the sunlight, and his perfect teeth were very white as he smiled.  
 
    Fynn rounded on him. “I’ll have you know, you can’t hold us here any longer—especially not with all of them here!”  
 
    “Fynnlar, you’re free to go at any time,” Cassius replied amiably.  
 
    “Oh, sure.” Fynn snapped his fingers for Carian’s attention. “What’s it called again, vran Lea? A continuum loop?” 
 
    Carian sucked on a tooth while eyeing the women in the yard. “I haven’t exactly figured out how he does it.” 
 
    Fynn told Alyneri, “You can walk in a straight line for three days—” 
 
    “Sometimes five, depending on how much you’ve irritated him beforehand,” Carian interposed. 
 
    “—and you come up over the hill, and there the damned house is again, exactly as you left it.” 
 
    Cassius offered them a shadowy smile. “The world begins and ends at my abode, as they say.”  
 
    “No one says that.” Fynn glowered at him. “That’s not a saying.” 
 
    Cassius snapped for a servant, and the man rushed over with goblets of sparkling wine. As Cassius chose one, Alyneri renewed her suspicion that her host lived on wine, Eltanese siqarets and little else.  
 
    Carian snorted as he took a glass. “And people claim I have a god complex.” 
 
    Fynn turned him a look. “No one claims you have a god complex.” 
 
    “I am a god, Fynnlar, as every woman I’ve taken to my bed has adamantly declared.” He downed the golden wine in large gulps while his brown eyes explored Alyneri’s curves. “Such a shame a pretty chase like Trell val Lorian claimed you first, Princess,” he remarked, returning his smoke to his lips. “I would’ve helped you discover a whole new religion.” 
 
    Alyneri merely gazed at him. “You do realize that Gwynnleth is never going to sleep with you while you’re such a consummate and unprincipled flirt?” 
 
    Carian’s eyes became buggishly large. 
 
    Alyneri smiled serenely.  
 
    Walking to the edge of a set of steps, Cassius spread his arms to the women and children who were enjoying the morning’s festivities on the lawn. “Behold, Fynnlar, your progeny.” 
 
    Alyneri choked on her wine.  
 
    Fynn glared at Cassius. “I don’t see why you had to go and invite them. Haven’t I suffered enough already?” 
 
    Alyneri recovered her breath to gasp, “Fynn sired all of these children?”   
 
    Carian barked a guffaw. Cassius rumbled a velvety laugh. The ladies within earshot suppressed little smiles. Fynn scowled.  
 
    “Fynnlar the Paterfamilias.” Carian chortled around the smoke roll dangling between his lips. “Oh…that’s too rich.” 
 
    Fynn glared indignantly at all of them. “I’ll have you know I am perfectly capable of having sired any or all of these…” he waved a hand while wincing at the children, “tiny humans.”  
 
    The women were starting to collect the children together in the yard.  
 
    Alyneri tried to make sense of the conflicting facts. “Can someone please explain to me what all of this is about?” 
 
    “Humiliation,” Fynn grumbled.  
 
    “This is the produce of one of Fynnlar’s business ventures, Princess—in a manner of speaking.” Carian was eying Fynn mirthfully. “It’s not exactly legitimate, but then, neither are these children.” 
 
    Alyneri settled a firm look between the three men. “I really must insist that someone explain.” 
 
    Cassius pressed a hand to his heart. “It would be my privilege.” He extended the same hand to the colorful assemblage. “You see before Your Grace the result of a business partnership between myself, Lord Fynnlar and another interested party, wherein we provide the, ah…” he tugged lightly at his nose, “raw material, and Lord Fynnlar provides the funds.”  
 
    “No good deed goes unpunished,” Fynn said morosely. 
 
    Alyneri crossed arms beneath her breasts and cast her gaze between Cassius and Fynn. “And?” 
 
    Cassius held a hand to the women. “All of these ladies you see before you were once ladies of the night, to use the term best suited for polite company. Your Grace may perhaps recall meeting Ghislain D’Launier in Rethynnea?” 
 
    Alyneri did a double-take at him. Ghislain D’Launier was one of the Mage’s contacts, as well as being the madam of the most respected house of pleasure in all of the Free Cities. It was through delivering a message to Ghislain that Alyneri and Trell had been reunited with Fynn and the others of Alyneri’s original party. How Cassius had known of Alyneri’s meeting with Ghislain, though, was anyone’s guess.  
 
    “Yes, of course, but—”  
 
    “This partnership with Ghislain provides support for the lovely ladies you see here, who, as Your Grace may have observed, have at one time or another been…put in a delicate way…by their profession,” and he bowed slightly to his own allusion, “which situation prevents them from being able to continue their important work.”  
 
    Cassius sipped from his own goblet as his colorless eyes took in the aesthetic decorations on his lawn. “Fynnlar’s donations support the ladies through their delicate time, and afterward help them find gainful employment better suited to motherhood, if that is their choice, or welcoming homes for their offspring if not.” 
 
    Alyneri turned a demandingly bewildered stare at Fynn. 
 
    “All of my good deeds have driven me to drink.” He stared at his wine, looking immensely dissatisfied with it.  
 
    “It is indeed an unsightly stain on your mantle of debauchery, Fynnlar,” Carian smirked. He added confidentially to Alyneri, “Every time Fynn loses a game of Kings to Ghislain, she makes him donate for another courtesan.” 
 
    Alyneri rapidly counted the many women in the yard, and her eyes widened considerably. 
 
    Cassius added with a wink, “Fynn loses a lot.”  
 
    All this time, Alyneri had thought Fynn was as irreputable as they came, but in fact he’d been giving away much of his income to a charitable cause? She couldn’t quite reconcile the two concepts of him in her head.  
 
    She asked in a voice as soft as her gaze, “Is this the business venture you kept trying to discuss with His and Her Majesty back in Dannym?” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, Your Grace.” Fynn cleared his throat, looking embarrassed. “I can’t be seen doing something so respectable. I’d become the laughingstock of every pirate in the realm.” 
 
    “Sure as silver,” Carian smirked. 
 
    Cassius prodded the royal cousin towards the steps. “Off with you then, Fynnlar. Go and greet your grateful issue.” 
 
    Fynn stared at the assemblage of women and children like he would’ve rather had razor blades driven beneath his fingernails than approach them. “I am far too sober for this.” 
 
    Carian pointed out in a low voice, “There’s the slightest chance one of them might sleep with you purely out of gratitude, mate.” 
 
    Fynn went. 
 
    The moment he reached the lawn, the older children rushed up to him happily, while the mothers encouraged the younger children to overcome their shyness. Within short order, a gaggle of children surrounded the royal cousin, all of them demanding an apparently famous story about pirates, at which point Fynn’s scowl melted into a humble, caring smile that Alyneri had never seen on him before.  
 
    Cassius observed low at Alyneri’s ear, “That smile suits him more nearly than the cynical inebriate, wouldn’t you say, Your Grace?” 
 
    She shook her head, marveling. “Surprisingly so.”  
 
    Then her expression found a more suspicious aspect, and she turned Cassius a stare. “What are you getting out of this partnership?” She’d well observed that Cassius of Rogue and philanthropy avoided each other like the plague. 
 
    “Posh!” He waved airily with his glass. “I cannot be seen to partner with Fynnlar val Lorian. He’s a known associate of pirates.” 
 
    Carian looked him up and down. “Every time you say that, mate, the cut bleeds the lie more profusely.” 
 
    Cassius eyed him with a cool smile. “We cannot be but who we are, vran Lea.” 
 
    “What we are is more germane, in your case.” Carian pulled out his pouch of tabac and began rolling himself another smoke, eying Cassius circumspectly beneath his fuzzy caterpillar brows. “When’re you going to admit to it?” 
 
    Cassius withdrew a golden case from inside his coat and took out one of his own black-market siqarets imported from the realm of Eltanin. He placed it to his lips and lit it with a thought, and when he inhaled, the gold patterns printed on the black paper flared all the way back to the gold-wrapped filter.  
 
    He exhaled pale smoke scented with cloves and a questionable herb that always gave Alyneri a headache. Then he smiled in that dangerous way of his. “Just what am I meant to admit to?” 
 
    Down on the lawn, the children gasped at Fynn’s story. 
 
    Carian plucked Cassius’s siqaret from his lips and used it to light his own. The pirate blew a cloud of bluish smoke in Cassius’s general direction, probably because he knew it irritated him, and handed him back his siqaret. “For starters, what a charade this whole truthreader gig of yours is.” 
 
    Cassius blinked his colorless eyes. “Charade?” 
 
    “You’re as much a Nodefinder as I am. Dare you deny it?”  
 
    Cassius took a thoughtful draw on his siqaret. “I wear my Nodefinder’s ring proudly.” 
 
    “But see now, that’s all part of the charade.” Carian hooked a leg over the corner of a table and swung his boot. “We see your eyes and truthreader’s ring and then the two rings of a stacked Nodefinder and think, ‘Oh he’s got Nodefinder’s rings, too,’ when really, it’s the other way around.” 
 
    Cassius looked nonplussed. “Pray help me understand this logic.” 
 
    “You’re a Nodefinder and a truthreader innately, you wily blaggard. Go on and deny that.”  
 
    The hint of a smile teased one corner of Cassius’s mouth, part admiration, part quizzical contemplation. “Last I knew, Adepts were born to only one strand, vran Lea.” 
 
    Carian looked to Alyneri. “Notice he didn’t deny it, Princess—truthreaders can’t lie, savvy?” Carian pointed at Cassius with his smoke caught between his fingers. “Here on Alorin we’re only born to one strand, but on Eltanin? Those in the know swear double-stranders happen all the time.” 
 
    Cassius gave a low chuckle. “Eltanin. Is that your theory? That I’m…” he waved with his siqaret, searching for the right term, “an alien from the realm of Eltanin?” 
 
    Carian shrugged his eyebrows meaningfully at Alyneri. “Notice he still ain’t denied it, Princess.” 
 
    “Must one deny something so objectively outrageous? Should I deny it if you declared the sky green? Only an idiot argues with a fool.” 
 
    Carian blew smoke at him. “This fool’s got your number, that’s all I’m saying.” 
 
    Cassius’s expression sobered. He took a long draw on his siqaret and exhaled slowly, letting the scented smoke filter lazily up around his face. “That’s far from all you’re saying.” 
 
    “My lord?” A servant appeared in the doorway behind them. “Donovan Kellar has returned.” 
 
    “At long last.” Cassius thanked his servant, then looked Carian over speculatively, his colorless eyes dazzling behind the silver smoke of his siqaret. “You shall have your answer soon, it would appear, vran Lea.” Then he excused himself, ostensibly to greet the newly arrived Kellar. 
 
    Watching him go, Carian muttered an oath under his breath. 
 
    In the yard, Fynn was taking overly large steps while marching a circle through the group of wide-eyed children. 
 
    “Who’s Donovan Kellar?” Alyneri asked the pirate.  
 
    Carian blew smoke away from her. “Nodefinder from Myacene. The head of their dark guild and Cassius’s best buddy in the black market trade with Eltanin. About as trustworthy as a pit viper and rich as sin.” 
 
    “Sounds like quite a guy,” she remarked with a frown.   
 
    “Kellar is the butt side of the Cassius coin, Princess. He’s a scoundrel on principle—which ain’t me calling the kettle black, it’s just a fact that bears mentioning. If Cassius wants a truth bled, bludgeoned or otherwise dredged up from the muck of someone’s intimate affairs, Kellar’s the one he turns to.”  
 
    Carian gave a derisive grunt and shook his head. “But it’s good that he’s back, even if he is a festering boil on Tethys’s left tit. We’ll have our answer now, one way or another.” 
 
    As it turned out, only a few minutes later, the same servant returned with a summons from their host. They extracted Fynn from the froth of children and followed the servant through the maze of Cassius’s mansion to a large drawing room with a wall of glass doors standing open to the morning.  
 
    An expansive view of the surrounding hills greeted them, along with Cassius, who stood beside a man with shoulder-length blond hair and dark eyes gazing beneath the stripe of his brows, each of which sported three silver hoops at their outward edge. Another hoop glinted in the man’s flaring right nostril. He wore traveling leathers in shades of charcoal and a large dagger at his hip. 
 
    Fynn came to an abrupt standstill and arrowed a stare at Cassius. “Why’d you invite this no-good horse trader? None of us need poisoning or robbing, so what use is he?”  
 
    Cassius waved idly with his siqaret. “Donovan has news I think you will want to hear, Fynnlar.”  
 
    Fynn scowled at the man in question. “Any news Donovan Kellar would bring, I guarantee I do not want to hear.” 
 
    Donovan tugged at his nose, perhaps to cover a dark smile, then offered Cassius a look that Alyneri couldn’t read. Finally, he hooked thumbs into his belt and razored a smile over the three of them. “Who’s the dish?” 
 
    “The Duchess of Aracine, you noxious bastard,” Fynn grumbled.  
 
    “Manners, Fynnlar.” Donovan looked Alyneri up and down with renewed interest.  “What impropriety to speak so crudely before the virgin ears of such a sweet young thing as the Lady Alyneri d’Giverny.” 
 
    Alyneri tightened her gaze upon Kellar. He hardly seemed the kind of man to spend his days memorizing the lineages of every house of merit in the Middle Kingdoms. She wondered how he’d known her name. 
 
    Cassius took another drag on his siqaret. “Your Grace, may I present Donovan Kellar.” 
 
    Donovan said politely, “What a pleasure to make Your Grace’s acquaintance,” but his brown eyes said something perilously impolite.  
 
    Cassius set down his siqaret on a dish of gilded crystal before taking up his goblet. “Pray tell the others what your investigations uncovered, Donovan.” 
 
    Donovan rocked back on his heels. “Oh, it’s been quite the journey of discovery, I assure you.” 
 
    Fynn protested, “For gods sakes, man, spit it out before the sun falls. I don’t want to be around to watch you shed your human skin.” 
 
    Donovan leveled him a predatory sort of smile that in no way convinced Alyneri that Fynn had been joking about shedding his skin.  
 
    “Carian’s pals in the Rebellion are having a rough go of it.” Donovan cast the pirate a knife-edged grin at this. “Devangshu Vita says they’ve lost a half-dozen nodes back to Demetrio Consuevé while you’ve been cooling your heels here, vran Lea.” 
 
    Carian turned an accusing glare at Cassius, who replied with a casual, what-is-one-to-do? shrug that made Alyneri’s hands itch to strangle him.  
 
    “Vita told this to you,” Fynn remarked, sounding dubious. 
 
    Kellar grinned at him. “The strand’s become a rat’s breakfast up and down the Middle Kingdoms. Anyone attempting to travel a Guild node without a ring faces imprisonment and large fines. The nodes under private ownership are becoming battlegrounds between Carian’s rebellion and Consuevé’s goons.” 
 
    Carian blew smoke at him. “It ain’t my rebellion, Kellar. It’s for the good of the strand.” 
 
    Donovan regarded him archly. “But you seek to profit as much as anyone if your little rebellion wins, vran Lea, so don’t try to sell me on your sudden altruism.” 
 
    “Says the man who lives by Eltanin’s golden rule,” Carian snorted. 
 
    Donovan gave him a shark-toothed smile. “He who has the gold makes the rules.”  
 
    “I recall the wording somewhat differently,” Alyneri murmured. 
 
    “What else, Donovan?” Cassius retrieved his siqaret from its dish and took a long draw upon it. 
 
    Donovan’s gaze sliced across Carian and Fynn again. “Consuevé is on the hunt for the rebellion leadership and has enlisted D’Varre’s help in tracking them down.” 
 
    “D’Varre,” Fynn hissed. “I’d like to make sausage out of his portly arse.” 
 
    Alyneri well remembered the Guildmaster from Rethynnea, whose betrayal had resulted in the attack on their party in the Kutsamak, where Trell had been taken hostage and Fynn grievously wounded. 
 
    “D’Varre’s got his panties in a wad over losing the Vestal Codex, which was stolen from his Guild Hall,” Kellar continued. “He’s on the warpath for Devangshu Vita and an unnamed, red-headed accomplice—says he has witnesses they’re behind the thievery. Meanwhile, elsewhere in the realm,” he added with an enthusiastic grin, “Nodefinders suspected of being loyal to the rebellion are being hunted down, taken hostage or killed by Consuevé’s goons—rings or no rings—and D’Varre is supporting his efforts. The nodes in the Middle Kingdoms are as dangerous these days as traveling the Seam.”  
 
    “How unfortunate,” Cassius murmured. “I suppose the Guild doesn’t take kindly to insurgents.” 
 
    Carian glowered at him. “You know Consuevé works for Niko. Sure as silver that smug blaggard is trying to eliminate anyone who could vote him down.” 
 
    “That’s one theory,” Donovan remarked with a smirk that set Alyneri’s teeth on edge. 
 
    Carian flicked ash in Donovan’s direction. “It’s a bloody fact, Kellar.”  
 
    “One must be careful never to confuse the theory with the facts, vran Lea,” Cassius pointed out. “Otherwise one must fashion one’s theories to fit the facts, which rarely ends well for those without the facts on their side.” 
 
    “Whoever has the facts on their side?” Fynn complained. 
 
    “My point exactly Fynnlar. You are the pinnacle of logic.” 
 
    Alyneri blinked. “But…that makes no sense whatsoever.” 
 
    “Only because you’re fixated on the facts, Your Grace.” Cassius gave her an infuriating smile. “If we were to arrange the facts to fit another theory, say, we might observe that Niko van Amstel was well within his rights to order all Nodefinders to become trained in their craft; whereupon vran Lea’s rebellion may be viewed as an infantile tantrum from spoiled children who think themselves entitled to anything they can see or lay their hands upon.” 
 
    Carian grunted derisively, “You just painted your own self-portrait, mate.” 
 
    Donovan said, “If we allow unringed Nodefinders to use our network, we’ll be inviting Niko’s ire.” 
 
    “True,” said Cassius. He exhaled smoke in Carian’s direction. “What compensation is the rebellion offering against this eventuality?” 
 
    Donovan held his shark-eyed gaze on Carian. “Surely the rebellion isn’t expecting our help out of the kindness of our hearts.” 
 
    Carian snorted. “We all know your heart’s locked away in a demon jar, Kellar.” He settled himself onto a table and swung his long legs. “First off, the fact is,” and he eyed Cassius tetchily, “it ain’t within Niko’s rights to enforce anything over the strand, ‘cause the Alorin Seat withdrew her support for Niko’s candidacy and nominated Franco Rohre in his stead.” 
 
    Alyneri stared at Carian. It was the first she’d heard of this. 
 
    Cassius must’ve read the truth in Carian’s words, for his expression instantly sobered. He asked, low and tight, “How did you come by such information?”  
 
    Alyneri couldn’t help but hear the unfinished sentence hanging in his intimation, which demanded, when I didn’t know it myself? 
 
    Carian gave him a toothy grin. 
 
    Cassius exchanged a voluminous look with Donovan. 
 
    The Myacenean crossed arms. “We’re going to need proof of this, vran Lea.” 
 
    “What kind of proof?” 
 
    “The kind that answers to the name of Franco Rohre,” Donovan returned, “but as far as I can tell, he’s vanished.” He addressed everyone as he added, “Rumor has it Niko arranged that circumstance himself, which means you may never see your Admiral again.”  
 
    Carian blew a smoke ring towards Cassius’s head. “Nah, the Admiral ain’t dead.”   
 
    “Be that as it may,” Cassius remarked from atop his towering skepticism, “we can’t risk involvement in your little melee without proof that Franco Rohre is alive and promoting his candidacy. Bring him to us, vran Lea. Let us hear him declare Niko as the laughable imposter and rescind the latter’s edicts. Should he do so, your rebellion may use our network until such time as Consuevé and his ilk can be brought to heel—albeit, for a price, of course. We can debate those terms should you actually succeed in finding Rohre alive and well.” 
 
    Carian removed his smoke from his lips to glower at Cassius disagreeably. “He could be anywhere.” 
 
    “You appear to have the resources to track him down.” Cassius’s crystalline gaze was mirror sharp. “Your companions can remain here as my guests pending your rapid return with the Vestal-to-be in hand.” 
 
    Alyneri could practically read the agonized But his wine has bubbles! in Fynn’s expression. Forever after she wasn’t sure what possessed her in that moment, but she felt a sudden bout of altruism coming on and said quietly, “I’ll stay.”   
 
    Fynn turned her a startled stare.  
 
    “That is acceptable,” Cassius said. “Fynnlar goes, the duchess stays. Left to his own devices, the pirate will try any manner of knavery to get what he wants. Knowing Her Grace remains here will help him honor our arrangement, and Fynnlar can do his best to keep the pirate in line.”   
 
    “Then we have an accord.” Carian pushed off the table and ambled out of the room. He called without looking back, “Coming, Fynnlar?” 
 
    Fynn followed, but he turned a grimace over his shoulder to Alyneri, his gaze both pleading permission and apologizing, perhaps for so readily accepting her offer. 
 
    Then he ran after Carian like a pack of darkhounds was chasing him.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Eighteen 
 
      
 
    “There’s no more valid reason for doing anything  
 
    than to prove to yourself that you can.” 
 
      
 
    –The Fifth Vestal Björn van Gelderan 
 
      
 
    Cephrael’s Hand hung midlevel to the horizon, nearly eye to eye with where Trell lay wedged among the gorse on a narrow precipice overlooking the warlord’s stronghold.  
 
    The night was clear and chill, as even summer in the mountains can be, and the moon was a slim crescent falling in the west. Trell and Loukas had been holding their vigil since the early hours of darkness, a long night of lying very still for long stretches of silence—long hours for reflection, for stargazing…for counting the hairs on his arm.   
 
    Do you see the stars even now? Alyneri asked across their bond. Her mental voice lacked its usual vigor, for his calling had awoken her in the wee hours of her morning, but her thoughts were never lacking for warmth. Verily, Alyneri’s radiating affinity was the only warmth he felt right then.   
 
    Trell clenched and unclenched his fingers to work some blood back into them while his eyes studied the stars on the far side of the valley. The constellation is directly across from me, in the east. 
 
    And you saw the constellation also at Darroyhan? 
 
    At Darroyhan, it rose in the west and passed in its arc directly in line with my tower window. 
 
    And at Khor Taran you saw it too?  
 
    Trell heard the wonder in her tone and smiled. In the south. 
 
    Alyneri sent him a mental laugh. I might not believe it if I hadn’t seen something similar myself. Fynn swore that those stars were following us the entire trip from Calgaryn to Cair Rethynnea. I didn’t believe him then, but I think now that they were watching Ean.  
 
    I don’t know that I’ll ever live it down, Trell told her amusedly. My men think I’m having conversations with the angiel. 
 
    Are you? 
 
    Trell gave a mental chuckle. Not that I’m aware of.  
 
    Alyneri’s smile radiated across their bond. I asked Vaile about the constellation once.  
 
    What did she say? 
 
    Well…you know Vaile. Alyneri sent him a mental sigh. Ambiguities not quite as infuriating as Phaedor’s. She told me nothing that would undermine their magic or the mystery. It’s not her way. 
 
    How do you mean? 
 
    In the thoughtful silence that followed, Trell pictured Alyneri fingering the end of her braid, which she often did when contemplating. Vaile is…sad. You’ve noticed this, surely? 
 
    Yes, he cast a mental sigh which he hoped conveyed his concern for the zanthyr. 
 
    She’s lived a long time and has lost many people she cared deeply for—too many, I fear. Life holds no magic for her any longer, no mysteries, nothing unexplained. She says there’s no marvel in the world when one knows even the secrets of the stars. She maintains mysteries for us because she doesn’t want us to lose…  
 
    Our illusions? Trell offered when Alyneri seemed to be struggling to find the right word. 
 
    Something like that.  
 
    Trell gazed at the constellation, thinking of the day he’d first met Vaile, when he’d watched her fight a Whisper Lord and then strolled with her in the woods, remembering how he’d found her so dangerously alluring… 
 
    And thinking of the day she’d rescued him from Darroyhan, his avenging dark angel, and of the kiss she’d given him, which he still somehow felt fluttering in his core whenever he sought its memory.   
 
    Do you think Vaile knows the secret of these stars, Alyneri? 
 
    He felt her smile. Definitely. 
 
    Do you think she’ll ever tell us? 
 
    Trell sensed Alyneri yawning as she answered, Probably not.    
 
    He cast her a mental smile. I should let you sleep. 
 
    You’re not sleeping. 
 
    You’ll have to sleep for both of us then. Dream sweetly, my love. 
 
    Of you, I hope. She yawned again. 
 
    Trell chuckled. How long, did you say, before you’ll be able to weave me into your dreams? 
 
    Vaile says soon. But soon has a different meaning to a zanthyr. 
 
    Then may you dream for both of us, too. He gave her a mental kiss, which she echoed as their contact faded. 
 
    Trell exhaled a slow breath and focused back on his surroundings, which comprised sharp, woody branches topped by a preponderance of yellow flowers mostly unseen in the darkness. 
 
    “What did she say?” Loukas’s voice was soft enough to be a bare breath of wind. 
 
    Trell glanced to him. The combat engineer was stretched out beside him beneath the overhanging gorse with his arms folded, chin resting on his hands.   
 
    Trell asked in an equally soft voice, “How did you know I was talking to Alyneri?” 
 
    “Your breathing changes.” 
 
    Trell smiled lopsidedly. “You’re studying my breathing patterns now?” 
 
    “There’s not much else to do. I’ve already calculated the trajectories of twenty-seven stars and three planets tonight.” 
 
    Trell chuckled. “Does my breathing get faster or slower?” Faster seemed somehow…embarrassing. 
 
    “Slower. Much slower.”  
 
    Trell caught the innuendo in Loukas’s tone. “We weren’t doing what you’re implying.” 
 
    “No?” The engineer turned his head to grin at him. 
 
    “Had we been, I imagine my heart would’ve been moving at much the opposite speed of slow.”  
 
    Trell worked through a quick assessment of his body, tensing muscles to keep off the inevitable stiffness of long hours of motionlessness. “In any case,” he said as he was clenching and releasing his shoulders, “she’s not up to weaving us into dreams together yet. It’s just…communication.” 
 
    Loukas grinned meaningfully. “We’re communicating and your breathing hasn’t changed at all.”  
 
    Trell rolled his eyes. “Yes, Loukas, I admit my interaction with Alyneri was more intimate than my interaction with you.” 
 
    “I feel so spurned, Trell.” 
 
    A glow had begun limning the mountains. They could now differentiate the dark hulk that was the fortress from the midnight-blue sky behind it. Dawn was approaching just beyond the horizon, but the night remained as still as the stars, and silent, save for the sound of their own quiet breaths. 
 
    “What’s it like, being bound to an Adept, Trell?” Loukas’s question was barely a whisper, yet still Trell heard the wistfulness in it.  
 
    It might’ve been the most personal thing Loukas had ever asked him. “It’s fascinating…exhilarating,” Trell replied in the same intensely quiet voice. “It certainly aids our understanding of one another. And being able to reach her mind by merely thinking towards her is…” Trell closed his eyes, seeking words, but how could he express the ineffable?  
 
    “How does it work? Do you always know what she’s thinking, or…?” 
 
    “Our minds remain our own, but occasionally I’ll pick up a strong thought or emotion from her. These wouldn’t necessarily have context unless she intentionally shared the idea with me.” 
 
    Loukas’s gaze grew soft and almost sad. “Am I right in thinking that your binding with Alyneri is like a marriage vow?” 
 
    “A mutual binding between Adepts—or whatever you’d call me,” he added with a lopsided smile, “yes, it is much the same, and yet much more. There’s an intimacy I can’t even begin to explain.” 
 
    Loukas turned a brooding stare back to the valley. “Customs are very different in my homeland,” he whispered. “An Avataren would never think of…I mean, Adepts aren’t regarded with the same…” he pressed his lips together tightly.  
 
    Trell knew of the customs Loukas was referencing. The Fire Princess Ysolde, his mother’s Companion, had exhaustively educated him on Avataren culture. Adepts were viewed as the property of their lord or sovereign—expensive and highly coveted property, perhaps, but property, nonetheless. They didn’t even have as many rights as the serfs who worked the lands. 
 
    “When I view our customs now through the filter of the West…” Loukas shook his head and exhaled a slow breath. “I feel shamed by them, Trell.” 
 
    Trell considered his words as much as the odd undertone of regret lacing them. He wondered what history Loukas was recalling, and if Tannour was somehow involved. All of the regrets Loukas had inadvertently revealed to him over the years seemed somehow related to Tannour. For about the thousandth time, he wished he knew what fissure existed between them, that he might do more to help bridge it, but Loukas simply wouldn’t speak of it. 
 
    Trell slowly maneuvered onto his back and gazed up at the bramble hovering barely a foot above his nose. “I’m not sure it’s fair to view the customs of your homeland and mine through the same lens, Loukas. Adepts trained in the West are not like Adepts trained in Avatar or Vest—at least, so it appears from my own experience; likewise from talking to Tannour. Whatever customs your kingdom adopted surrounding its Adepts may have come as a result of a different set of conditions than what we dealt with in the Middle Kingdoms and in the West.”  
 
    Loukas gave an unconvinced grunt. 
 
    Trell turned his head to look at him. “I’m not unaware of the customs of Avatar, Loukas.” His tone summoned his friend’s gaze to meet his own. “At one time, I could flawlessly execute eighteen of the High Court Orations.”  
 
    Loukas hissed a muted oath.  
 
    Trell watched his astonished expression with amusement. “How many do you know?” 
 
    The engineer looked taken aback. “What makes you think I know any?” 
 
    Trell returned his gaze to the bramble, smiling. “Yes, Loukas, what was I thinking? Every peasant in Avatar learns nine languages and advanced mathematics.” 
 
    “The son of an engineer—” 
 
    “Would have no reason to be taught the cortata, or the High Court signs of Obeisance, Deference and Submission.” 
 
    Loukas stared wordlessly at him. 
 
    “I know you don’t want to discuss your past. My point is only to say that my earlier comment was an informed one.” 
 
    Loukas’s frown deepened to the verge of despair. He dropped his gaze to his hands. “The truth is worse than you could possibly imagine.” 
 
    Trell looked soberly back to him. “I’ve known a man so bound beneath dark patterns that not only did he not know his own name, but he couldn’t even recognize his own brother. He fought constantly against another man’s overriding will, yet for all the strength of his determination—and trust me, it was considerable—still it wasn’t sufficient to overcome the twisted things this wielder had done to him. He lived in constant torment, knowing he’d lost the most essential part of himself and with no hope of ever reclaiming it.” 
 
    Loukas regarded him gravely. “Fethe, who was he?” 
 
    Trell puffed a grim exhale. “My brother Sebastian.” 
 
    “Fiera’s ashes, Trell!”   
 
    “His ordeal is over now. My brother Ean unworked the patterns binding Sebastian to another man’s will. But undoing the damage of those years…” Trell shook his head, “only Sebastian can speak to that.” 
 
    In the stunned silence that followed, Loukas returned his gaze to the glow spreading along the horizon. “I’ve known you for so long,” he admitted softly after a time, “yet I’m realizing there’s still so much I don’t know about you.” 
 
    Trell started chuckling.  
 
    “Why are you laughing?” Loukas sounded slightly injured. 
 
    Trell arrowed a grin at him. “Loukas, the fact that you even know my family name is already a hundred percent more than I know about you.” 
 
    Loukas frowned. “The percentage is closer to eighty-five, actually,” he muttered, looking back to the valley, “but I take your point.”  
 
    The engineer shifted as if to quell a sudden consuming agitation, then sank into an even deeper stillness in contrast, such that Trell imagined he could hear even the pace of Loukas’s heart beginning to ebb.  
 
    The stars were vanishing from the heavens when the engineer confessed in a whisper thick with frustration and thin of hope, “Tannour spoke to me of bindings. Our concept in Avatar is very different. I never imagined…and he would never elaborate, so I couldn’t…” He clenched his jaw and retreated into silence, emanating a brooding disquiet. 
 
    Trell perceived his friend’s sadness as much as a lingering confusion, which clearly had something to do with Tannour’s failure to elaborate. “There’s such a thing as a truthbinding, Loukas,” he offered, thinking on an earlier conversation he’d had with Tannour. “Have you heard of them?” 
 
    Loukas shook his head. 
 
    “Such bindings use elae’s fourth strand to contain a man’s thoughts so that he cannot speak them. The workings can be very…forceful. Even under interrogation, someone truthbound by a skilled truthreader or wielder would be unable to speak of the information he’d been bound to keep, even so far as to be unable to say that he’d been truthbound about it. If pushed too far, such a man could become intensely ill, or even lose his memory of the related events entirely.” 
 
    There must’ve been something more in his tone than he’d intended, for Loukas’s eyes widened. “Trell, is that—” 
 
    “How I lost my memory?” He gave a resigned exhale. “Doubtless a large part of it, yes.” 
 
    After a moment’s startled pause, Loukas asked, “Are you still bound to those secrets?” 
 
    “By Epiphany’s grace, no.” Or perhaps I should say by the Mage’s grace… 
 
    By that time, dawn had claimed enough of the sky that they could see the road leading up to the fortress as well as the barricade blocking it. Trell stretched out on his belly again, and, fully concealed by the gorse, took up his spyglass and studied the barrier. 
 
    Formed by a conglomeration of wagons, barrels, and deadly wooden spikes, the barricade sat at the exact point in the road where the incline began to level off. Anyone rushing the barricade would still be warring against gravity, not to mention maneuvering at a steep angle.  
 
    Trell handed the spyglass to Loukas, who put it to his eye. He sighed. “That is going to be a problem.”   
 
    The blockade was positioned in such a way that Trell could throw men upon it by the battalion and achieve little in return for their efforts. The fortress itself stood too high above the valley for trebuchets to be of much value in the assault. The only way to attack the walls would be to roll their catapults to the top of the road, where the incline leveled off, but the barricade made that option impossible.  
 
    “Seems pretty clear they mean to force a siege,” Loukas noted. 
 
    “That seems clear, does it?” Trell started backing out of the gorse on his elbows. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Loukas turned a look after Trell, well knowing that tone he’d used. “Doesn’t it?”  
 
    He quickly disassembled the spyglass and followed Trell out of the thicket, both of them backing away on their bellies, being careful not to disturb the gorse concealing them, even though it was unlikely that they’d run into any of the warlord’s patrols, not when a man would’ve had to be mad to attempt to climb the rock face they’d ascended last night in the dark.  
 
    But compared to the sheer escarpments they’d navigated at the Cry? Trell hadn’t even blinked at the idea—Fiera’s breath, it had been his idea to begin with. Not that anyone had found this surprising, least of all Loukas.  
 
    But the A’dal must’ve already had a plan of how to take down the warlord, even before leaving the ruined city they’d navigated for hours the day before, long before they’d ascended the cliff in the dark—fethe, the A’dal had probably taken one look at the fortress from five miles distant and known exactly how to get inside it. 
 
    Fiera’s breath, but Trell was always leaving him in the dust. How could he speak nine languages and work advanced equations in his head and still not see what Trell saw in a barricade of wagons and barrels?  
 
    ‘You’ve got to stop comparing yourself to them!’ 
 
    Tannour’s words flashed to mind, and Loukas suppressed a flinch. He remembered too nearly the moment of their speaking, a memory that rapidly tumbled back, like it always did, to the beginning, which was somehow a far more comfortable memory to recall… 
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    The arrow had thrummed solidly into the earth a good three inches from Loukas’s foot. The ash wood shaft reached nearly to his knee, even with the arrowhead well embedded in the dirt. Bright crimson feathers fletched the tail, each with a peculiar tuft at the end. 
 
    Loukas lifted twelve-year-old eyes to the far side of the sparkling River Ver, whose waters were nearly too bright to look across. A boy was standing on the Vestian side, holding a longbow nearly as tall as he was while the wind tossed his shoulder-length black hair into his eyes. He wore neither cloak nor noble headwrap, only a white tunic belted over chestnut leather britches, with an arm guard for archery strapped to his arm. He appeared to be barefoot.  
 
    Loukas looked hard back to the arrow at his feet.  
 
    In that wind…had the boy been trying to miss or trying to hit him?  
 
    He yanked the shaft free of the soft earth and shoved it into the air, shouting in High Avataren, “What in Fiera’s name were you thinking?” 
 
    The boy replied with a grin and a very rude gesture. 
 
    “You might’ve hit me, peasant!” 
 
    “If I’d been trying to hit you, peasant, I would have!” the grinning boy shouted back. His High Avataren was only slightly accented with the vowels of Vest, which told Loukas that he wasn’t a peasant, no matter how simply he was dressed. 
 
    Loukas held out the arrow between himself and the boy, solemnly, as his father would extend the evidence of some misdoing. “Firing an arrow at an Avataren Furie on Avataren soil constitutes an act of war, you Vestian prick!” 
 
    The boy drew another arrow from a quiver at his belt. “What are you going to do about it, peacock prince?” He nocked arrow to bow, took aim and let loose. 
 
    Loukas watched the arrow fly across the river and— 
 
    He dodged to his left with a sharp intake of breath. 
 
    The arrow thunked into the impression his footprints had left in the grass. 
 
    Loukas arrowed a glare back at the Vestian. “Are you out of your fethen mind?” 
 
    The boy grinned again. “You should mount those!” He motioned with his longbow to the arrows he’d shot. “Commemorate the day a prince of Vest spared your ridiculous peacock life!” 
 
    Loukas made fists at his sides. “High talk when a river runs between us!” 
 
    The boy gave Loukas the Avataren sign of Obeisance, bowed mockingly and sauntered off. 
 
    As it happened, what Loukas did about it was redouble his efforts on the archery field. His lord father thought it a curious use of his free time, considering Loukas’s future lay far from any field of battle, but since free time was by definition his to do with as he pleased, his father allowed it. 
 
    Of course, the Lord n’Abraxis might not have been so amenable if he’d known why Loukas was suddenly so determined to hone his aim.  
 
    The animosity between Avatar and Vest traced back seventy generations. That Loukas had even spoken to a Vestian was cause for caning, even for a Furie’s son. In his father’s estimation, the only acceptable form of communication with a Vestian—be he peasant or prince—was an arrow through the eye. 
 
    A fortnight and several new calluses later, Loukas found himself again on the banks of the Ver, this time with a recurve bow and a quiver stocked with black-fletched arrows. But the boy didn’t come. 
 
    Loukas practiced shooting across the water anyway and soon realized it was a lot harder than he’d given the Vestian credit for. He went back to the archery yard, switched to a longbow, and spent another two weeks honing his humility.  
 
    The next time he went to the river, he didn’t find the boy, but he did find a crimson-fletched arrow lodged in the earth near the still-present footprints of his own recent practice. Loukas pulled it free. 
 
    As he straightened, he noticed a tiny flash of crimson on the embankment a hundred paces away. When he reached it, he found a second arrow lodged in the earth. A glance downriver revealed yet a third crimson flutter, even farther away this time. The Vestian boy was leaving him breadcrumbs.  
 
    Loukas followed from arrow to arrow, twelve in all—exactly the same number that Loukas had shot across the river two weeks before—and more than an hour distant. Finally, he reached a place where the river became shallow and wide, just before it tumbled into the perilous Devil’s Horn Falls, the latter named for the towering scythe of rock jutting out over the abyss, which forced the river to either side of it.  
 
    The Vestian boy was sitting atop this twenty-foot spire, his raven hair and white shirt billowing in the backwind of the waterfall, with a quiver full of fluttering crimson arrows strapped to his back, eating an apple.  
 
    Summers in southern Avatar were long and the rains infrequent. The river was running low, but the Devil’s Horn was still a decidedly dangerous place to take an excursion and the last locale Loukas would’ve chosen for a picnic. 
 
    As he crouched to pluck the twelfth arrow from the earth, his eyes traveled across the swiftly moving waters and up to where the boy was now getting to his feet. 
 
    Loukas straightened to look up at him. 
 
    “Afraid to get your boots wet, peacock prince?” the boy teased. He had a very bright smile around straight, white teeth. His complexion was a shade more caramel than Loukas’s, testimony to his Vestian heritage. 
 
    Loukas really wanted to smash his fist into that face just then. He was summoning a scathing retort to put the uppity Vestian in his place, when he happened to look down at himself and realized why the boy kept calling him a peacock.  
 
    His brilliant blue silk pants and golden shirt, bound at his hips by a silver-tooled  belt that matched his calf-skin boots, were perfectly acceptable garments for a high lord’s son, but they posed a stark and colorful contrast to the Vestian’s muslin shirt and fine suede britches. Loukas admitted that if their situations had been reversed, he might’ve called the boy the same. 
 
    Looking again to the rushing water, his eyes sought the line of crossing least likely to douse him or drag him over the falls, while his mind computed probabilities. The best outcome he reached rounded up to fifty-three-point-nine percent likely to get dragged over the falls.  
 
    Yet the Vestian boy had made it to the Horn—admittedly from the river’s opposite bank, though the laws of probability said both routes posed similar dangers. The other boy was also barefoot. 
 
    So Loukas sat down and took off his boots while the Vestian teased and smirked at him. He left them on the riverbank and started out into the river. 
 
    The current was moving fast, but the water only reached up to his knees at its deepest point. He took care with his footing, for the rocks were uneven and slick, and it was a bare ten feet between himself and the edge of the falls. Two minutes and one pounding heart later, he’d reached the Horn. 
 
    Walking over slippery rocks was one thing. Climbing them was another. Loukas stared at the smooth horn of stone with a little frustration and a lot of foreboding. 
 
    “You have to find your line, that’s all.” 
 
    Loukas squinted up to see the boy squatting on a ledge that would’ve felt precarious to a squirrel. His features were slightly sharper than Loukas’s, and his eyes were striking—pale blue irises bound by darker rims. He had dark lashes that Loukas’s sister would’ve drooled over. The Vestian’s brows were straight, giving his countenance a thoughtful, serious cast.  
 
    He jumped from on high into a mighty splash and straightened to stand half a head taller than Loukas. Otherwise they appeared to be close in age. Loukas regarded him warily. 
 
    The boy beckoned him around the stone. “Well, come on then, Furie.” He flashed another smile. “The Ghost Kings know you’re committed now. No point in backing out.” 
 
    “I wasn’t backing out,” Loukas protested, though he’d seriously been considering hightailing it back to his side of the Ver.   
 
    On the Vest-facing side of the towering rock, the boy pointed to a fissure that cracked the stone from base to…well, higher than Loukas could see. “See there? That’s where you climb. Here, I’ll show you.” He shoved damp hair back from his eyes, placed his hands and feet into the crevice just so, and started monkeying up.   
 
    Clearly the boy had lots of experience climbing rocks. Loukas had little, but he couldn’t just stand there looking the fool. Like the boy had said, there was nothing to be done for it except to follow. The Ghost Kings were watching, apparently. 
 
    Somehow Loukas made it to the top. He didn’t really like recalling the experience. Ever. 
 
    But afterwards, they’d stood on the lip of the Horn, with the mist blowing their hair back and the sun in their eyes, and shot arrows off into the thunderous froth at the waterfall’s base… 
 
    That experience, Loukas thought upon often…how they’d become such fast, if unlikely, friends. 
 
    As the summer lengthened, the boy taught Loukas all of the best Vestian swear words, the ones his tutors would never have dared speak aloud, and Loukas taught the boy the cortata as he was learning it from his father’s baddha talavāra.  
 
    Months had passed in this fashion.  
 
    Loukas never knew how the boy came and went, or where he went when he went away. He’d be gone for a fortnight, or sometimes a moon. Loukas spent countless hours prowling the riverbanks beneath all kinds of different skies on the lookout for a crimson arrow. 
 
    Then, one morning many moons later, he’d awoken to see a crimson flutter outside his fourth story window. He’d jumped from bed and dashed to the window to yank the arrow from the sash, excited at what it boded.  
 
    But then he’d paused with his hand wrapped around the ash wood. How had the boy gotten the arrow up there?  
 
    Loukas’s window overlooked a courtyard and gardens, and his father’s manor stood far from the forest surrounding it—even farther from the estate’s boundary walls. Moreover, his father’s guards were vigilant. Loukas had a hard time imagining how the boy had gotten in there to fire an arrow up at his window from the middle of a protected courtyard. 
 
    More curious yet, the manor had hundreds of rooms. How had the boy known which room was his?   
 
    He yanked the arrow free and rushed to dress, determined to ask him. 
 
    Yet somehow, he never did.   
 
    There were always too many other things to talk about when they were together, too many adventures to be had. Caves to explore. Rock faces to climb. Battles to wage, either against each other or united against some imagined enemy. The Vestian preferred the former, Loukas the latter.  
 
    Once, after a lengthy time away, the Vestian had returned having learned his own version of the cortata. He liked to spar in the dance of swords and was agile and fast—and grew faster as they grew older. Loukas didn’t enjoy sparring as much as the Vestian did, but he held his own. 
 
    Loukas talked to the other boy often of his studies. They would lie in the grass, or atop some precipitous rock chimney they’d just ascended, with the wind in their hair and the sun hot on their skin, and Loukas would speak of economic policy or the politics dividing their kingdoms, and the boy would always listen.  
 
    They both thought the schism between the kingdoms was inane, and stupid, perpetuated by the ignorant belligerence of the under-educated and the prejudiced indifference of the over-privileged. Loukas and the boy were proof that Vestians and Avatarens could get along just fine if they set aside the petty grievances of long-dead kings.  
 
    Sometimes Loukas would go home after debating with the boy and write long treatises on how the two kingdoms’ relationship might be amended. Then he would burn them, lest one of his tutors discover the writings and have him flogged for treason. 
 
    But a flogging would be getting off easy if his father ever learned he’d been spending his free time with a boy from Vest—prince or not. Loukas risked…well, everything, every time he plucked an arrow from his window sash and followed its silent summons to the river.  
 
    He never knew what the other boy risked. He knew virtually nothing about his life. In two years, he’d never even learned his name.  
 
    Names weren’t necessary between them somehow. Names perpetuated the divide. As often as Loukas talked of his future in the Fire Courts, he shared a dream of leaving it all behind, of seeking some other path into an adulthood where they could choose new identities to define them, where they wouldn’t be forced to hate one another. 
 
    Loukas had been sixteen when the river rose.  
 
    The Vestian, he’d later learned, was eighteen. 
 
    They’d been stretched out that afternoon atop the Horn, debating politics, which they did more often than sparring by then, since the Vestian had long surpassed Loukas in ability with a blade and made a laughable example of him every time they danced swords together. 
 
    Loukas hadn’t seen him in more than two moons. He’d returned with his black hair to his shoulders again and a new tattoo resembling a stiletto tracing from his breastbone down through the shadow between the muscles of his chest. Its outline was pink, the flesh still healing. The ink looked like dark mercury and flashed in the sunlight. The Vestian had gained other tattoos through the years, mysteriously. He never wanted to talk about them.  
 
    Loukas had been sharing his latest plans to bring peace between the kingdoms—once he ascended to his title as a Furie in the courts, that is—and as always, the Vestian had been listening. He had this way of lying with his dark head propped on one hand, cat-like, watching Loukas with his pale eyes half-lidded and a smirk curling one corner of his mouth.  
 
    “It won’t work you know.” He rolled onto his back but turned his head to gaze at Loukas. “Neither the Fire Kings nor any of their Furies would ever risk peace with Vest. Nothing breeds solidarity among a nation like a deep-seated hatred of the nation next door. As fickle as your people are, it wouldn’t take but the foul breath of one disgruntled spice merchant to rouse rebellion among the provinces, and the next thing you know, your benevolent, peaceable kings would be back to chopping each other to bits.” 
 
    Loukas snorted. “You Vestians really do think the world revolves around you. Are you really expecting me believe that hating all things Vestian is the source of Avatar’s social and economic stability?” 
 
    “I’m just saying, if the shoe fits…” 
 
    Loukas shot him a defiant grin. “By a jaded sort of logic.” 
 
    The Vestian propped his head in his hand again and hitched a brow at him. “Because I’m being pragmatic about your romantic nonsense, you call it jaded?” 
 
    Loukas’s expression sobered. This wasn’t the friend he remembered, who’d always stood in solidarity of views. “What happened to you? You used to think something could be done, the same as me.” 
 
    “And then I grew up.” 
 
    “Well…you grew.” Loukas gave him that much. He probably had a whole stone more muscle on his frame than Loukas did now, despite his own long hours working the cortata, and he moved with a peculiar, sometimes unsettling grace. “I can’t say you show any greater maturity now than you did when you tried to kill me from the far side of the Ver.” 
 
    “If I’d been trying to kill you, Furie, I would have.” 
 
    “Yes, so you’ve always claimed.” 
 
    The Vestian smiled and laid his head back again. “By the Two Paths, but you always take things so personally. Just because I don’t have much hope for our two kingdoms mending their fences doesn’t mean I’ve given up on us—” 
 
    That’s when they heard it. 
 
    They both sat up at the same time, their attention riveted upstream.  
 
    The Vestian captured Loukas’s arm and with it his gaze. “We’ve got to go—now.” 
 
    Loukas got fast to his feet…  
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    He nearly ran head-first into Trell, who’d stopped suddenly. Whereupon Loukas realized that they were back where they’d left the horses. He’d been so absorbed in his thoughts that he’d barely paid attention to his surroundings all the while they were descending the rock face. 
 
    He had Tannour to thank for the effortless way he clung to the rocks now, and Tannour to blame for basically everything else.  
 
    If not for Tannour, Loukas never would’ve crossed the Fire Sea, never would’ve sought refuge in the Emir’s forces…never would’ve known the burden of war.  
 
    But also if not for Tannour, he assuredly would not have survived life as a combat engineer for as long as he had—and especially not while assigned to any company led by Trell val Lorian. 
 
    That’s when Trell started walking again, and Loukas saw why he’d stopped. 
 
    Tannour was sitting atop his horse beside theirs. 
 
    Loukas instantly experienced that double-edged pang of betrayal and thrill that ever plagued him when the Vestian showed up. “What are you doing here?” he asked tightly. 
 
    Tannour arched a sardonic brow. “You really think I’d let you and the A’dal go off by yourselves without a suitable chaperone?” 
 
    “I’m not sure you qualify as suitable, Tannour,” Trell said with a grin. “I get the feeling if left to our own devices, you and I would get into just as much trouble as Loukas and me.” 
 
    “The more the merrier to slay the beast, A’dal.” 
 
    Trell slung himself into his saddle and looked Tannour over with affection, and not a little admiration. “Have you been here all night?” 
 
    “More or less.” 
 
    Which meant Tannour had been listening to their conversation all night, as well. Fethe! The only way to keep a spoken word from reaching Tannour’s ears was not to speak it.  
 
    “And…we have company.” Tannour turned a steely look over his shoulder.  
 
    A breath later, Loukas heard the sound of a galloping horse coming closer. Then the scout Saran cantered out through a break in the trees.  
 
    “A’dal,” he called as he reined in his horse, “you’re needed in camp.” 
 
    Trell nodded to him, then to Loukas and Tannour by way of farewell, and set heels to his horse’s flanks. Saran spun his mount around, and they cantered away fast. 
 
    Loukas took up his reins, too aware of Tannour near him, too keen to this man he’d once thought of as a brother, among so many other roles. But in knowing Tannour so nearly, so also he knew there was no way Tannour had come there to watch over them out of the goodness of his heart. 
 
    Loukas clenched his reins in his hands and speared a look at the Vestian. “He’s your tether now, isn’t he? That’s why you’re keeping so close a watch on the A’dal.” 
 
    Tannour had been staring after Trell, but he turned back to Loukas upon this question, his gaze as coolly distant as ever. “What do you care?”  
 
    He heeled his horse after Trell, leaving Loukas forgotten in the dust of his departure. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Nineteen 
 
      
 
    “No one appreciates how tremendously hard I’ve  
 
    worked to become so universally adored.” 
 
      
 
    –The Candidate Vestal Niko van Amstel  
 
      
 
    Pelas stared at Ean as though he’d just spoken in tongues. “I beg your pardon, where did you say?” 
 
    “He said T’khendar.” Anticipation hummed through Tanis. At the idea of reuniting with his mother in the flesh and meeting his uncle—never mind seeing the fabled realm—Tanis could hardly contain his excitement.   
 
    “We can get there from Alorin,” Ean said, “but the fastest way would be via the First Lord’s sa’reyth.” 
 
    Pelas shook his head, looking apologetic. “I can’t open a portal into the sa’reyth, for I’ve never visited those shores.” 
 
    “I can take you.” Darshan’s deep voice turned all heads to him. 
 
    Pelas’s brother stood with his hands clasped behind his darkly clad form, imposing and seemingly immutable to any power save his own. For some reason, Tanis got the distinct yet improbable impression that Darshan and Phaedor would become fast friends.  
 
    Ean formed a marveling smile. “You’ve been to Björn’s sa’reyth?” 
 
    “I followed the drachwyr Amithaiya’geshwen across a node into the pastures of this sanctuary.” Darshan announced this like it wasn’t the most incredible statement under the sun, like it happened every other day. “I know the world.” 
 
    “You followed a drachwyr?” Pelas looked his brother up and down in blank astonishment. “When by the Void was this?”  
 
    Darshan shifted his dark eyes to him. “After you scolded me that if I ever left my ivory tower, I would see the truth of things.” 
 
    Pelas looked bewildered. “I said that? I mean, I agree, but—” 
 
    “Nonetheless, it was after this conversation that I set a new course,” Darshan opened palms to the sky, “and here we are.” 
 
    Rafael chuckled. “So we have Pelas to thank for your miraculously benevolent turn?” 
 
    Darshan spied him cryptically. “I have not yet decided upon my degree of benevolence towards you, Rafael.” 
 
    Rafael’s aqua eyes gleamed. “Especially once I’ve won our bet.”  
 
    Tanis approached Rafael. “Thank you for everything, sir. I’m sorry about your floors. And thank you for accepting…you know, the other part.” 
 
    Rafael’s hair shed skeptical embers into the afternoon, but his smile was genuine. “I still do not think it can be done.”  
 
    Tanis shook his head at him. “You have to find a way. If anyone can do it, it will be you.”   
 
    Rafael arrowed an amused glance from Tanis to Sinárr. “What has my old friend been teaching you? A little bit of admiration, a dash of adulation, liberally seasoned with flattery and the dish is cooked?”  
 
    Pelas chuckled. “Everyone who knows you knows this is your recipe, Rafael.”  
 
    Rafael regarded Pelas as if he was quite a delicious dish himself. 
 
    Sinárr cleared his throat again. 
 
    Rafael returned smiling eyes to Tanis. “It will be an entertaining game in the very least. I thank you for the challenge of it.”  
 
    Tanis nodded politely and returned to Sinárr’s side. “Are you sure you won’t come with us?” 
 
    Sinárr placed a hand over his heart. “You have but to summon me and I will appear,” while his thoughts whispered, Someone must keep an eye on Rafael. 
 
    Ean moved in to say goodbye to Rafael, while Pelas clapped a hand on Darshan’s shoulder and moved them away from the Warlocks, saying, “There’s a mystery I’m hoping you can help me clear up, brother.” 
 
    Darshan eyed him circumspectly. “What is that, Pelas?”   
 
    “Why did you cut your hair?” 
 
    The Malorin’athgul’s gaze tightened minutely. “The drachwyr Amithaiya’geshwen and I had a misunderstanding.” 
 
    Pelas flashed a sharp grin. “Did the little dragon engulf you in the flames of her mighty roar?”  
 
    “In a manner of speaking.” He angled Pelas a reproving stare as he began summoning his portal. “We both had our claws in each other.” 
 
    “Were these claws metaphorical or literal?” Pelas was clearly loving this exchange. “Will the little drachwyr be eagerly awaiting your return to the sa’reyth, or should I arm myself to defend you?”  
 
    Darshan leveled him a stare. “Learning humility at the cost of one’s own invincibility is never comfortably undertaken, Pelas. You are familiar with the experience yourself and might therefore exhibit the courtesy of better self-restraint in not ridiculing others.” Whereupon, he led them stoically through his portal. 
 
    Tanis emerged out of Shadow onto a high meadow in the midst of steep-sided mountains whose peaks tore shreds out of the ashen clouds. Beneath an overcast sky, the grass appeared impossibly green. Something felt wrong to him, but he couldn’t fit the feeling into any context. He wondered if it had something to do with the place itself. 
 
    Darshan nodded up the hill and said to Ean, who was emerging behind him, “The sa’reyth is that way. It is where Mithaiya was heading before we had our misunderstanding.” 
 
    Pelas chuckled. “How very discreet you are, brother, glossing over all the intimate details. Where exactly did you claim her…or should I be asking, where did she claim you?” 
 
    Darshan looked to Tanis with an expression of strained grace. “Please take my brother away before I recall why I left him bound in a tower believing his power was lost.” 
 
    “I still owe you for that,” Pelas said with a taunting smile, which only proved how truly he’d forgiven his brother. 
 
    Tanis tugged on Pelas’s arm. “Come on. I want to see my uncle’s sanctuary.” 
 
    Pelas sauntered after Tanis, grinning back over his shoulder at Darshan the while. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ean watched Tanis striding away with a Malorin’athgul at his side and marveled at the twisting paths of their lives. So much had changed since that portentous day when they’d left Calgaryn together!  
 
    “This is where I leave you, Ean.” 
 
    Startled, the prince turned back to Darshan. “Leave me? But I thought—”  
 
    It was the look in Darshan’s eyes that silenced him. A tension lay behind his gaze, and his brow revealed a subtle furrow. For a being as dispassionate as Darshan, these telltales very nearly equated to a plea. 
 
    Ean stared at him, not understanding. “You said you had questions for Isabel.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “You know they would welcome you now, for what you’ve done.” 
 
    “For what I’ve done…” Darshan considered these words while he held Ean’s gaze, his mind deeply quiet, his thoughts cordoned off from Ean’s awareness. “No, Ean. I think for what I have done, it is not enough.” 
 
    The prince held his gaze, wondering what the other was thinking, startled by how much the idea of their parting bothered him.  
 
    “I have returned you, as promised.” Darshan’s gaze assumed a remote quality. “Now that you’re bonded to Rafael, perhaps you desire our bond to be—” 
 
    “No.” It was very nearly a cry. After what they’d been through together, how could he imagine…?  
 
    Ean searched Darshan’s dark gaze with his own. “I thought you saw. I thought you understood. Unless…” he thought he might understand, “is it that you no longer desire our binding?” 
 
    “I find that I enjoy the connection.” 
 
    Ean flung up a hand to this proof. “Well, then.” But suddenly it wasn’t enough just to feel some mutual agreement about it. He squared himself before the Malorin’athgul. “Look…you summoned me to Tambarré, just by—I don’t know—willing it, or something.” 
 
    “Balance bends to my will,” Darshan murmured, clearly not seeing where Ean was going with this. 
 
    Ean took hold of the Malorin’athgul’s arm. “Darshan, I cherish the day you decided our paths should cross.” 
 
    Darshan drew slightly back at this. “You did not seem to appreciate it at the time.” 
 
    “At the time it appeared you were trying to obliterate me.” 
 
    A hint of a smile touched Darshan’s lips. “And now?” 
 
    “Now I see a new path of consequence and know you helped to draw it—that you’re drawing it still, even though I can’t see your hand upon the implement of its design.” 
 
    Darshan pondered these words while the darkness of the Void reflected in his gaze. “I’ve seen this pattern in your thoughts. This pattern is what led you to bind with Rafael?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Some slight tension eased in Darshan, as a confusion at last resolved.  
 
    They stared at each other for a while in silence, with Darshan radiating indecision and Ean concern. “This is something you have to do?” the prince finally asked. It was partly an assertion and partly a plea to reconsider. “Are you certain?” 
 
    Darshan shook his head. “I am certain of nothing.” 
 
    Whereupon understanding sank like a stone in Ean’s heart. “Your purpose remains unclear.” It was a startling blow. He studied Darshan’s face, seeking any hint that he was wrong. “You don’t know whether you’re bound to our cause, like Pelas, or…” 
 
    Darshan regarded him gravely. “My thoughts are never far from Chaos, Ean.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t mean…” Ean struggled to make sense of it himself. “What does it mean?” 
 
    Darshan arched resigned brows. “This is precisely the question I must answer.” 
 
    Ean worked the muscles of his jaw as he thought this over. He couldn’t see Darshan anywhere on the path of consequence—Malorin’athgul wove no threads through the tapestry; instead, they bent everyone else’s path to conform to their desires—but he knew in his heart that Darshan had a place in the pattern, that he was important to its outcome.  
 
    Yet…if Darshan didn’t know what he desired…then…then he didn’t know the effect he intended to create, and bringing him to T’khendar in that state of mind, with the realm’s fabric as fragile as it was… 
 
    Ean realized that Darshan was right to refuse. He exhaled a slow breath. “When will I see you again?” 
 
    Darshan almost cracked a smile. “Be careful, Ean. You’ll have me thinking you actually desire my company.” 
 
    Ean gave him a lopsided grin. “Well, I mean…once you get past the cold-eyed countenance that strikes terror into the hearts of every living creature, you know…” he winked at him, “there’s a soft spot in there somewhere.” 
 
    I trust you will keep that knowledge between us. Darshan raised a hand and summoned another portal. “Farewell, Prince of Dannym.” 
 
    “Will you—” But Ean didn’t know how to put his desire into words. 
 
    As it turned out, he didn’t have to.  
 
    I will always be receptive to your call. What he didn’t say, but what Ean gleaned from Darshan’s shadowed tone, was his suspicion that in the future, Ean might not always be receptive to his. 
 
    Then Darshan stepped through his portal and vanished without looking back. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As it happened, the collection of peaked, coppery tents had just appeared in the distance when Ean rejoined Tanis and Pelas and rapidly whisked them all across the node into T’khendar. 
 
    They emerged through a black stone archway at the top of a long staircase. The latter cascaded down the mountainside through tiered gardens until it opened upon a palace with white stone walls and nacre domes glinting sharply in the sunlight.  
 
    Beyond the parkland surrounding the palace, a white city spread, glossing the mountainside with dark slate rooftops and shining spires. The long rays of late afternoon were gilding the city, making the entirety of it seem somehow alive.  
 
    Everywhere Tanis looked he saw bridges and parks, turrets, domes or towers with pennons flying on the wind. He could’ve stared for hours had not everything felt so horribly awry. 
 
    In front of him, Ean stood stiff. “Something’s wrong.” He turned a look over his shoulder to find Tanis staring wordlessly back at him. “I sensed it at the sa’reyth but now…” 
 
    The lad still couldn’t put a name to the ill feeling he was perceiving. He only knew a sudden dry-mouthed panic surrounding it.  
 
    “What is it, Ean?” Pelas obviously saw nothing visually amiss. 
 
    Ean’s gaze widened in the same moment that his thoughts went cold, in the same moment Tanis realized what was wrong.  
 
    “Isabel.” Ean bolted off down the steps on a tide of the fifth, shouting follow me! back at them on the fourth.  
 
    Pelas enveloped Tanis in a shield of his own power, and they took off together, rushing close behind. 
 
    In the same moment Ean had fingered the problem, Tanis realized why he felt so namelessly awry: it was the absence of his mother’s binding.  
 
    Though he hadn’t known it for what it was until learning of his parents, Tanis had always felt the binding between them. He hadn’t noticed its absence while in Shadow, because elae didn’t flow there in the same way, but arriving back in the Realms of Light, he perceived it as a cavernous hole in his consciousness. 
 
    Worse was the churning river of fears that tumbled in to fill that empty space. What could’ve happened for his mother to vanish so completely from his thoughts? His mind revolted at the very idea of it. 
 
    Reaching the palace, Ean sent the fifth into a pair of tall ebony doors and stormed through the parting, sprinting headlong down the corridor beyond.  
 
    He led a chase through that alabaster palace, the overwhelming beauty of which Tanis barely recalled, due to the ill apprehension pounding his heart. Afterwards, he couldn’t even remember if they’d passed another living soul, his thoughts had been so consumed by concern for his mother. 
 
    But when Ean crashed through another pair of massive doors and into an impossible hallway…this view was startling enough to demand a coin of attention as payment for Tanis’s passing.  
 
    Ean ran down the seemingly endless corridor of doors until he reached the one he needed—though how he discerned the correct one from all the others, Tanis couldn’t say. The prince pulled it open and rushed through. Following on Ean’s heels into darkness, Tanis perceived a pattern flashing just before he emerged in a storm. 
 
    Sand blasted him from every angle. The wind howled against the night.   
 
    Ean and Pelas simultaneously embraced the fifth again—Tanis perceived it through both of his bonds—and then the world went silent. Tanis joined the others in spitting sand from their mouths and blinking it from tearing eyes.  
 
    Beyond their shields, the storm raged in a constant, susurrant howling of wind and intermittent snapping of heavy canvas. Ghostly globes glowed in the distance, seemingly veiled in sackcloth, sketching a dim path amid the darker shadows of tents. 
 
    Pelas studied the storm through the filter of his own innate composition, which, being privy to his mind, was giving Tanis a terrible sense of vertigo.  
 
    “This is no natural storm.” Pelas looked immediately to Ean. “What’s happening here?” 
 
    Oblivion darkened the prince’s gaze. “Your brother Rinokh is trying to unmake the world.” He set off for the closest globe, not realizing how deeply this truth had pierced Pelas. 
 
    But Tanis felt it. He placed a consoling hand on his bond-brother’s arm.  
 
    Pelas turned him a soft look of gratitude, and together they moved to follow Ean. 
 
    They were just passing between two tents when a man emerged out of the shadows of the storm, staggering unevenly in the lashing wind. He had one hand on a guide rope while his other pinned a scarf across his nose and mouth. He was angling his body against the wind as he forged his way towards them.  
 
    As soon as he gained the safety of Ean’s shield, the man dropped his scarf to reveal a countenance Tanis recognized with surprise. 
 
    “Franco,” Ean grabbed the Espial’s arm. “Where is she? What happened?”  
 
    “Ean.” Franco Rohre nodded soberly to him. “I’m sorry to welcome you back under these circumstances.” His brown eyes took in Tanis and then Pelas, whereupon they widened considerably. “Immanuel?”  
 
    “Franco,” Pelas nodded a rather mysterious greeting. Tanis gave him a look. 
 
    Ean clutched the Espial’s arm, dragging Franco’s attention back from Pelas. “Franco, I beg you, take us to Isabel.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, Ean. I was…” his gaze strayed again to Pelas. Then he gave the prince a wan smile, brief and apologetic, murmured, “She’s this way,” and led back the way he’d just come.  
 
    “The First Lord is with her now,” Franco offered as they were trudging through the ankle-deep sand. “He sent me to find you as soon as he perceived your arrival.” 
 
    “What happened?”   
 
    “We honestly don’t know. She was on the grid and she lost consciousness somehow. Thankfully the harness retrieved her off the Pattern.” 
 
    “Harness?” Pelas asked. 
 
    Franco glanced to him, his gaze still wondering at his presence there. “The harnesses are a failsafe when working on the world grid. We lose consciousness often. The harnesses retrieve us from the Pattern before we can find harm upon it.” 
 
    Ean shook his head, looking bewildered. “Why was Isabel on the grid—why were any of you? Where are the drachwyr?” 
 
    Franco winced and loosened his scarf around his neck. “We don’t know exactly when the drachwyr are at present.” 
 
    Pelas blinked. “Pardon me, did you say when the drachwyr are?”   
 
    Franco gave him a grave look. “All save the Lady Mithaiya were cast forward in time. It was a complex working fashioned especially to cling to their immortal essence. The First Lord found the working on Alorin’s currents. That’s as much as any of us know about it.” 
 
    “Thirteen hells,” Ean swore under his breath. “When did Björn have time to go to Alorin to study the currents?” 
 
    “When Lord Ramu failed to return from Raku.” 
 
    Ean rubbed his forehead, obviously trying to make sense of this news. After a moment, he blew out his breath as if there just was no processing it. 
 
    “In the drachwyr’s absence, we’re doing what we can to shore up the grid, but it takes us days to accomplish what they could do in hours. The First Lord has spent much time on the world’s pattern—too much.” Franco clenched his jaw. “The drachwyr are desperately missed.” 
 
    Ean shook his head. “It doesn’t make sense, Franco. Even working on the grid as you describe shouldn’t have weakened Isabel like that.” 
 
    Franco cast Ean a troubled glance, which the latter missed but which Tanis read clearly enough. The lad exchanged a concerned look with Pelas. 
 
    Yes. Misgiving filled Pelas’s copper eyes. Things are deeply wrong here.  
 
      
 
      
 
    After trekking through a maze of shadowed tents, Franco turned off the globe-lit path towards the largest tent they’d encountered thus far. He pulled aside the flaps to let Ean and the others enter first. 
 
    As Tanis followed Ean inside, he felt something…it wasn’t exactly like walking through a wall of water, but a cooling sense washed over him from head to toe. He looked down at himself and realized all of the sand had been cleansed from his person. Even his ears felt cleared of abrasive grains. 
 
    Inside an elegantly appointed chamber, four men waited in an eddy of impatience. One rose upon their entrance.  
 
    Ean moved immediately to him. “Dagmar—” a desperate urgency threaded Ean’s tone. He extended his hand to clasp wrists with the Vestal. “Epiphany protect me, I can’t even sense her!”   
 
    Tanis had never met the Second Vestal, but he appeared as powerfully built as the stories described. A gold circlet bound Dagmar’s shoulder-length blond hair, and like the zanthyr, he wore head-to-toe black. The second strand veritably pooled about him like a node.  
 
    Dagmar took Ean by both shoulders. Pale green eyes looked the prince over.  “Ean, welcome back. I admit, I expected you sooner.” He gave the prince no time to respond to this rather cryptic statement, but said as he released him, “Björn is with her. You well know she could have no better attendant to her welfare.” His steady manner offered strong reassurance, yet Tanis perceived a vein of unease within in the Vestal’s thoughts.  
 
    Dagmar looked to Tanis next, saying, “And who have we—” but the moment he laid eyes on the lad, his gaze widened beneath a dawning recognition. He darted a potent stare back at Ean. “Now I understand your delay.”  
 
    To Tanis, then, the Vestal extended his hand. The lad took it, somewhat in awe. “Well met, Tanis, heir of Adonnai.” Dagmar’s grip was powerful, but his gaze conveyed surprising warmth. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you for a very long time.” 
 
    Tanis murmured, “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Would that we’d met under better conditions, but such is the nature of this stage of the game. Nothing comes easy.” Dagmar released Tanis’s hand and shifted his pale green eyes to Pelas, yet there was nothing pale about the force of his redirected attention. “And that must mean you’re—” 
 
    “Pelasommáyurek,” his bond-brother murmured, giving Dagmar a slight bow. His manner was as polished as ever, but Tanis felt tension straining the fabric of his thoughts. 
 
    “Ender of Paths,” Dagmar translated Pelas’s name with a look between the both of them, obviously noting their binding, “…or Maker of New Ones?” 
 
    Tanis moved closer to Pelas—for his own reassurance as much as in support of his bond-brother. Their mutual foreboding over what was happening there was reaching monumental proportions. The lad asked the Vestal, “What can you tell us of my mother, sir?”  
 
    “Not much yet, sadly. Your uncle will update us when he can.” Dagmar pushed hands in his pockets, rocked back on his heels and looked around the room. “We might as well all get acquainted while we wait. You’ll have reason to know each other soon enough.”  
 
    He turned his attention to the three men who were crammed in, all elbows and knees, close beside each other on a low couch, despite the fact that there were plenty of other seats available in the carpeted room. 
 
    Noting Dagmar’s attention, the tallest of the three nudged the man beside him, who looked up and then did the same to the third, whereupon they all hastened to their feet. 
 
    The first and tallest man was dark-haired and had a serious air about him. The man beside him was fair and golden-haired, with one of those perfect noses artists so liked to draw, and the third sported an unruly cap of auburn curls teasing at a poet’s soft eyes. They were all bearded, and worry equally creased their blue eyes—in which identical shape and coloration Tanis noted a familial resemblance.   
 
    Dagmar extended a hand towards them. “May I present the Paladin Knights, Gadovan, Mathias and Jude of the realm of Eltanin.”  
 
    The three men, who in their dusty desert garb looked a far cry from what Tanis had imagined of the famous Paladin Knights, held fists at their sides and gave formal half-bows of greeting. 
 
    “Boys, may I introduce to you Prince Ean val Lorian, husband to the Lady Isabel; Tanis, her beloved son, and…” Dagmar hitched a droll half-smile at Ean, “yours, I suppose; and Pelasommáyurek, Ender of Paths, bond-brother to Tanis and coincidentally, whose natural brother is right now gnawing on T’khendar’s magnetic grid like a particularly stringy hunk of hindquarter.”  
 
    Upon this last pronouncement—or possibly in response to the entirety of it—the knights stared at them, nonplussed.  
 
    Tanis couldn’t fault them for not knowing what to make of all that. He could only imagine what he looked like, still wearing the same clothes he’d been in when he’d left Pelas’s mansion in Hallovia—gods above, how long ago was that now?  
 
    It suddenly occurred to him that he’d probably been wearing the same underclothes much longer than any decent person should, despite the timelessness of Shadow. And Pelas…the sleeve of his actual coat was still covered in dried blood.  
 
    “Paladin Knights,” Ean meanwhile shifted a wary gaze between the men and Dagmar, “in alliance with us?” He was resonating a new chord of apprehension. 
 
    Dagmar motioned the men to sit, and they reassumed their cramped position on the couch. He looked to the prince then. “The Eltanese are Nodefinders skilled in the kind of unusual work we need done here, Ean. Sent by the First Lord’s contact in Illume Belliel in answer to Björn’s fairly desperate call for aid.”  
 
    Dagmar settled his warrior’s body down on a chair clearly intended for a much smaller frame. “I imagine Franco told you what happened to the drachwyr.” 
 
    “As much as he knew.” Ean pressed palms to his eyes and then pushed them roughly back through his hair. “Do you really know nothing of her condition?” 
 
    “I know she’s alive—thanks to these three,” and he jerked his head toward the knights. 
 
    Everyone looked at them again. 
 
    The dark-haired Gadovan glanced up beneath his brows, noted everyone now staring at him, and nudged the blond and curly-haired Mathias beside him.  
 
    Mathias roused from his thoughts to find Gadovan looking pointedly at him, whereupon he noted the rest of the room also watching, and reddened slightly. He sat up straighter and nudged Jude, who looked around and said, “Your pardon, what was the question?”  
 
    Gadovan murmured, “The Vestal wants us to tell them what happened on the grid with the Lady Isabel, Jude.” 
 
    Jude exchanged a look with Mathias. The two men could not have managed expressions of greater remorse if the emotion had been carved into their faces.   
 
    Jude winced. “It’s…well, the Lady Isabel…she was…”  
 
    “She was in the aether.” Gadovan had elbows braced on his knees, hands clasped between them, and deep lines furrowing his brow. “The harness should have pulled her to safety when she lost consciousness, and did in fact do so, once we got her back on the pattern, but when she fell—” 
 
    Ean took an alarmed step towards them. “She fell off the world grid?” 
 
    Gadovan’s gaze tightened. “She was between ley lines at the time. That’s when she lost consciousness.” 
 
    Ean spun a wide-eyed look of outrage at Dagmar. 
 
    “Mathias caught her.” Dagmar indicated the blond Nodefinder. 
 
    “If you can call nearly falling on top of—” Jude caught his tongue beneath the severe look Gadovan was spearing at him. 
 
    Ean ran a heated gaze across all of the assembled Nodefinders, including Dagmar and Franco. “Surely Isabel wasn’t on the grid without an anchor.” 
 
    Gadovan straightened to meet the challenge in Ean’s stare. “It failed her, sir.” 
 
    Tanis caught his breath. Indeed, everyone in that room seemed braced against this truth. They all knew precisely what it meant—even Pelas, by the end, for he easily gleaned understanding out of the current of trepidation coursing through Tanis’s thoughts.   
 
    Tanis had never traversed a world grid the way these others had, but he had his mother’s training in the second strand, and he’d witnessed his father’s violent battle with Shail on Alorin’s Pattern of the World.  
 
    Even while being unmade, Arion had maintained his anchor in Calgaryn. That his mother had lost hers… 
 
    And then, suddenly, she was simply present in Tanis’s mind again.  
 
    He spun a look at Ean, who equally must’ve felt her vibrantly anew, for he closed his grey eyes and exhaled a forceful breath of relief. “She’s back.” 
 
    This brought a general stir, though silence still hovered, tentative and uneasy. The storm gusting beyond their tent billowed the outermost canvas walls, but even this ruckus seemed subdued by the heavy concern cloaking the room.  
 
    Pelas placed a hand on Tanis’s shoulder. It seemed a gesture of solidarity, but Tanis perceived a strange undercurrent coursing through Pelas’s thoughts. The latter settled his gaze upon Dagmar and by the force of it alone gained the Vestal’s eye. 
 
    When Dagmar met his gaze, Pelas said, “It’s not the disintegrating grid that’s affecting her.” His tone was deeply troubled. “There’s a tear in the realm’s aether.” 
 
    “Aye.” Dagmar regarded him gravely, and with a nod acknowledged his implication. “You’ve struck the heart of it.”  
 
    Ean turned a look between the two of them. “But why should that affect Is—” 
 
    Then he suddened upon the understanding, and Tanis at the same time by reflection, for both Ean and Pelas now held the same perilous image in their thoughts:  
 
    The Chaos patterns covering his mother’s body. 
 
    Ean swore. 
 
    Pelas tightened his grip on Tanis’s shoulder, and the lad felt him mentally brace for some sort of altercation, but Ean speared a look at Pelas that conveyed all of the injury and tragedy of their recent history, yet held no blame. Only regret, and the desperate wish that none of it had happened.  
 
    The others in the room were alternating their stares between Ean and Pelas. It would’ve been impossible not to notice the riotous energy roused between a fifth strand Adept and a fifth strand immortal when both stood wrestling with their emotions. But the energy was compounded by the fact that Ean and Pelas were also each bound by cords of connection to Darshan, to Tanis, to Isabel—they had all become interwoven threads in a web of cause and consequence.    
 
    Into this tempestuous whirlwind of currents, the Fifth Vestal appeared.  
 
    He ducked through the parting of drapes, a tall man, leanly aristocratic, with eyes so impossibly blue they were the first thing Tanis noticed when he looked up. The second thing the lad noticed was the vibrant energy his uncle brought into the room. The third was his smile. 
 
    Because even before he took note of Ean, Pelas, Dagmar or any of the others, Björn’s eyes found Tanis standing there, and the smile that overcame his features froze him in the opening…a smile of wonder and welcome, sorrow, longing and admiration. Love. 
 
    He spared a brief glance to acknowledge the others—all of whom had risen to their feet—but he only had eyes for Tanis as he slowly crossed the room. Tanis had never felt so radiant beneath anyone’s inspection. The lad moved as if magnetized to Björn in return, and they met in the middle of the carpet. 
 
    Björn took Tanis by the shoulders. A thousand thoughts reflected in his very blue eyes, in his marveling smile. “You look…so much like your father.” He flicked a brief glance, as of apology, to Ean before looking back to Tanis, as though his eyes couldn’t bear to look upon anyone else. 
 
    The prince murmured, “I see it always.” 
 
    Tanis beheld his uncle, feeling an ineffable sense of awe. How did a man say so much in a glance? Entire concepts conveyed in the brief flash of a smile, or the barest shadow in his expression that somehow bespoke his thoughts completely. Just standing there, Björn was emanating such self-assurance that Tanis became reassured, made confident even, in knowing with his whole heart that his uncle wouldn’t fail them. 
 
    In that moment, Tanis understood why his mother stood unwaveringly at her brother’s side; why the zanthyr served his uncle so unquestioningly; and why so many others harbored such terrible fear of him.  
 
    And he understood something else, too, which seemed more germane and poignant in that moment: that beyond all else—before all else—Björn van Gelderan was his uncle, and though they hadn’t met since Tanis was a toddler, he loved him as his own son.  
 
    Björn studied Tanis’s expression quietly while all of these understandings settled, then he drew the lad into his strong embrace. “Welcome, Tanis.” He spoke low at his ear, yet Tanis felt the words reverberating in his soul. “We’ve been waiting a long time for this day.”  
 
    Tanis held his uncle close in return, feeling unexpectedly choked. It took him a moment to dig his voice out of the glorious tension binding his throat. “I feel like I’ve been waiting my whole life for this day too, my lord,” he finally managed. 
 
    Björn released him to take his shoulders again, that he might gaze upon his face once more with the shadow of a wistful smile, as if he truly was seeing some image of his best friend standing before him anew. Then he nodded to the lad and turned to greet Ean.  
 
    They embraced as brothers, exchanging muted words. Björn quickly scanned his gaze across the others in the room, that they might know his gratitude for their support. Then he looked to Pelas. 
 
    The Malorin’athgul met Björn’s gaze evenly, but Tanis sensed regret scouring his bond-brother’s conscience. Pelas felt intimately responsible for everything that was amiss there.  
 
    Tanis could only wonder what his uncle was feeling in that moment. Surely Pelas represented an adversary he’d been battling for centuries, yet one he’d never met face to face. But all Tanis saw in his uncle’s gaze was appreciation, and perhaps a hint of wary respect.   
 
    His uncle extended his hand. “Björn van Gelderan.” This offering of hand and name set them as equals, there in a world where everyone called him lord. 
 
    After a moment’s startled pause, Pelas clasped wrists firmly with him. “Pelas.” Not his full name, not the assignation their Maker had given him. His gaze made a desperate apology for what he’d done to Björn’s sister. 
 
    “Yes…” Björn replied with a grave sort of smile, their hands still locked as in a binding troth, “this is quite the crossroads we’ve reached, isn’t it?” He shifted his gaze to Tanis, and the lad found warmth in it anew. Looking back to Pelas, Björn’s smile relaxed. “Be welcome, Pelas. My nephew could have no stouter protector at his side.” 
 
    Pelas nodded wordlessly as they released hands. Tanis could tell that Björn’s offering of solidarity had profoundly affected him. 
 
    His uncle finally gave the others his attention and the answer they’d all been seeking—shouting for—with their thoughts since he entered the room.  
 
    “Isabel is conscious.” Björn pushed hands into his pockets and let his gaze travel across the host of concerned faces surrounding him. “Her pattern appears to be whole. She’s certainly strong enough to have cast me from her rooms that she might prepare herself properly to greet her husband and son.” 
 
    The Eltanese gave a collective exhale. 
 
    Dagmar came over and clapped Björn on the shoulder. “She said we’d know the moment when it came. Her Sight certainly isn’t failing her.” He grinned and headed off towards a wine cabinet at the far end of the room.  
 
    The Eltanese approached as one. “Your Excellency,” Gadovan glanced to the others, “if you’ve no more need of us, we’ll call it a night.” 
 
    “Yes, please.” Björn’s gaze said clearly they needn’t have asked his permission to depart. “It’s been too long since you’ve all seen your beds. My sister owes her life to you, and I a debt that can never be repaid.” 
 
    The men looked uncomfortable beneath such praise. Gadovan nodded respectfully, and the Eltanese headed out. 
 
    Björn looked to Tanis and Ean then, and a knowing smile blossomed. “My sister is asking me to escort both of you to her.” 
 
    Whereupon Tanis’s feet suddenly and unexpectedly rooted themselves to the carpet. Never mind that they’d met in dreamscape, to see his mother in the flesh… 
 
    Suddenly, with her welfare no longer in question and the moment of their reunion now imminent, the lad became instantly apprehensive and wound up with an energy he didn’t know how to channel. After all this time…he suddenly could not make himself move to actually go meet her. 
 
    Then his uncle was wrapping an arm around his shoulders and encouraging him down the corridor, willing feet or no.  
 
    “It occurs to me, nephew, that you have three immortals bound to you now,” he observed with a musing smile and something brightly mischievous dancing in his blue eyes. “Mayhap Cephrael should fear a new rival?” 
 
    Tanis managed to hold his gaze, but he felt suddenly very uncertain about it. “Do you think He would be angered, sir?” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Björn turned a wide, albeit secretive, smile back to the path ahead. “I think He would be immensely pleased by the prospect.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty 
 
      
 
    “There is no game in knowing everything.” 
 
      
 
    –Baelfeir, Lord of all Warlocks 
 
      
 
    Ean watched Tanis walking before him with Björn’s arm around his shoulders and saw Arion in every inch of the lad’s form.  
 
    It was so strange to know this duality of lives, to recognize Tanis as his son and another man’s in the same moment; to claim Arion’s misdeeds and triumphs equally, yet know they were not rightly his; to have Arion’s memories without himself having lived any of them…and to love the same woman Arion had loved every inch as desperately as he had.   
 
    Isabel… 
 
    By Cephrael’s Great Book, every time he thought upon it now, Ean felt choked by the enormity of what Isabel had sacrificed. Never mind her more recent interaction with Pelas—her earlier sacrifices reared just as monolithically before him. 
 
    Because Arion couldn’t help but be Arion, Isabel had endured three hundred years without her true love at her side. But because Isabel had loved Arion so much, she had also lived those centuries without her son. 
 
    She’d sacrificed so many precious years she might’ve had with Tanis just so that Ean could watch him grow up. For Tanis, it was the same lifetime—leapfrogged through the centuries to be raised in another woman’s home, that he might just be near the man who had once been his father. For Ean, it was the third lifetime of foolhardy trial and error.  
 
    But Isabel…she had lived every one of those three hundred years without two of the souls who were closest to her heart. Ean couldn’t even conceive of what that sacrifice had cost her.  
 
    He’d envisioned a hundred ways of approaching her in apology, countless scenarios for their long-overdue reconciliation; but none of those had taken into account coming to T’khendar with Tanis and Pelas only to find Isabel in peril and the world itself being torn apart at the seams.  
 
    Björn stopped before a curtained opening and drew the drapes aside to let Tanis pass, but as Ean was following the lad inside, Björn caught his arm and his gaze. “Look hard, think hard, upon what you see.” Ean saw shades of conflict within Björn’s blue eyes. “This problem needs both our minds upon it.” 
 
    Reading the meaning in Björn’s words, Ean nodded tersely and moved on inside.  
 
    A sitting room awaited them, roughly pentagonal in shape, with tapestries covering the canvas walls and carpets several layers thick. If not for the howling wind, Ean could’ve forgotten they were in the midst of a perpetual storm.  
 
    Tanis turned to him, radiating apprehension. He shook out his hands and exhaled a slow breath…flashed a sheepish smile. “I’m so nervous.” 
 
    Ean took him by the shoulders. “You’ll take on Malorin’athgul and Warlocks, but seeing the woman who gave birth to you sends you all to pieces?”  
 
    Tanis laughed. “I know. So silly, right?” 
 
    “This is only because Tanis knows a mother can be far more formidable than Warlocks or Malorin’athgul,” Isabel observed amusedly from across the room. 
 
    Ean and Tanis turned to her as one.  
 
    Her unbound chestnut hair tumbled long across one shoulder, partially concealing the pearlescent silk of her robe. The patterns on her skin glowed a faint silver beneath the pale fabric.  
 
    Ean felt Tanis inflate at the wonder that was his mother, and then the lad was flinging himself across the room and into her arms. 
 
    Isabel laughed as she clutched him close. He was already half a head taller than her. “Oh, Tanis, my darling, darling son…”  
 
    For a long time they held this embrace, long enough for Ean to feel the ache of his own separation from Isabel in every beat of his heart, but the pair were radiating such happiness and love that Ean would not have moved to part them—he hardly dared breathe for fear of disrupting their reunion.  
 
    He sensed they were having a private conversation across their own binding, but Isabel had her son so cocooned within the sphere of her lifeforce that Ean perceived none of their thoughts. He didn’t begrudge them the intimacy; he just longed to restore his own with her. 
 
    Eventually she took Tanis’s face in both hands and kissed him lovingly on each cheek. Then she studied his countenance with her colorless eyes, so bright with joy. Finally, she stroked a hand through his fair hair and gazed wistfully at him. She didn’t need to share her thoughts that time for Ean to know what was running through her mind. 
 
    Her gaze shifted to him upon this thought. It was the first moment outside of Dreamscape that he’d looked into her eyes. His skin tingled as their gazes met. 
 
    Tanis meanwhile stood before his mother wearing an expression of amazement. Now Ean caught the lad’s thoughts across their binding—how, despite knowing how beautiful his mother was, seeing her in the flesh…Tanis might’ve stared at her for hours, studied her for hours, just to notice the way her eyebrows arched, imparting a slightly fey appearance; or the way her lips curved upwards at the corners, even when she wasn’t smiling, but especially when she was. The lad wanted to memorize her face all over again. 
 
    “Yes,” Isabel said laughingly, shifting her gaze back to him, “I feel the same way.” She squeezed his shoulders.  
 
    Tanis ran his hands along her arms. “Mama, my uncle said you’re well, but…” his eyes darted to the tattoos, “but Pelas’s patterns—” 
 
    “Will still be glowing in my skin tomorrow, barring some miracle.” She cupped his cheek and kissed him warmly again. “Remember what I told you. If you still want to discuss them then, we may, but I have a feeling if you sleep on my words, you’ll find them true.” 
 
    Tanis gave her a look that said he didn’t need to go to sleep to know that. His brow furrowed as he looked at her. “I don’t want to leave you.” 
 
    “You’re not leaving,” she laughed lightly. “Your rooms are right across the corridor. I only asked that you go bathe.” She cupped his cheek again adoringly. “And maybe take a razor to this scruff. How long did you say you were in Shadow?” 
 
    “I don’t really know. A few months, maybe.” 
 
    “Exactly.” She winked at him. “Even a mother’s adoration can only go so far.” 
 
    Tanis dropped a smile to his toes. “I take your point.” 
 
    Isabel cupped his face. Then she said something into his ear that brought color to his cheeks, and he left wearing a smile.  
 
    As he passed Ean on his way out, Tanis gave him an encouraging look. 
 
    Then the drapes were closing again, and Ean stood alone, facing Isabel. 
 
    Holding her colorless gaze, feeling their bond throbbing in his core and contrition tight in his chest, Ean had no idea where to begin, despite his countless mental recitations.  
 
    How could he ever apologize enough for Arion’s tragic misdeeds? And where did he begin to say how desperately sorry he was for the way he’d treated her? 
 
    When Ean seemed disinclined to speak, Isabel took a tentative step into their silence. “You’ve been out of touch for so long…I wasn’t sure where your thoughts had taken you.” 
 
    “To the edge and back again.” Ean clenched his jaw. He was trying to find some equilibrium between the pressure of his remorse holding him back and the magnetic attraction of their binding, which was practically hauling him across the room. He’d forgotten what it was like to share the same space with Isabel van Gelderan, what an overpowering force she became in his consciousness.  
 
    “After the way I treated you…” Ean shook his head. “I couldn’t just intrude on your thoughts. I had no right to expect that intimacy.” 
 
    Isabel took another step towards him, still tentative. He didn’t doubt she recalled their last altercation, where he’d run from her every advance, too furious at her and all the world to be near her without erupting. Her gaze then had wounded him deeply. Now it melted him. 
 
    “You had every right to be upset, Ean.” 
 
    “Did I?” He looked back to her tightly. “Prince Ean val Lorian might’ve had that right,” he winced and exhaled slowly as he held her gaze, “but Prince Ean val Lorian never would’ve become bound to the High Mage of the Citadel—”  
 
    His throat constricted around all of the things he didn’t know how to say. And then, suddenly, the need to be united was simply too much.  
 
    He took four swift steps and dragged her into his arms.  
 
    Isabel clutched him tightly in return.  
 
    Ean pressed his lips to her hair, closed his eyes and breathed in her scent. “Isabel,” he murmured against her hair, “please…” he laid his forehead against hers and pushed through the contrition choking his voice, “please forgive me.” 
 
    “I do—” she hugged him closer, “if you will grant me the same?” 
 
    Ean sighed as he held her close, grateful beyond measure just to feel her body in his arms after so long. He dared to hope that all of this might really be behind them.  
 
    It seemed all but impossible that after enduring so much, they could simply forgive each other and move on; yet he wanted only this simplicity from her. It followed she would want the same from him. 
 
    Ean ran his nose along hers, channeled the flood of his relief into clearing the torment from his heart, and whispered, “Should we each make a list to be sure we know what we’re forgiving? I wouldn’t want to take advantage of you.”  
 
    “That’s a shame,” she replied, brushing her lips lightly across his. “I was hoping you would absolutely take advantage of me.” 
 
    Ean tightened his arms around her.  
 
    Isabel exhaled a sigh, redolent of her own heartache, now fading. “I feared, Ean…” She rested her head against his shoulder. “After what I did, I feared you no longer desired our binding.” 
 
    Too readily he recalled the barbs he’d thrown while in the throes of heartbreak, iron thorns he would rather have taken into his own flesh now than aim at her. “You deserved better from me. I regret saying…basically everything I said to you.” 
 
    “I understood your anger. I had betrayed our troth.” 
 
    Ean abruptly drew back from her. “But you didn’t, Isabel.” He took her by the shoulders and bent his head to capture her gaze. “You made a promise to Arion when you bound yourselves, and you made that promise again to me in this life with our binding, only…” he ran his hands along her arms, “only I misunderstood what that meant at the time. Now I know that the promise you and Arion made bound you both to each other, but first and foremost it bound you—us—together to the game.”   
 
    Tears filled Isabel’s eyes. 
 
    “If I had been in that tower with Pelas, I would’ve made the wrong choice, Isabel.” Ean stepped back to stand unarmed before her, made his voice convey everything he felt about himself now—all that he’d learned and seen and come to realize. “I would’ve nobly refused to betray you…and I would’ve lost the game for us in the doing. And Arion—thirteen hells, as Arion, I would’ve refused to accept that there was only one solution. I never would’ve accepted the fact that the effect I intended couldn’t be achieved.”  
 
    Moving back to her, he stroked her shoulders again while she stared at him with crystalline tears streaming down her cheeks. “As Arion, I would’ve refused to take either path from that tower. I would’ve lost everything in pursuit of the effect I intended to create, in my unwillingness to sacrifice the First Law.”  
 
    Ean gently wiped away Isabel’s tears with his thumbs. “Your sacrifice was greater than my sense of betrayal, greater than Arion’s failures; you achieved more than I could have in a lifetime of such choices.” 
 
    A faint smile touched Isabel’s lips. She took his hands from her face and held them between her own. “May I take that to mean that you still desire our binding?” 
 
    Ean gave an incredulous exhale and pressed his forehead against hers. “As I live and breathe, Isabel. If you will still have me.” He drew back to give her a chance to answer. 
 
    She held his gaze with eyes like a glass-calm sea, deeply beautiful. “I believe I can manage.” 
 
    Such relief washed over Ean, he wanted to shout it out to the world. Instead, he drew her against him and closed his mouth over hers.  
 
    In return, Isabel opened her mind to him. Ean felt her presence blossoming, flowering in his thoughts. With his new understanding of Shadow, he saw this unfolding now as an invitation to share her universe, to become part of herself.  
 
    Never before had he recognized what a gift this was, this unconditional invitation into her own conceptual awareness, into the very essence of her being. She was hiding nothing from him, making herself infinitely vulnerable—trusting he would do no harm while treading those fragile and sacred waters. She could offer him no greater gift.  
 
    Now Ean understood so much more deeply of these connections. Now he knew them for the treasures they were. 
 
    Ean stood on the shores of Isabel’s mind, letting the warm waves lap at his consciousness, and invited her to share his thoughts in return. She poured herself into his awareness as light filling a room—visible yet intangible, present yet without palpability. She was the essence of the fourth strand in his thoughts, suffusing and permeating. He could no more contain her than he could hold the light in his hand. 
 
    Only when they were both permeating each other’s minds did Ean allow himself to believe that all was healed between them. Only then did the ache he’d been feeling so desperately and for so long finally dissipate.  
 
    Only then could he begin to look forward and start putting a future there for them to tread together. 
 
    Ean ran his nose along hers again, reveling in the resonance of their bond finding harmony again. “Did you mean what you said about wanting me to take advantage of you?” 
 
    She smiled. “A truthreader cannot lie, my lord. However,” and she ran her finger provocatively along his lips, “a bath might be in order first.” 
 
    Ean gave a low chuckle. “Lead me to it, my lady.” 
 
    She took his hand with a smile and drew him through a curtained partition, past the bedroom and into a bathing chamber beyond. While he stripped out of his clothes, part of him thought back to the moment he’d put them on—the morning of his battle with Shail—while another part of his mind alchemized air into water.  
 
    This process always intrigued him. Fascinating, the amount of air it took to make enough water to fill a tub. Much more than one might imagine. The water was steaming by the time he climbed into it. 
 
    Isabel brought him soap and poured some salts into the bath, so that soon the chamber filled with fragrance. He caught her arm as she was turning away. “Join me?” 
 
    She considered his request for the space of a moment. Ean caught a flicker of uncertainty, but then she was sweeping up her hair and letting her robe slip from her shoulders. He watched her appreciatively as she slipped in between his legs, rested back against his chest and leaned her head into the curve of his shoulder. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her and asked low in her ear, “When are we going to talk about the patterns that almost killed you today?” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” she said, but her thoughts answered, I would that we never had to speak of them at all. 
 
    Ean had to agree with that sentiment, yet in the brief glimpse he’d gotten of the patterns just then, he’d understood Björn’s caution. These were not idle designs Pelas had drawn into Isabel’s skin. They were patterns of Chaos invested with purpose.  
 
    But what purpose? 
 
    Just seeing the scars roused a visceral sense of fury despite his best attempts to suppress it. Yet he knew that no matter his protest, his anger, his rage at what Pelas had done to the woman he loved—none of these reactions would change the past. But his determination to understand Pelas’s work might change the future. 
 
    It was clear to him that the patterns were summoning the power of Chaos through the tear in T’khendar’s aether and draining Isabel of elae the while, but he knew with certainly that Pelas’s intent in crafting the patterns had not been to destroy Isabel. 
 
    She shifted in his arms and also in his mind, gently prodding him away from a line of questioning that she’d asked him not to dwell upon that night. She said instead, “Tell me about Darshan.”  
 
    Ean inhaled to speak of the binding. 
 
    “From the beginning.” 
 
    He paused mid-inhale and altered what he’d been about to say.  
 
    So it was that he told her everything, from his days of frustration working with Sebastian and Dareios upon the problem of unmaking eidola, to meeting and fighting the mor’alir Adept Sheih in Tambarré, to training with Pelas on that volcanic isle, and finally to his trek through Shadow with Darshan. He left out nothing, even though reliving his choices often made him ache with regret, and his halting confession of his attempt to unmake Pelas left him emotionally raw.  
 
    But revealing everything he’d seen and done, walking her through his thoughts and choices, ultimately letting her share in his journey…how could he deny her such understanding of his growth? 
 
    At some point they moved from bath to bed, so that by the time he described to her the moment when Tanis, Sinárr and Rafael had appeared in Shadow to save them from revenants, he was reclining against the headboard with Isabel enfolded in his arms, much as she had been in the tub. Only now her hair fell in a silken layer across his chest, while his fingers explored the silver tattoo on her left arm, idly tracing its intricate design.  
 
    Her skin had at least healed well. You would hardly have noticed the designs if not for the glow emitting from the patterns. 
 
    “Are you telling me that Darshan’s binding upon you is wholly benevolent?” Isabel shifted against him to better meet his gaze with her own incredulous one.  
 
    Ean smiled, nodded.  
 
    She laid her head back against his chest, radiating wonder. “I never imagined…” 
 
    He chuckled. “I thought you said truthreaders couldn’t lie, High Mage.” 
 
    She shifted again to look up at him. “You really think I somehow foresaw Darshanvenkhátraman binding you?” 
 
    “Your choices certainly set him upon that path. Oh, no, High Mage—” he pressed a finger across her lips to silence her protest, “I’ve had nothing but time to ponder this. Had you not given yourself to Darshan at Ivarnen, he never would’ve offered you to Pelas. Had you not helped Pelas escape from that tower, he never would’ve saved Tanis from Shail and Sinárr, or bound himself to our cause. And ever since their binding…”  
 
    Ean shook his head, still marveling at the ramifications. “In the moment Pelas bound with Tanis, Isabel, the Balance turned—I know it did. Pelas’s gravity attracted Darshan’s somehow, and now…” he exhaled a slow breath, thinking of Rafael and Darshan’s planets whirling around on the dark glass lawn. “I don’t know where in all of this Darshan will realign, but he’ll bring no further harm to Alorin. Of this much I’m certain.” 
 
    Isabel laid back against him again, her lips forming a musing smile. “A wise prophet always accepts accolades from the faithful, no matter how groundless and unsubstantiated they might be.” 
 
    Ean kissed her neck. “And you are a very wise prophet.” He continued trailing kisses down to her shoulder. The languor of the bath had worn off, giving rise to other hungers, but his mind remained as yet afield of his body. He couldn’t stop following that twisting pattern of consequence back towards the origin of its design.  
 
    “We could trace it back farther if we wanted,” he murmured against her skin, “to Kjieran van Stone first going to the Temple in Tambarré, or earlier still, to Radov’s plot against the val Lorian line and my brother Trell’s subsequent arrival in Duan’Bai, which newly drew your brother’s eye to my family.”  
 
    He kissed back up her neck again, feeling her shifting beneath him, her body deliciously waking to his touch. “Or might we look back farther still? To Phaedor bringing Tanis forward to this time and age. Yet, if we trace the pattern that far, we must necessarily take the leap back to the moment when you looked down Arion’s path and saw his death looming beyond the branching of a choice you knew Arion would never forego.” 
 
    Ean smiled and shook his head. “But that’s how patterns of consequence are in the end, aren’t they, Renaii? You look back upon them and realize the design couldn’t have happened any other way.” 
 
    Isabel stilled in his arms.  
 
    He looked back to find her staring at him with tears in her eyes. Ean brushed one of them gently away as it fell. “What is it?” 
 
    She pressed her lips together and shook her head.  
 
    There was something so fragile, yet so profoundly miraculous about her in that moment…she burned as brightly as she ever had on the currents, a vision of perpetually morphing light, a nexus of four strands.  
 
    Isabel was her own node point of the lifeforce. How could he possibly deserve such an incomparable woman? 
 
    Ean cupped her face gently. “Isabel, do not be alarmed.” He shifted out from beneath her. “I’m going to take you now, and there’s nothing you can do or say to prevent that.” 
 
    Her colorless gaze held a marveling wonder. “I wouldn’t dream of it, Ean.” 
 
    “Good,” he gathered her hands into his, “because I’ve been dreaming about doing this for a very long time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty-one 
 
      
 
    “Oh, gods—that men should curse that which is their own salvation!  
 
    That for purity of purpose I should become the beast!” 
 
      
 
    –The Adept wielder Malachai ap’Kalien 
 
      
 
    Trell sank back in his chair and pressed his middle finger and thumb to the bridge of his nose. His all-night vigil with Loukas had left him drained physically, while the warlord’s brutal message scribed in blood and flesh upon the walls of the fortress had left him drained emotionally. 
 
    And Gideon’s tantrum wasn’t helping. 
 
    Trell didn’t begrudge the Dannish captain his fury. The men upon those walls most assuredly weren’t from among the stock of missing Abu’dhani villagers. Gideon’s spyglass had shown him the same view as Trell’s: that the men whose blood was staining those walls had the look of Dannym about them, even in death. It took no great feat of logic to deduce their origins. 
 
    No…where logic came into play was why. This was the path Gideon’s anger had failed to notice in its mad rush to vent itself in Trell’s chambers. 
 
    “…whole day of doing nothing!” Gideon turned and stalked back the way he’d come, pacing a rut before the folding camp table Trell used as a desk. “All day they sit upon their walls and leer at us while you’ve forbidden so much as a siege engine to be constructed! Your Highness, I cannot stand by while that bastard slaughters my own countrymen!” He spun to face Trell, his eyes fierce and his countenance darkened by fury. “By all the gods in the known—how can you?” 
 
    “All the gods in the known can doubtless hear you, Gideon val Mallonwey,” said Lazar hal’Hamaadi suddenly from the curtained doorway. “Perhaps you should ask them yourself.”  
 
    Trell glanced under his hand to see the al-Amir standing between the parted drapes.  
 
    “Forgive my interruption, Trell of the Tides, but you can hear the captain’s braying three camps away.”   
 
    Gideon’s blue eyes flashed. There was no love lost between the two men, who’d once filled the roles of captive and captor. “And you thought to add your howl to the clamor? Take a number, hal’Hamaadi.” 
 
    “Nay, val Mallonwey, I came to save you from turning a grave error into a fatal one.” Lazar’s dark stare tracked Gideon’s movements as the captain continued to pace. “The A’dal saved your life and that of your men. He’s attempting to save the lives of these men, also.” 
 
    Gideon rounded on him. “I’ve seen nothing to prove that! I’ve only the word of a prince mysteriously returned from the dead that he’s here with His Majesty’s sanction at all!”    
 
    Well, it was out there now—Gideon’s true thoughts, his deepest fears.  
 
    In the uncomfortable silence that followed this outburst, while Trell massaged his forehead and Lazar posed an immobile pillar of reason in the doorway, the captain seemed to finally realize himself.  
 
    Abruptly, he dropped to one knee and bowed his head, his expression wrenched by horror. “Your Highness,” he managed in a choked voice, “…forgive me.” 
 
    “Now he goes quiet,” said an entering Rolan, who slipped in around Lazar’s broad form. “I sent that boy of yours to get you some dinner, A’dal. Someone’s got to mind these things on your behalf. The River Goddess might subsist on praise and flattery, but her chosen ones still need actual food for sustenance, or so I’ve heard.” He threw himself into a low-slung camp chair and crossed his booted feet, looking ready to enjoy the entertainment. 
 
    Trell settled a pained gaze on the kneeling captain. “Gideon, get up.” 
 
    The captain reluctantly did so.  
 
    “You want to have him flogged, Trell of the Tides?” Lazar pinned the captain beneath a censorious stare.  
 
    “Any officer who cares so deeply for his men is valuable to our efforts,” Trell told Gideon and Lazar equally, whereupon Gideon shot the Nadoriin a vengeful glare. “If our situations were reversed, Gideon, I would likely feel the same as you. But there’s no surer way to walk into this madman’s hands than to let our anger lead us. He wants us in a frenzy.” 
 
    Gideon dropped his gaze to his hands. “My insubordination is unforgivable, Your Highness.” 
 
    Lazar grunted his agreement. “You should have him flogged, Trell of the Tides. He’d feel better for it in the end.” 
 
    “There will be no flogging.” 
 
    “There could be some flogging,” Lazar persisted. “I could easily arrange it.”  
 
    “Perhaps the al-Amir can’t understand loyalty to one’s own.” Gideon was still staring hard at his boots, but he somehow managed to cast a spear of reproach through Lazar all the same. 
 
    “I’ve lost men aplenty to this bastard,” the al-Amir growled. 
 
    Gideon spun to him, hissing, “Then you’re hardly one to lecture me about how to deal with him!” 
 
    “That’s mighty high talk from a man who, a moon ago, couldn’t even piss without someone holding his cock for him!”  
 
    Trell lifted a pleading hand to Lazar. “Thank you, al-Amir. I’ll take things from here.” 
 
    Lazar nodded and ducked a retreat, but not before arrowing an I’ll-be-watching-you stare at Gideon. 
 
    Round and round and round they went…  
 
    If it wasn’t Rolan at Lazar’s throat, it was Lazar at Gideon’s, or Raegus at Tannour’s…how was he ever going to get them all working together, not just as separate entities marching under the same banner? 
 
    Trell looked to the Dannish captain. “Gideon, I understand your frustration. I don’t want to see my father’s men strung up to serve this lunatic’s malice, but there’s more going on here than a simple siege. For now, the safest thing we can do is to keep the warlord guessing at what we intend to do.” 
 
    Rolan perked up. “Did I read you wrong just now, A’dal, or do you already know what the warlord’s planning?” 
 
    Trell met Rolan’s gaze.  
 
    The question was why. Not why had his father’s soldiers been strung up on the walls—that was obvious—but why was it so important to the warlord to send these messages-in-human-flesh to Trell?  
 
    He hadn’t stopped thinking about the words written in blood among that forest of burned bodies—DEPTHS TO DIE PRIN—which had struck such a disharmonic chord of ill memory. He hadn’t stopped trying to fill in the missing letters of the cryptic phrase.  
 
    The more Trell studied the puzzle formed by his opponents, the more he began to feel that by taking Khor Taran, he’d advanced to a new level of the Mage’s game, and now the stakes—and the danger—had exponentially increased. 
 
    Of one thing Trell was certain: whatever Player stood behind the warlord, he was a good deal more dangerous than Viernan hal’Jaitar, and a lot more devious. 
 
    Trell focused back on Rolan. “Know is too strong a word. I have a hunch, though.” 
 
    “A hunch.” Gideon sounded disheartened. “We’re betting everyone’s lives on a hunch?” 
 
    “Our A’dal has led us to victory on less than this, Gideon val Mallonwey,” Rolan said calmly. “He’s never lost a battle. Can you say the same?” 
 
    “A’dal,” Tannour stuck his head into the room. “You need to see this—and val Mallonwey, too.” He left again without waiting for an acknowledgement. 
 
    Trell pushed out of his chair. Gideon and Rolan followed. 
 
    “So where are you heading in all of this, A’dal?” Rolan asked as they were maneuvering the maze of partitioned rooms that made up Trell’s tent and command headquarters. “The warlord’s barricaded himself in, clear enough.” 
 
    “So it would seem.” 
 
    “You think otherwise?” 
 
    Trell paused before the opening to his tent and turned a calculating look over his shoulder. “I think a warlord who has a nodefinder at his beck and call isn’t restricted to pathways kenned by the likes of you and I.” Then he ducked through the opening into the roseate light of sunset. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Trell followed Tannour to the edge of camp, where the men were amassing amid a hum of speculation. Twilight had claimed the world, blurring the edges of mountains and fortress alike. 
 
    Down the walls of the latter, a platform was being lowered. It stopped abruptly a few feet off the ground, and a figure staggered off it. Someone shoved a burning torch into the figure’s hands and kicked him away.  
 
    Slowly, he started down the hill. He fell often. As the twilight deepened, dark forms appeared atop the walls to watch him.  
 
    Trell’s gaze tightened. “I don’t trust this.” 
 
    “Nor I,” Tannour murmured.  
 
    “Is he one of ours?” Gideon asked. 
 
    “Does Qharp blow west?” Rolan shoved a hand on his scimitar. “Should we go retrieve him, A’dal?” 
 
    “We’d be in range of their archers,” Tannour warned. 
 
    “Yes, I think that’s the point.” Trell looked to Rolan. “We need to let this play.” 
 
    “Spectacular,” Gideon grumbled. 
 
    After an agonizing quarter hour of watching the man fall and get up and fall again, Rolan remarked, “Someone put him out of his misery.” 
 
    The man was nearing the area where Trell’s men had been clearing the gorse—the special project he’d had Lazar organize—when Gideon hissed, “Shade and darkness! That’s Jasper val Renly!” 
 
    An angry murmuring spread among the men of Dannym.   
 
    Trell turned to Gideon inquiringly.  
 
    “A lieutenant and trusted messenger, Your Highness.” The captain gripped the hilt of his sword, clutching frustration, clearly agonizing over their inaction. “Jasper is the one who brought us the new orders from His Majesty.”  
 
    “What new orders?” asked Lazar. 
 
    The captain looked to him heatedly. “To abandon our position and make for Nahavand—which duty we were rightly upon before your men assaulted us.” He turned back to Trell. “I saw the missive in His Majesty’s own hand and his seal upon it.” 
 
    “Yes, my father told me he had done this thing, Gideon.” 
 
    “Orders from your king?” Lazar still seemed unable to move forward from that comment. 
 
    Gideon looked impatiently back to Trell. “Your Highness, Jasper was His Majesty’s most trusted emissary during the conflict.” 
 
    Tannour looked darkly to Trell. “The warlord’s sense of poetic justice?”   
 
    “A real messenger to carry his message,” Trell murmured. And the irony likely would not stop there.  
 
    He saw how this would go: whoever went out to receive the message would die, over and over, for as many men as it took to escape the rain of archers. There might’ve been a real message, but Trell doubted the warlord cared at all whether anyone received it or not. This evening’s grim activity was for his own amusement.   
 
    Trell ordered tightly, “Someone get me a horse.”  
 
    “Your Highness!” Gideon exclaimed in the same moment that Rolan said, “A’dal, no!”   
 
    Gideon went to one knee before Trell while one of Trell’s men was running for a horse. “Your Highness, I beg you, let me retrieve Jasper.”  
 
    “I second that motion,” said Lazar. “Let val Mallonwey take the risk.” 
 
    Trell glanced at Lazar sidelong. “Noted, al-Amir, but denied.” He looked to Rolan. “Get the archers into position and give the signal the moment the messenger and I are clear of the gorse. We have our own message to send this bastard.”  
 
    “Your will, A’dal.” Rolan moved off. 
 
    The soldier who had run for a mount for Trell returned leading a horse. Trell started towards him, but Tannour captured Trell’s arm and with it his gaze. “That messenger is still within range of their longbows, A’dal.” 
 
    Trell arched brows. “Then you’d better be ready.” He took the reins from the soldier, swung himself into the saddle and spun the horse towards the open moor.  
 
    Behind him, Tannour hissed something in Vestian that was probably very uncomplimentary. 
 
    Trell trotted down the hill beneath darkening skies. As the yards lengthened away from camp, the murmuring of his men became a hum and then faded away, replaced by the sounds of the waking night. The sunset was making its finale in a brilliant showing of orange-rose. In front of him, the fortress stood in shadowed silhouette. Likewise the archers atop its walls.   
 
    This was going to be close. 
 
    The stars were beginning to appear when Trell passed beyond the wide section of gorse his men had been clearing and stacking all day. Jasper was still on his knees two hundred yards distant and well within range of the warlord’s longbowmen.  
 
    Trell turned his horse to canter along the edge of safety and called out, “Jasper val Renly!” 
 
    The man’s head jerked up. “Stay back!” he gasped out, hoarse and raw. “They’ll shoot you if you try to approach! I’m to deliver a message only.” 
 
    “And you will, but not here.” Trell turned his horse around and cantered back in the other direction. “When I give the command, fling that torch behind you and get up fast. We’ve got one chance at this. Do you understand?” 
 
    Jasper’s expression twisted. “Aye, m’lord.” 
 
    Trell reined his horse around a third time and shouted, “Now!” 
 
    Jasper threw the torch high behind him and struggled to his feet. 
 
    Trell set his heels to his horse’s flanks and sped towards him. 
 
    The moment the archers on the walls realized Trell’s intent, they sent a rain of arrows to halt his advance. They clearly had no idea who he was, or they might’ve been less enthusiastic about their work. 
 
    Trell steered his mount to left and right, dodging that shower of death as much as the gorse, doing his best to make a difficult target of himself as he rode hard for the messenger. More than once he felt the deadly whisper of a shaft whizzing past his ear.  
 
    He veered left around a bush and heard half a dozen thunks hit behind him. Then the air shifted—Trell felt an odd pressure in his ears—and the next downpour of arrows bounced away like hail off a tin roof. 
 
    Jasper’s form grew larger in the night.  
 
    Trell leaned in the saddle and slowed his horse enough to grab the lieutenant’s arm. Arrows rat-a-tat-tatted against…something…and ricocheted away.  
 
    Then Trell had hold of Jasper and was dragging him up behind his saddle. The wide-eyed messenger watched the arrows hitting an invisible bubble above them, like bees against glass, and gave a muted oath. 
 
    Trell wheeled his horse away from the flames now spreading from Jasper’s torch.  
 
    They rode through a continuous shower of arrows, but the shield Tannour had erected around them protected them until they were galloping past the stacked gorse and finally out of range of the warlord’s archers. Trell imagined he could hear Tannour cursing him the entire way. 
 
    The moment Trell was free of the area where his men had been working, a barrage of fiery arrows careened overhead from atop their own hill, and the gorse piled behind them exploded into flames.  
 
    Fire spread like lightning through the bracken Trell’s men had prepared for burning. By the time Trell and Jasper made it past the safe line of their own archers, the hillside was alight with fiery words burning brightly. They read: 
 
      
 
    HAIL, THE DEAD 
 
      
 
    From atop the hill, Trell’s men began cheering.  
 
    Their volume increased as Trell topped the rise with Jasper seated behind him. Seeing the latter, the cheering grew in volume. 
 
    “Looks like a warm welcome for you, Jasper,” Trell murmured to the man clinging to him. 
 
    “They cheer for you, Your Highness,” Jasper answered hoarsely. 
 
    Trell turned a surprised look over his shoulder. 
 
     “Aye, I recognize you.” Jasper’s eyes were shadowed and his face drawn, but the meaning in his smile was unmistakable. “You look just like His Majesty.” 
 
    Then the men were excitedly crowding around, buzzing with Jasper’s safe return as much as the words of fire written on the hillside, and Gideon was helping Jasper off the back of Trell’s horse.    
 
    “Get him to my tent,” Trell said to Gideon as the captain was calling another to help him carry the wounded lieutenant. Trell dismounted and handed off his reins to a soldier. He told another standing nearby, “Send for Madaam Chouri.”  
 
    “Right away, Your Highness.” He rushed off. 
 
    The men followed in a tumultuous wake behind Gideon and the other man carrying Jasper between them, their collective hum full of concerned words and heated questions. Finally the mass cleared away to reveal Tannour standing there.  
 
    The night felt suddenly empty and silent, save for the message shouted in Tannour’s gaze. 
 
    Trell cast the Vestian an inquiring eye as he started off through camp. “Something you wanted to say?”  
 
    Tannour fell in beside him, radiating disquiet. “That was risky, A’dal.”  
 
    “A calculated risk.” Trell regarded him sidelong. “I had you at my back, after all.” 
 
    Tannour made a discontented sound. “You place too much faith in me. I’m not infallible.” 
 
    Trell thought of everything he knew about elae’s fifth strand and those who worked it and suppressed an ironic smile. “You know, it’s possible I have a better idea of your capabilities than you do.” 
 
    “It’s not my capabilities that concern me,” Tannour muttered darkly. 
 
    Trell immediately stopped and turned to block him. “Then what does?” 
 
    Tannour drew up short, blinking at him. 
 
    Trell tilted his head slightly, in challenge and understanding both. “If you don’t intend to discuss it, don’t offer it as reason or excuse.” He turned and strode on.  
 
    A moment later, Tannour joined his side again, maintaining a wordless silence. 
 
    Trell made a quick assessment of the camp, likewise the moods of the men. Lazar’s were subdued but alert, Gideon’s were in a froth from Jasper’s rescue, and his own maintained a vigilant watch over the rest. 
 
    No matter which portion of camp they moved through, every soldier scrambled to his feet at Trell’s approach, such that the wave of his passing formed a continuous breaking line as those still in front of him noted his coming and abruptly stood to attention while the others were resuming whatever activity they’d been about after he’d passed. 
 
    Midway back to Trell’s quarters, Rolan came stalking towards them, his jeweled agal sparkling darkly in the torchlight, hand gripping the hilt of his scimitar. “Oh, good. You’re back.” Only a modicum of surprise underpinned his tone. “The others are assembled in your quarters, A’dal.”  
 
    Trell angled him a smile. “On the off-chance I returned alive?”  
 
    “We only bet on the number of arrows Valeri would have to deflect.” 
 
    Trell gave a slightly apologetic glance at Tannour. “I think it was a lot.” 
 
    Rolan looked Tannour up and down. “Well, Valeri won’t say, apparently, so we’ll all be keeping our coin tonight.” 
 
    “What of Madaam Chouri?” 
 
    “She’s in your tent also, attending the northman you retrieved.” 
 
    The waves of men standing to attention continued until Trell reached his own tent. He nodded to the guards stationed to either side of the opening and pushed through the flaps, only to pull up short in front of Rami, his thirteen-year-old valet.   
 
    Rami was standing in the middle of the passage holding a tray of food. He looked as though he might’ve been standing there ever since Trell left. Seeing him, Rami’s face lit with a smile. “Sidi, you’re back!” 
 
    Trell chuckled. “Why do you always say that like it’s so unexpected?” 
 
    “Your Highness?” Gideon called to him from further down the curtained passage, where he was standing with Raegus and Lazar, looking grim. “You’ll want to see this.” 
 
    Trell nodded to him and headed that way.  
 
    Rami shadowed Trell closely, carrying his dinner tray like a sacred charge. “You are a gift from the Seventeen, Sidi. If you had any idea what torments I underwent serving the old A’dal—” 
 
    “I can hear you, you impudent pup,” Raegus growled at the boy. 
 
    “—you would take pity on me and not risk yourself so readily. I know you’re graced of the gods, Sidi, but my mother says the gods giveth and the gods taketh away, to which platitude my father usually asks why the gods haven’t taketh away my mother, because he’s been praying for it every night of their marriage, to which my mother usually responds that she is god-sent to him, since he couldn’t find his own chamber pot, much less useful employment, without someone shoving it into his indolent hand—” 
 
    “By the Two Paths, boy,” Tannour growled, “quiet that tongue of yours, lest I do it for you.” 
 
    Rami blinked uncertainly at Tannour, then looked soberly back to Trell. “My mother says the sour apples make the best jam, Sidi, but a sour man always has sour feet.” 
 
    Trell chuckled. “Your mother is a wise woman.” He nodded to the tray the boy was carrying. “Thank you for the dinner. Leave it on my desk for now—I’ll be sure to eat it later,” he added when the boy seemed of a mind to say more. 
 
    Rami ducked a bow. “Balé, Sidi.” He watched Tannour warily as he slipped around him to head back the way they’d come, much like one might watch an asp coiled in the corner while inching through the other end of the room. 
 
    Gideon motioned Trell through a partition and followed after him, trailing Raegus and the others. Inside, Jasper val Renly was stretched out on a cot with one booted foot still on the floor, clearly unconscious. Madaam Chouri had stripped him of his tunic. A thin linen dressing covered his bloodied chest. She sat beside him with her hands on his head. 
 
    The Healer looked up as Trell entered. “Ah, A’dal, I confess my relief that you’re not the one lying here this time.” 
 
    “That seems to be the general consensus, Madaam Chouri.” Trell nodded to indicate Jasper. “How is he?” 
 
    “Very weak. Burns take a lot out of a body, and his was already frail, I assume from the rigors of captivity.” 
 
    “And travel before that,” Gideon added from beside the doorway. He stood with arms crossed and a deep frown marring his features. “The lieutenant personally delivered His Majesty’s message to every outpost where men of the kingdom were stationed. Several moons of hard traveling. He was a haggard shell by the time he reached us.”  
 
    He glanced to Rolan and Lazar. “Your kingdom is not exactly hospitable in the best of times.” 
 
    “In the desert, one trusts in the gods or perishes,” Lazar replied evenly, paraphrasing the scriptures. 
 
    “May Jai’Gar give us breath,” Trell murmured the traditional response. 
 
    Both Madaam Chouri and Lazar turned him surprised looks at this. 
 
    “You mentioned burns, Madaam Chouri?” Trell said. 
 
    “You haven’t seen, then?” She carefully, if grimly, lifted the linen cloth off of Jasper’s bare chest to revel burns seared into his flesh, letters running from above his breastbone to below his navel, which read: 
 
      
 
    A  
 
    PRINCE 
 
    FOR AN  
 
    ARMY 
 
      
 
    “Subtle,” Lazar muttered. 
 
    “Huhktu’s bones.” Rolan shifted his scimitar aggressively in his sash. “Has the man never heard of parchment?” 
 
    “…At least you can bleed.” Jasper’s words came so softly, Trell almost didn’t catch them. The captain opened bloodshot eyes to look at him. “That’s what the warlord said…when they did this to me,” he whispered. “At least you can bleed. The demon is… quite mad.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t fight my ministrations, lieutenant,” Madaam Chouri chided gently. “You need the Healing sleep.” 
 
    “And His Highness…needs my information,” the lieutenant replied weakly. 
 
    Trell knelt at Jasper’s side. “We’ll try to be quick, Madaam Chouri.” 
 
    “Jai’Gar willing, I shall continue my Healing.” She closed her eyes and resettled her hands on Jasper’s head. 
 
    The lieutenant met Trell’s gaze through red-rimmed eyes. “The warlord says you have until dawn to answer…or a dozen more of us will hang on the walls. Ten more every hour thereafter…until you surrender.” 
 
    Raegus muttered an oath from the doorway, Gideon a curse. 
 
    “He says if you attack his fortress…he will kill them all. Surrender, he says, is your only option.” 
 
    Trell placed a hand on Jasper’s shoulder. What this soldier had endured in service to his king…Trell’s heart went out to him, but he couldn’t yet give Jasper the rest he deserved. “Tell me about the warlord.” 
 
    “A demon…” Jasper squeezed shut his eyes as if to banish an unwanted memory, then continued haltingly, “murdered…our officers. I only survived because I looked the part of a messenger. But the way he did it…”  
 
    Jasper gave a painful swallow and opened his eyes to meet Trell’s again. “He took a machete to their arms at the elbow. Their legs at the knees. Laughing the while, right there in the yard as we all were forced to watch…” a solitary tear fell from his eyes. “…there was so much blood…so much screaming….”  
 
    Gideon snarled a curse. 
 
    “One of us tried to intervene—bound though we were. T’was val Rennon.” He looked to Gideon. “You remember him, Captain?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Val Rennon stole a sword from a guard and attacked that foul travesty of a man. The demon just stood there…laughing as the captain’s sword shattered against his blackened flesh. He sent us all off then, down into some airless room…left our officers moaning in the mud of their own lifeblood.”  
 
    “Shade and darkness.” Gideon’s hands were fists at his sides. 
 
    Lazar turned him a look that said clearly, And you thought you had it bad at my fortress. 
 
    “But we knew—” a spell of coughing wracked the lieutenant, forcing a pause to his report.  
 
    Madaam Chouri exchanged a look with Trell, and his heart broke at what he saw in her gaze.  
 
    “We knew…” Jasper continued once he’d recovered his breath, “you were coming, Your Highness. It filled those dark days with a bit of light, speculating on where you’d been and how you’d survived.”  
 
    He winced with pain as he summoned more breath. “See…they let us out twice a day to relieve ourselves and fill our lungs with air that didn’t reek of death. They always had at least threescore guards watching a dozen of us at a time…but Saldarians have loose tongues. They couldn’t stop talking about what you did at Khor Taran. As time went on, they spoke of the skirmishes with your army…and always with vinegar in their words. We knew you were winning those battles…knew you were coming to rescue us.”  
 
    A smile lit Jasper’s face upon this last. “You have to know what it meant to us, Your Highness. That His Majesty sent his treasured son to retrieve us from this black fate?” Tears came to his eyes.  
 
    Jasper laid his head back and gazed up at the shadowed ceiling. “But the warlord was…crazed at the news. We saw him across the yard, parading back and forth, skin so black that pitch would look grey beside it, spitting and cursing your name the while, saying you couldn’t be alive—cursing his orders to keep you that way…almost like it was personal to him—”  
 
    Abruptly, Jasper focused hard upon Trell. “You can’t go, Your Highness.” These words came emphatically with a vigor renewed by desperation. “He won’t let you live, no matter what he claims, and the way he would…” the lieutenant shuddered and rested his head back again, breathing shallowly. 
 
    Madaam Chouri gave Trell a concerned look.   
 
    Trell held up a low hand to beg a moment more. “Jasper, know you anything about the lay of the fortress?” 
 
    “I saw only the room where they kept us, Your Highness, and the yard—” He coughed again, a wracking, dry sound, as of wind through dead limbs. He finally continued in a rasping voice, as if fighting for every inch of breath to fuel his words, “…but the guards talked of places…in those ruins they don’t dare go. Rooms where men have turned to dust…just walking inside. Rooms even the warlord avoids.”  
 
    He licked dry lips. “I heard one say, pattern traps for the fifth.” He closed his eyes and finished faintly, “Mayhap those words mean something to Your Highness.” 
 
    Trell placed a hand on Jasper’s shoulder. “Thank you, lieutenant. You’ve done my father, our kingdom, and myself a great service.” 
 
    Jasper’s bloodshot eyes lifted to meet Trell’s. “Annihilate the bastard, Your Highness.”  
 
    Trell held his gaze a moment longer, then he nodded.   
 
      
 
      
 
    Ideas swarmed Trell’s mind as he headed back to his study, firefly thoughts flashing in and out, recollections of recent conversations….  
 
    Something’s changed? But what? 
 
    This is a message for you, A’dal. 
 
    DEPTHS TO DIE PRIN 
 
    He sat down at his desk and pulled his dinner over while the others helped themselves to some liquid encouragement from his stock of spirits.  
 
    They were all subdued, absorbed in their thoughts, disturbed by what they’d seen and heard. In the absence of conversation, Trell could hear the more distant sounds of men upon their normal tasks about the camp. He found those sounds strangely reassuring. 
 
    Rolan, Raegus and Lazar each took a seat. Tannour assumed his usual position beside the brazier, arms crossed, ice-blue gaze distant. When Trell viewed him out of the corner of his eye, Tannour had a shimmery refraction about his person that indicated he was holding his power around him. 
 
    “Well,” Raegus growled as he sat, “that was about as unpleasant as it gets.” He set a decanter of bourbon on the little table beside his chair, downed the shot he’d poured himself and immediately poured another. “Not that we needed more proof of the fethen lunatic’s insanity.” 
 
    Gideon appeared in the opening between rooms. “Jasper is sleeping now.” He crossed the room and sank down onto a low camp chair beside Raegus, resting elbows on knees. “The Healer says she’ll do all she can, but he may not make it.” 
 
    Raegus handed Gideon a drink. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Gideon,” Trell said. 
 
    Gideon took the drink from Raegus and stared at the caramel liquid, his expression ragged. “We’ve got to get them out of there.” 
 
    Rolan adjusted his scimitar as he shifted in his chair. “Well, we all got the bastard’s message, clear enough. A’dal, what’s our strategy? Surprise charge on the barricade?” 
 
    Trell began eating his stew. “We’re not going to rush it.” 
 
    Raegus scrubbed at his beard. “You want to blow it then? That’ll take some craft, but we still have the powder we’d planned to use…” he spared a glance around the room. “Shouldn’t n’Abraxis be here for this?” 
 
    “Yes, where is n’Abraxis?” Rolan asked. 
 
    “He’s been conspicuously absent all night,” Gideon muttered. 
 
    “He went to inspect the perimeter fortifications,” Lazar said, “but he should’ve been back by now.” 
 
    Trell lifted his gaze to Tannour. “Where is Loukas?” 
 
    Lazar turned a confused look between Trell and Tannour. “How would Valeri know where n’Abraxis is? Valeri’s been with us all night.” 
 
    Rolan chuckled into his drink. 
 
    Tannour answered, “He’s by the river, A’dal.” 
 
    “Fine. You can brief him later.” Trell scanned his gaze across his commanders. “We’re not going to do anything about the barricade.” 
 
    Raegus shifted in his chair. “If you’re thinking to assault the fortress, A’dal, we really need n’Abraxis for that discussion.” 
 
    Trell looked to him. “We’re not going to assault the fortress—yet.” 
 
    Something in Trell’s tone must’ve clued in Raegus to his intentions. He surged forward in his chair. “A’dal, you’re not seriously considering surrendering to this lunatic!” 
 
    “My army? No. Myself?” Trell sat back in his chair and exhaled a lengthy sigh. “Yes.” 
 
    A deafening uproar met this statement.  
 
    Raegus and Gideon both jumped to their feet, shouting rebuttals. Lazar embarked upon a litany of muttering in an obscure dialect—probably obscenities. Tannour stood in the corner, holding Trell’s gaze.   
 
    When the storm of their protest had blown itself out against the granite wall of Trell’s determination, the men looked around at each other and then retook their seats. 
 
    Trell pushed his empty dinner tray aside, clasped hands before him and leaned elbows on the table. He looked to each of them in turn. “Your protests are duly noted.” 
 
    “Send one of us, A’dal—I beg you,” Gideon pled. “Send me—I could pass for you from afar. I—” 
 
    “Am not expendable,” Trell said quietly.  
 
    “And you think you are?” Gideon shot to his feet again. “For Epiphany’s sake, Your Highness, you’re His Majesty’s heir!” 
 
    “We’re all expendable in the eyes of the gods,” Lazar said broodingly. 
 
    “Send Lamodaar.” Tannour aimed a faint grin at the Nadoriin. “He’s blessed of Inanna, after all.” 
 
    Rolan shifted his scimitar to a more comfortable angle. “I would proudly lead the charge if the A’dal wills it. Beneath Inanna’s grace, I know no equal.” 
 
    “Your fethen blasphemy knows no equal.” Raegus muttered disagreeably. “I agree with val Mallonwey. If one of us were to meet a swift and unfortunate end,” and his tone made clear that said end might be sooner than Rolan thought if he didn’t support him in this, “the rest of us would shed our tears in private and move on with our lives somehow, but we aren’t even a we without you, A’dal.” 
 
    “A fair point,” Lazar noted. 
 
    Trell looked them over soberly. “Every one of a thousand men witnessed Naiadithine’s mirror in the waters of Khor Taran. We should all be united in purpose.” 
 
    “Behind you, we are,” Raegus agreed. “Without you…?” he shrugged. 
 
    “A truth,” Rolan admitted. “Mayhap they’d be disobeying the River Goddess, A’dal, but there’s not a man wouldn’t prefer to take that up with Inithiya when their time comes rather than take one step towards Tal’Shira without you leading them.” 
 
    “Then I guess I’ll just have to come back, won’t I?” 
 
    “A’dal—” Raegus protested heatedly. 
 
    Trell leaned towards them. “I would ask you all to remember that this is not our end game. This madman is merely a river to be crossed on our way to Tal’Shira, and on the other side of this river, we’ll be five hundred stronger.” 
 
    Lazar shook his head. “Tal’Shira is a fantasy, Trell of the Tides. Forgive me, but you cannot take the city with so few men.” 
 
    Rolan scratched idly beneath his chin. “And how many men would they have said were necessary to take Khor Taran, al-Amir?” 
 
    Lazar turned him a stony look. 
 
    “I, too, must challenge this notion of conquering Tal’Shira, begging Your Highness’s pardon,” Gideon admitted. “His Majesty directed us to join him at Nahavand and—” 
 
    “My father’s throne will remain imperiled so long as Radov sits in power, Gideon. Radov has been in league with the Duke of Morwyk for upwards of a decade. You don’t move on and leave the enemy still alive behind you.”  
 
    Trell rose from his desk and walked around to the front of it. “But the first enemy we must deal with is the one demonizing this region from that fortress across the moor.”   
 
    Tannour said from the corner, “A’dal, you cannot think this man will honor any contract. You’ll be sacrificing yourself for zero gain.” 
 
    Trell hooked a leg over the corner of his desk, settled clasped hands in his lap and a decisive smile on his commanders. “Actually, I’ll be providing the diversion we need to gain everything we desire.”  
 
    Whereupon he told them his plan, to the accompaniment of ever-widening eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty-two 
 
      
 
    “There is also San’gu’alir—the Blood Path— 
 
    but anyone can walk this path.” 
 
      
 
    –Imperium of the Ghost Kings, a sacred text of Vest 
 
      
 
    Loukas n’Abraxis leaned against a tree, arms crossed, staring out over the dark waters of the River Taran. He told himself he’d volunteered to go to the river in order to check the perimeter fortifications, which obligation he’d dutifully carried out; yet in truth, he’d sought the river for its isolation, for its reminder of better days, happier times, before— 
 
    “Why do you blame me when I’m as much a victim of their malice as you are?” Tannour stood nose to nose with him, chest heaving. 
 
    Loukas shouted back, “I wouldn’t be a victim if not for your involving me in it!” 
 
    “You don’t choose the path, Loukas.” Tannour’s voice was tight, while his hot gaze made clear that he wasn’t talking about the Paths of Alir. 
 
    Loukas couldn’t bring himself to believe him, no matter what his words implied. He refused to acknowledge that path even existed—had ever existed—  
 
    Loukas exhaled a slow sigh into the quiet night.  
 
    So much had changed between that moment and yesterday, between yesterday and now. What he’d learned of Tannour—ironically from talking with Trell—had altered the fabric of their relationship again.  
 
    Loukas gazed at the dark water, but he was seeing a very different river in a very different kingdom… 
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    Loukas scrambled down the Devil’s Horn behind the Vestian, heart pounding, the river rising faster than his hands and feet could propel him down the rock face. “Fiera’s ashes, how is it rising so fast?”  
 
    “Must be a storm upriver.” The Vestian pushed out from a ledge, dropped five feet and caught himself on another outcropping below. He slung dark hair from his eyes and aimed a look up at Loukas. “Hurry.” 
 
    Loukas clenched his jaw and continued spidering down the Horn’s chimney. “I am hurrying.”  
 
    “Not enough.” He dropped again and then hung by one arm, feet dangling a pace above the rising waters while he studied the river with an intense gaze. “If only your body moved like that brain of yours.” 
 
    “Fethe, I should just slide down the rope of your condescension.” Loukas reached the bottom of the chimney and hugged the stone as he slid the last of the way into the water. The usual mid-calf depth was already above his knees.  
 
    The Vestian dropped beside him in a splash, still staring upriver. “Link arms.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    With a frustrated look, he shoved his arm through Loukas’s and started tugging him towards the Vestian side.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Loukas spun a stare over his shoulder at the Avataren side. His side. 
 
    “Saving your life.” The Vestian shoved one foot after the other through the rising waters, dragging Loukas per force with him.  
 
    “My life is on the other side of the Ver.”  
 
    “Not today it’s not. It’s already too deep on that side of the Horn.”  
 
    Loukas spared a look and saw that the Vestian was right. Whitewater was already appearing on that side of the river.  
 
    He trudged through the rising water linked with the Vestian and giving silent thanks for his anchorage—though he never would’ve confessed to it. The rocks beneath his feet were uneven, and the current was getting stronger. To their left, the sound of the falls had grown into a roar.  
 
    By the time they were ten feet from the riverbank, the muddy water was at thigh level and pushing up around their hips. With every step, Loukas feared the current would sweep them both away. The roar of the falls was so loud it was drowning out even his pounding heart. The Vestian was cursing continuously.   
 
    Then it happened. 
 
    Loukas planted his foot only to find nothing beneath it. The current grabbed him, and in an instant he was down and under, the Vestian half-dragged down with him. Loukas had no idea how they didn’t both get swept over the falls, but somehow the Vestian managed to keep his feet beneath him.   
 
    Loukas could barely get his face above the raging water. Choking, he clung to the Vestian’s elbow with both hands and begged the Fire Goddess to spare his undeserving life.  
 
    Those last ten steps felt like an eternity. But finally they were in an eddy and Loukas got his feet under him again. They both dragged themselves onto the grassy bank, breathless and shaken. 
 
    Well…at least Loukas was shaken. The Vestian took barely two seconds before he climbed out and held a hand to help Loukas up. Then they both stood staring at the raging waters separating their kingdoms and said together on a forceful exhalation, “Fethe.” 
 
    Loukas felt dread in his bones. He had no idea what his father would say when he found out about this, but it wouldn’t be pleasant.  
 
    The Vestian turned and looked him over. “Well…I guess you’d better come with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Loukas followed his friend away from the river, through forest and marshland, until they came upon a large stone hunting lodge with glittering windows and a sharply peaked roof, softened by moss. A sunny clearing to one side hosted an herb garden.  
 
    It seemed incongruous, this affluent cabin in the middle of the wood, with no roads or pathways in or out and nothing to mark its location. Magical, even. 
 
    Loukas asked as they were heading up the steps, “What is this place?” 
 
    The Vestian paused with his hand on the latch. “Refuge,” he said without looking at him. Then he pushed inside. 
 
    A dim interior greeted them beneath the lodge’s buttressed roof. Shaded windows trapped the forest’s murky half-light within the space, perpetuating that sense of magic. The Vestian walked to a large fireplace and started stirring the coals to life.  
 
    The open great room held few furnishings, yet each piece was unique. A sculpted ebony bed occupied one corner against some windows. A supple leather armchair lorded over the hearth. A long wooden table, beautifully carved, doubled as both work counter and eating space. Though the furniture had its own elegance, it all possessed a practical simplicity. 
 
    Except the pots. 
 
    Long shelves along one wall hosted an assortment of pots, bowls and vases in stunning colors and designs. They practically hauled Loukas across the room for closer admiration.  
 
    Some bowls shimmered as if formed of nacre, while others were glossed in the richest of hues. A potter’s wheel sat in a windowed alcove beside a barrel, ostensibly filled with clay, and shelves of jars. 
 
    “Glazes,” the Vestian said from close behind.  
 
    Loukas hadn’t heard him approach. “These are all your work?”   
 
    “Mmm-hmm. Like them?”  
 
    “Pottery seems a little,” he looked the Vestian over, “…benign for you.” 
 
    “You have your schooling, I have mine.” His pale eyes traveled across the shelves and their contents, then settled on Loukas, reflective of a smile. “Come on. You’re getting mud all over my floors.”  
 
    Only then did Loukas notice that the Vestian’s clothes were damp but completely clean, while his looked like they belonged to something that had crawled out of a bog. “How did—” he began, but the other was already off down a hallway. 
 
    Loukas followed him to an outdoor shower. A rain barrel hovered above the ceramic-tiled walls with a limp sack attached beneath it. 
 
    “Wash up. I’ll get you a change of clothes.” He was gone before Loukas could ask him any of his compounding questions. 
 
    The chain with a silver ball on the end more or less shouted pull me! so Loukas stood beneath the sack and did so. A slot opened in the barrel, water gushed into the sack and showered out again through a myriad of holes. 
 
    Hot water.  
 
    Loukas stripped down and scrubbed himself clean while pondering the mystery of how the Vestian got steaming hot water straight out of his rain barrel. 
 
    In his engineering lessons, he’d studied all manner of plumbing systems, but generally they relied upon some form of combustion—whether man-made or naturally occurring—to heat the water. Loukas couldn’t see anything remotely resembling a heating system connecting to the barrel over his head.  
 
    Of course, everyone knew the Vestian Sorceresy provided a plethora of mechanistic, magical things to its nobility for the small price of their third child. Loukas just wouldn’t have thought to find such an arcane thing out in the middle of the forest. 
 
    But he wouldn’t have thought to find a lodge such as this in the middle of the forest either. He was beginning to feel a bit like he’d been transported into a fairytale. 
 
    He pulled the cord again to stop the water, shoved fingers back through his wet hair and turned to find the Vestian leaning against the shower stall, smirking at him. 
 
    Loukas took the towel his host was holding and scrubbed at his hair. “See something you like?”   
 
    The Vestian just kept smirking. 
 
    Loukas tossed the towel back at him and motioned to the bundle tucked under his arm. “Are those for me?” 
 
    The Vestian nodded but didn’t hand them over. “You should burn that other outfit. Dressing like a peacock this side of the Ver, someone might mistake you for prey.” 
 
    “My shirt alone probably costs more than this lodge of yours.”  
 
    The Vestian continued smirking. “So many reasons to love Avatar. Rigid caste system, legislated bisexuality…” the smirk deepened, “inflation.” 
 
    Loukas looked at the clothes beneath the Vestian’s arm. “Are you going to give me those or not?” 
 
    The Vestian handed them over wordlessly and left him. The pants and tunic were of soft linen, similar to the Vestian’s own, and the lace-up boots were made from supple calfskin. 
 
    Loukas dressed and then found the Vestian again in a pantry that doubled as an armory. He tossed Loukas an archery arm guard the minute he walked inside.  
 
    Loukas strapped it on while the Vestian was choosing a bow from among many hanging on the wall. He glanced to Loukas as he tested the tension on one of the strings. “I thought we’d catch some dinner before Fate’s rain hits.”  
 
    “Fate’s rain?” 
 
    “The rain heading our way, that brought the flood, that pinned you on this side of the Ver.” 
 
    “Yes, I know what rain, but why did you call it Fate’s rain?” 
 
    The Vestian slung a bow on his arm and offered another to Loukas, but he held onto it as Loukas wrapped his hand around the curved wood, and equally held his gaze. “You don’t think it’s fate, your getting stuck on this side of the Ver?” 
 
    “Why would fate be involved?” 
 
    The Vestian studied him quietly. “You think these things just happen?” 
 
    “I think men make things happen.” 
 
    The Vestian chuckled and released the bow. “Men are pawns of the gods, Furie.” 
 
    Loukas followed him out of the armory. “You can’t blame the gods for everything.” 
 
    He tossed Loukas a grin. “Well, technically, you can.” 
 
    “To no practical purpose,” Loukas argued.  
 
    “It might appease your own displeasure,” he returned with a wink as he opened the front door and ushered Loukas out. “It usually helps to blame someone, I find, and the gods are convenient. They never refute your claims.” 
 
    Loukas shook his head. “No wonder your Vestian gods are all so menacing. I wouldn’t long remain benevolent if my followers’ idea of worship was a litany of accusations.”  
 
    The Vestian pulled the door shut and led away down the steps. “A real god would never seek to be worshipped by its creations.” 
 
    “Is that so? And you know this how?” 
 
    They headed off across a lawn towards the forest. Above, the sky was darkening with clouds. The Vestian angled him a look. “If a god is purported to possess human qualities, that alone is proof he cannot exist. It’s only logical.” 
 
    “Nothing in your convoluted thought processes remotely resembles logic.” 
 
    “So says the Avataren, whose logic has half the population bound into slavery.” He shot Loukas a sidelong look full of hauteur. “Feel free to call it Vestian logic if it helps you sleep better at night.”  
 
    Loukas stared after him for a moment, grinding his teeth. Then he jogged to catch up again. They headed into the forest, slid down a leafy ravine and followed a creek for a little way. On the far side of a cascade of little falls, the Vestian aimed a familiar look at Loukas.  
 
    They’d hunted together countless times, but always on Loukas’s side of the Ver—everything they did together was on Loukas’s side of the Ver. Loukas had never yet learned how the Vestian knew exactly where to find their prey, but his sense never failed them. Knowing well that look, Loukas drew an arrow and nocked it to bow. Ready, his gaze said. 
 
    The Vestian nocked an arrow, aimed it at a nearby bramble and let it fly. 
 
    A rabbit darted out towards Loukas. He released his arrow and took the animal through the chest. The Vestian’s next arrow claimed a second rabbit as it scurried in the other direction. 
 
    It was the fastest hunt Loukas had ever been on. He walked to retrieve rabbit and arrow. “That was anticlimactic.” 
 
    “Truly unfair, actually,” the Vestian agreed, “but the rain’s almost here.” He grabbed up his rabbit, still twitching, and broke its neck with a practiced twist.  
 
    As they were heading back to the house with their brace of rabbits, Loukas found himself staring at the mercuric tattoos on the Vestian’s shoulders, which were easily visible through his shirt. The patterns covering his shoulder-blades connected into a spear tracing his spine, resembling a double-bladed axe. For some reason, seeing the tattoos made Loukas wonder: what was the likelihood of him getting stranded on the wrong side of the Ver?  
 
    A rising wind was starting to shake the limbs above them as Loukas muttered, “There’s nothing in this to indicate that Fate is involved.” 
 
    The Vestian aimed a smile over his shoulder. “Finished calculating probabilities, I see. All of existence can’t be explained by mathematics, fire prince.” 
 
    “Yes, it can.” 
 
    The Vestian eyed him enigmatically. “Then walk me through the calculation that shows how I know that this storm will keep the river risen for three days.” 
 
    Loukas came to a standstill. 
 
    Three days?    
 
    It would be one thing for him to sneak home in the morning hours before the dawn—his father’s guards would chalk it up to a late night of carousing in the city—but he could never account for a three-day absence. His father would be livid.  
 
    In fact, the contemplation was so disconcerting that Loukas strongly pushed it from his thoughts. He had only the Vestian’s prediction, after all. That didn’t mean it was going to happen. 
 
    They walked back to the cabin beneath a lashing wind, which continued to beat and howl the entire time Loukas skinned and cleaned the rabbits and the Vestian prepared vegetables for a stew. Then they sat at one end of the long table, drinking wine, while the stew cooked and the rain ran in rivulets down the windowpanes.  
 
    In one of the silences that accompanies a night shared by old friends, the Vestian was reclining in his chair, his black hair hanging loose, halfway to his shoulders, his gaze distant. The new tattoo in the center of his chest glimmered between the open folds of his tunic. 
 
    Loukas hadn’t been able to look away from it for nearly a quarter hour. He finally said, “Tell me about your tattoos.” 
 
    The Vestian shifted his gaze to him. Nothing in it invited conversation on the subject. “What’s to tell?” 
 
    “Why did you get them? What do the designs represent? What do they mean to you?” 
 
    “Fethe, you ask a lot of questions.” 
 
    Loukas smiled. “Well, if you weren’t so bloody mysterious about everything—” 
 
    “There are things I’m not able to talk about. I’ve told you this before.”   
 
    Which is pretty much anything about yourself, Loukas thought derisively. Still, the heat in the Vestian’s tone had cooled his curiosity. He asked more sedately, “Things like where you vanish to for months at a time?”   
 
    The Vestian flicked his gaze to him and away again. “Things like that, yes.” 
 
    Loukas studied his friend’s face as the latter stared off, noting how his brows narrowed into a furrow above his knife-straight nose, how he held his jaw clenched tightly even when he wasn’t biting back a retort.  
 
    Loukas had rarely seen the Vestian show emotion. Generally he cloaked himself in satirical disregard and stood remote from the world. But on the subject of his tattoos—on this he was clearly fighting fury. 
 
    “Would you tell me if you could?” Loukas wasn’t sure why that seemed so important to him suddenly. 
 
    The Vestian’s gaze shifted back to him, intense and accusing, yet not accusing of Loukas. “Yes.”   
 
    Loukas retreated to his wine, thinking about the searing look the Vestian had leveled him just then and how it had varied so greatly from his deeply intimate tone, considering which one had been the truer…wondering if he was reading too much into the answer just because he wanted to find it there.  
 
    He reached for the bottle to refresh his goblet and noted the label for the first time. His eyes widened. “How did you come by a Rogue Valley Volga?” 
 
    The Vestian’s smirk reappeared in all its condescension. “What, we barbarians can’t enjoy a good wine?” 
 
    “Fiera’s breath,” Loukas waggled the bottle at him. “All I meant is that this vintage is hard to come by. My father would love to know your supplier.” 
 
    The smirk became a smile. “I seriously doubt that.” The Vestian flowed out of his chair to check on the rabbit.  
 
    Minutes later, they were dishing steaming stew into footed cerulean bowls that the Vestian had chosen from among his shelves of pottery. The last thing he planted on the table was an alabaster jar. He lifted off the top as he sat down. 
 
    Loukas’s eyes nearly popped from his skull. “Crimson salt?” His gaze flew to the Vestian. “How in Fiera’s name did you get crimson salt?”  
 
    The deep red salts were mined from the fire deserts of Avatar and were so rare that even the wealthiest of households had a limited supply. Only nobility were allowed to possess it, and it certainly wasn’t sold outside of the kingdom. The Vestian had enough of it on his table to purchase a small-sized satrapy.  
 
    The latter settled back into his chair. “There are few things I cannot acquire if I desire them.” He looked Loukas over with this pronouncement, his tone speaking volumes in defiance of a mysterious smile. Loukas didn’t know which part to trust—his words or his intimation. “What do you desire most, fire prince?” 
 
    Loukas gave him a withering look. He liberally sprinkled crimson salt on his stew, relishing the luxury, and thought of the last time he’d been served the rare salt—every guest at the palace of the Fire King of Kell Ashkelan had received a thimbleful to use with his meal.  
 
    “There is a dessert they serve in Kell Ashkelan,” Loukas answered. “Very fine, very expensive, made with orange water and passion flowers.” 
 
    “A dessert…” the Vestian said flatly. “This is your greatest wish? I give you a djinn’s proposition and you answer with a dessert?” 
 
    Loukas smiled, shrugged. 
 
    The Vestian shook his head. “Just when I think you can no longer surprise me.”  
 
    They ate all the stew and drank a lot of wine and debated politics until their logic ran in tired circles. Eventually the Vestian fixed Loukas with half-lidded eyes and waved him nebulously off. “You take the bed.” 
 
    Loukas roused from a stupor to look over at the massive ebony thing. “Where will you sleep?” 
 
    “I don’t sleep.” 
 
    He gave him a look. “Everyone sleeps.” 
 
    “Fethe, do you have to argue with every bloody thing I say? Do you want the bed or not?” 
 
    Loukas grinned and took the bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, he wasn’t smiling nearly so broadly, for the dessert he found sitting on the table when he rose made his eyes grow large while his face and his wits both fell slack. “How in Fiera’s name…?” 
 
    The Vestian murmured from across the room, “Fiera had nothing to do with it, Furie.” 
 
    Loukas speared a stare at the Vestian, who was seated in the armchair by the fire. Then he speared a finger at the dessert. “How did you get this?” 
 
    The other was sipping at a cup of Akkadian caffe. “I told you, I can acquire most anything I desire.” 
 
    Loukas shook his head and stared at the impossible. He tried to compute the probability of the Vestian somehow having the rare ingredients on hand to make the very dessert Loukas had named in answer to a random question. The equations ran into non-terminating decimals.   
 
    The Vestian had always claimed to be a prince of Vest. He seemed to live a simple life there in his lodge miles from nowhere, but clearly he had access to vast resources—the expensive furniture, the salt, the wine, the Akkadian caffe… 
 
    The impossible dessert sitting on the table. 
 
    “Well?” The Vestian aimed a secretive smile at him. “Aren’t you going to eat it?” 
 
    Loukas ate it. It was perhaps even more delicious than he remembered. 
 
    It didn’t help the day’s surreality when they went to the river and found it swollen far beyond its borders. It would be easily two days—maybe even three, Loukas hated to admit—before he could get back across it. Even the ferry seven miles upriver would be swamped. 
 
    There was an eighty-sixty percent likelihood a night’s heavy rain would make the river rise, but the likelihood of the Vestian being able to predict how long the river would stay risen…? That was not so easily computed. 
 
    They spent the day debating probabilities.  
 
    Loukas’s calculations pointed to a lucky guess regarding the river and some logical explanation for the dessert—a large estate nearby, perhaps, where the Vestian might’ve acquired the ingredients. His family’s estate, say. That answer certainly made more sense for a hunting lodge planted seemingly in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    They debated it over a meal of pheasant cooked with dried apricots and sage and another bottle of rare wine, after which the Vestian sat back in his chair to observe Loukas with a droll half-smile and those ice-pale eyes of his, so alluringly rimmed in dark blue. “All we’ve covered today, and I still haven’t convinced you?” 
 
    Loukas stared at the wine in his goblet with numbers running through his head. Better that than hold the Vestian’s gaze; the latter was reading too deeply of him already, and Loukas was reading far too deeply into the Vestian’s come-hither smile.  
 
    “Mathematics defines the universal structure,” Loukas said, taking refuge from the other’s arcane arguments in the practical and the known. “You’re never going to convince me otherwise.” 
 
    His host rolled his eyes. “I’m only trying to point out that some things cannot be defined by this discipline.” 
 
    Loukas regarded him in unconvinced response. 
 
    The Vestian chuckled. “Well enough. I’ll guess I’ll have to offer you incontrovertible proof.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, Loukas woke to find a breakfast of sapphire eggs from Dheanainn, yellow pine fruit from the island of Palma Lai, and Malchiarri djawa, a dark form of caffe popular in the Fire Courts.  
 
    Djawa had to be made with spring water imported from the Malchiarri cloud forest and protected in wax-sealed amphoras. Otherwise the caffe turned to mud in the cup.   
 
    The famous Dheanainni sapphire eggs lose their color within a day of being laid, and the wild hens won’t lay while in captivity. If they serve the eggs in the Fire Courts, the king’s baddha yayin has to travel the nodes to the city of Dheanainn and back in a single day.  
 
    Similarly, the yellow pine fruit must be eaten within hours of being picked or its flesh turns sour. In order to enjoy it in the Fire Courts, the kings had the plants imported and cultivated in special indoor gardens, carefully tended.  
 
    Loukas knew little of the resources of the Vestian nobility. It was conceivable that they also had pine fruit gardens and a baddha yayin to fetch sapphire eggs from Dheanainn.  
 
    But the djawa really boggled Loukas’s mind. Whether the Vestian had acquired it from Malchiarr itself or had stolen it from the tables of the Fire Courts, there was no way he could’ve acquired it and returned with the drink in its authentic mosaic cup still steaming hot! 
 
    “Djawa grows bitter if it cools before you drink it.” The Vestian was sitting by the fire again with an ankle propped over one knee, barefoot, mirth dancing in his eyes. 
 
    Loukas glanced to him and back to the table. “It has to be a trick,” he muttered.  
 
    He knew it couldn’t be a trick. 
 
    The Vestian sipped from his own cup of djawa. “Do you now submit that there are events even mathematics cannot explain?” 
 
    “Never.” Loukas stared at the items on the table. The odds against what was plainly before his eyes ran into the millions. “It simply hasn’t explained them yet.” 
 
    The Vestian grinned at him. “You going to drink that djawa or just calculate probabilities in its reflection?” 
 
    Loukas drank it. It was very hot, and very good. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The days passed in surprising bliss. They hunted, they climbed, they cooked, they debated. They found agreement in reality and fought over ideals, and discovered new things to admire in each other.  
 
    Loukas wasn’t sure what the Vestian saw in him, but in the other he saw reflections of the kind of man he wanted to become: steadfast in defending his beliefs, strong-willed, self-confident and independent…all of the things Loukas struggled to achieve.  
 
    Their friendship had always been complex…complicated in the way any forbidden pursuit would be, but in those days together it deepened. The roots of their fraternity grew interwoven in ways Loukas couldn’t explain, even to himself. 
 
    On the third morning, Loukas woke to find his clothes cleaned and laid out at the foot of the bed.  
 
    As he stared at the once-ruined silk, so impossibly restored to integrity and color, he concluded—finally and inarguably—that the Vestian had to have some kind of talent, called the ‘binding gift’ in his own language.  
 
    The problem with this conclusion was that Loukas couldn’t say what gift actually bound the Vestian, for the oddities he’d observed, and which he’d summated to magic, couldn’t be classified by the labels of Avatar.  
 
    Had he been Avataren and talented, the Vestian would have been ceremonially bound to serve by the time he was thirteen, either in the Fire Courts or to one of Avatar’s noble families. He would have spent his adolescent years training for this future.  
 
    But if he was of the caste of bound ones called baddha, this only compounded the problem Loukas would face in explaining his absence to his father.  
 
    Unless they were born of a Furie’s line, the baddha were considered less than men. Oh, they were treated with deference in respect of their skills and usefulness, but everyone knew they were subhuman, abominations of nature. In his father’s estimation, to have spent three days safely in the home of a bound one would be worse than whoring himself to a slaver caravan.  
 
    Three days? Loukas felt a fierce pang of dismay. Three days was nothing compared to the years he’d spent cultivating their forbidden friendship.  
 
    It was bad enough, his interacting with a Vestian prince, but at least a prince of Vest was of his own caste. To have spent those years in close association with a baddha? 
 
    Loukas felt sick. 
 
    If his father ever discovered the truth, he’d beat Loukas within an inch of his life. Yet even worse was the conflict of his own heart, which raged now against the teachings he’d always thought truth. 
 
    The Vestian walked in from the hallway carrying a tray of fresh-baked bread but stopped just inside the great room, his gaze instantly fixed on Loukas. “What now?” He headed for the table with his eyes holding to Loukas. 
 
    Loukas threw off the blanket and stood, reaching for his clothes. He didn’t know how to put words to his thoughts without deeply offending his host. “I thought you were going to have these burned,” he murmured as he donned his pants. 
 
    The Vestian laid the loaves of bread on the table, one at a time, and replied slowly, “What would your lord father say if he saw his youngest son returning in the clothes of a prince of Vest?” 
 
    Loukas’s gaze lifted to his.  
 
    The Vestian was watching him intently. “What will you tell him?” 
 
    Loukas sank down on the edge of the bed. “I don’t know.” He puffed an uneasy exhale and stared at the silk shirt in his hands. “I thought at first I could claim the rains had caught me in the city. But my father will never believe I spent three days carousing.” 
 
    The Vestian’s lips curled upwards slyly. 
 
    Loukas frowned at him. “What?” 
 
    The smirk became a grin. “Somehow I’d always pegged you for a virgin.” He selected a serrated knife, flipped it expertly, and started slicing the bread. “Nice to be wrong for a change.” 
 
    Loukas gave him a black look. 
 
    “So the city is where you take your pleasure? That’s another surprise.” He finished off the first loaf and started on the second one with quick precision, darting another taunting glance at Loukas. “Knowing Avatar, I would’ve thought you the sodomite of some withered husk of a lord.” 
 
    “Gods, no. A nobleman’s son is never—” Loukas suddenly realized what he was saying and clamped his mouth shut.   
 
    The Vestian laughed at his expression. “You think I don’t know all about the Avataren program of patrician mentorship? Isn’t that what you call it? The taking of young male lovers by decrepit old men?” 
 
    The private affairs of the Furies were never discussed in polite company—much less with a foreigner. Loukas felt his face flushing hot. “The lover’s bond assists in mentorship.” 
 
    “I’ll bet it does,” the Vestian smirked. “As well as providing a convenient justification for the old preying upon the young.” 
 
    “It’s not like that.” Loukas protested. “The courtship rituals between same-sex partnerships at any age are deeply honored.” 
 
    The Vestian looked him over meaningfully. “Oh yes, I know. The Saphoric Codes and so forth.” 
 
    Loukas felt completely thrown by the conversation. The Vestian was talking openly of affairs so private and taboo that speaking of them incurred a caning, no matter one’s caste. He somewhat stammered, “The codes are there to protect the rights of lovers.” 
 
    “The rights of lovers.” The Vestian shook his head. He tossed the sliced bread into a basket a few pieces at a time. “I wish you could hear yourself sometimes. Has it never occurred to you that the full-lipped farm boy who bends over for your father has more rights than the baddhas who run his household and instruct his children?” 
 
    Loukas watched the Vestian walk across to the fire, feeling the fluttery edges of panic. “Do you claim your barbarian practices are any better?” he tossed back for lack of a proper rebuttal. “How many wives does your father have?” 
 
    “How many paramours has yours?” The Vestian shot him a grin. He plucked the pot from the fire with an iron hook. “We should get their two retinues together, eh? They would all have a fine time fornicating in your father’s pleasure garden.” 
 
    Loukas’s mouth went dry. He’d never said a word about that garden to the Vestian. He wouldn’t have dared. 
 
    The Vestian carried the pot over to the table, aiming a faintly bewildered smile at Loukas. “What did you think, that I just magically made those arrows appear on your windowsill? Much can be learned while observing from the rooftops, fire prince.” 
 
    The rooftop.  
 
    Well, that was one mystery finally answered, though it opened many new ones. As he realized that the Vestian had probably been observing him as much as others of his father’s household, his face grew hot.   
 
    The buttons on Loukas’s shirt suddenly required his wholehearted attention. “I wouldn’t expect a barbarian to understand,” he muttered. 
 
    “This barbarian who just yesterday brought you sapphire eggs and Malchiarri djawa?” The Vestian fixed him with an unerring smile. “I think I understand you very well.” Then he lifted the top off the pot, made the Avataren sign of Deference and said in perfect High Avataren, “Your breakfast, en Furie.”  
 
    Loukas laughed in spite of himself. “Fethe, you’re insufferable.”  
 
    The Vestian straightened wearing a decidedly devious grin. “Would you have me any other way?” 
 
    The intimation in his question made Loukas’s heart beat faster.   
 
      
 
     % 
 
      
 
    “You been staring at the river all night?” Tannour’s voice yanked Loukas from his internal reverie so forcefully that it left a painful stabbing in its wake.  
 
    Loukas turned to find the Vestian leaning against a tree. With his black garments and preternatural stillness, Loukas could barely see him. He wondered how long Tannour had been standing there, watching him. “I was checking the sentries for most of the night.” 
 
    “Well, you missed all the fun. The A’dal saved a messenger and set the fires to deliver our message to the warlord.” 
 
    “I heard the cheering.”  
 
    Tannour came over to stand beside him, all pale eyes and dark, liquid grace.  
 
    Loukas returned his gaze to the water, clenching his jaw. He wished Tannour wouldn’t stand so close. He wished he mightn’t have cared one way or the other. 
 
    He still couldn’t decide if he regretted meeting Tannour Valeri. There were days when he hated him so palpably he thought the force of his clenched teeth would shatter them, and days when he longed for their lost fraternity so deeply that he could neither eat nor sleep for the overbearing ache of it.  
 
    It would’ve been easier to bear if Tannour had shown even the remotest sense of loss. His cool indifference just kept the cauldron of Loukas’s resentment at a constant, agonizing boil.  
 
    “Did the river have the answers you were seeking?” 
 
    Loukas turned a stare at him. “What do you want, Tannour?” 
 
    Tannour smirked. “Now that’s a loaded question.”  
 
    Loukas exhaled a slow breath, his gaze hot.   
 
    Tannour’s smirk resolved into a wry half-smile. “The A’dal wants you. Don’t slay the messenger, Yashar.” 
 
    “Don’t call me Yashar.”   
 
    “It’s nicer than other things I might call you.” 
 
    As Loukas held his gaze with his own fiery one, he reluctantly submitted that this comment was fair—from a certain point of view. Fiera’s ashes, but his conversation with Trell had changed so much! All this time, he’d thought…fethe, it hardly mattered what he’d thought.  
 
    Tannour looked him over quietly. He always had been far too attuned to Loukas’s mind. “If we went to our deaths still…like this,” he didn’t say estranged but Loukas heard it in his derision, “would you feel any regret at all?” 
 
    Loukas winced. “Tannour…” 
 
    “You’d best not keep the A’dal waiting.” He made to slip away, but Loukas grabbed his arm.  
 
    Fethe! How long had it been since either of them had dared lay a hand upon the other, save when Loukas had pulled Tannour back from the clutches of a waterfall in Khor Taran, which hardly counted? He half expected Tannour to smite him for the presumption.  
 
    His ice-pale eyes did the smiting instead, accusing of insult, demanding explanation. But Loukas had no explanation for the affront of an intimacy they no longer shared. None he could put words to, anyway. He released Tannour’s arm, feeling hollow.  
 
    With a wordless step, silent save for the trace of accusation left behind, the Vestian vanished into the night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty-three 
 
      
 
    “A goose by any other name is still a goose.” 
 
      
 
    –The Hearthwitch’s Handbook 
 
      
 
    Fynnlar val Lorian had that feeling again, the one that always heralded hazard and peril, like that time he’d nearly grounded Hadrian vran Lea’s carrack on a reef. Carian’s pirate cousin would’ve proven more hazardous to his health than the reef had he not narrowly shaved past it with just a few barnacles scraped off the hull.  
 
    Or that time at the manor of the Archduke of Rimaldi, when a nosy maid nearly caught him stuffing some important antiquities that—strictly speaking—didn’t belong to him inside his coat.  
 
    Or at that tavern in Tregarion, when he’d narrowly missed colliding with the gendarme who happened to be leading the hunt for him.  
 
    Or any time he played Kings with Ghislain d’Launier. 
 
    As Fynn silently dogged Carian’s heels through the manor of Cassius of Rogue, taking care to walk askew of the current of the pirate’s trailing smoke, he reviewed what he’d just heard, thinking he must’ve heard wrong—possibly due to Cassius’s damned bubbling wine, which always messed with his head worse than dreams of the zanthyr Vaile. 
 
    ‘Devangshu Vita says they’ve lost a half-dozen nodes back to Demetrio Consuevé while you’ve been cooling your heels here, vran Lea,’ Donovan Kellar had said with his characteristic sneer.  
 
    In the doublespeak of the Smuggler’s Fellowship, this translated to: Consuevé is holding Vita as a trap for you, vran Lea. 
 
    Donovan had also said, ‘D’Varre’s on the warpath for Devangshu Vita and an unnamed, red-headed accomplice.’  
 
    This meant Consuevé also had the thief Kardashian in custody. 
 
    And ‘D’Varre is supporting his efforts’ meant that both Vita and Kardashian were being held at the Guild Hall in Rethynnea. 
 
    This was all perfectly clear. What wasn’t clear was how and when bloody Donovan Kellar had become a member of the Smuggler’s Fellowship. 
 
    Fynn pondered this all the while he and Carian were grabbing the things they needed from their rooms, and he thought it over some more as they were taking the fast route to the stables.  
 
    Carian was stalking along an arcade bordering the coach house when Fynn demanded, “Did you buy off Kellar?”  
 
    Carian angled him a look. “Of course I did. Only a fool trusts Cassius of Rogue. He’s not even from this realm.” 
 
    Fynn scowled at his back. “You might’ve told me Kellar was working with us.” 
 
    Carian snorted. “But then Cassius would know it too, which would rather defeat the purpose of purchasing a spy within his organization.” 
 
    “I can keep a secret,” Fynn protested. 
 
    Carian aimed a dubious grin over his shoulder. “You’re a magnet for truthreaders, mate. They descry you from a mile distant, like ospreys to a herring.” 
 
    Fynn glowered at him. “I like you less right now than I did a minute ago.” 
 
    Carian hitched up his britches. “Save your griping for Tuesdays. We may already be too late.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “To save Vita and Kardashian.” 
 
    Reaching the stables, they lit a fire under the hands to get two mounts saddled and ready for them to ride. A few minutes later, Fynn and Carian were cantering their horses down Cassius’s interminably long drive. 
 
    They galloped fast along the promenade, stormed beneath the tunnel that demarked Cassius’s estate, and emerged into a rainy Veneisean afternoon. Fynn muttered an oath and pulled up the hood of his cloak. 
 
    Carian turned them hard to the east.  
 
    Kellar had made one other comment that Fynn kept mulling over because he didn’t quite know what it meant—or at least, he rather hoped he didn’t.  
 
    As they were trotting their mounts across the uneven moorland, Fynn asked, “You going to let me in on the plan, vran Lea?” 
 
    Carian darted a glance his way. “You going to blab it to the first truthreader we meet?” 
 
    “That only happened twice, you know,” Fynn protested aggrievedly. 
 
    “That you’ll admit to.” 
 
    Fynn aimed a sullen look at him. “When Kellar said the nodes in the Middle Kingdoms are as dangerous as traveling the Seam, did he mean what I think he meant?” 
 
    “If you think he meant that the Seam is the only safe path to Rethynnea currently, then yeah.” 
 
    “The Seam is a safe path to oblivion.” 
 
    “Right you are, mate.” Carian grinned at him. “If we’re lucky.” 
 
    “We? There is no we in this misadventure. Take me back to the sa’reyth and then go about this lunacy on your own coin. I’m not wagering mine against Lady Luck.” 
 
    “Just pay me the money you owe me and I’ll take you anywhere you like, Fynnlar.” 
 
    Fynn glowered at him again. “I despise you when you’re being reasonable.” He sucked on a tooth while he thought of all the ways he despised reasonable people in general. “You know, you have no healthy sense of self-preservation whatsoever. I’m tired of being held hostage by your inflated belief in your own invincibility.” 
 
    Carian smirked. “Have a little faith, mate.” 
 
    “Faith? You know things always go from bad to worse and then the cycle repeats itself.” 
 
    “Ah, ho…” Carian tapped a finger to his nose sagaciously, “but the Balance is shifting.” 
 
    “Balance doesn’t give a rat’s ass about the common folk,” Fynn sulked. 
 
    Carian arched a brow. “You including yourself in that bracket?” 
 
    “Common folk. Normal folk.” Fynn waved irritably at him. “People who don’t subsist on an arcane power that most of us can’t even feel. Our efforts don’t change the pattern in the tapestry, so Balance cares about as much about what we do as those so-called angiel. Maybe less, since Balance isn’t even sentient and the angiel supposedly are. But I wouldn’t bet a copper sou on either one.” 
 
    Carian turned him a wondering stare…then his expression resolved as he landed on the shores of understanding. “You’ve been talking to Balaji.” 
 
    Fynn puffed an exhale. “Not willingly.” He scowled at the pirate. “His wine isn’t free, you know.” 
 
    “Nothing worthwhile ever is, mate.” 
 
    “Says the man who stole the sacred emerald from the Lost Isles of Ren.” 
 
    Carian grinned. “I worked hard to steal that emerald—a great deal harder than those blokes guarding it, or they’d still have it in their possession.” 
 
    “I never did get my cut on that take, you know.” 
 
    “I applied it towards the balance of your debt.” 
 
    Fynn scowled at him. “That balance makes more revolutions than a weathercock, turning numbers to suit your needs.” 
 
    Carian flashed an unapologetic grin. “You’re the one made an accord with a pirate.” 
 
    “You know…a good friend wouldn’t remind me of that so often. A better friend would forgive the debt altogether.” 
 
    “You make a deal with the Demon Lord…” 
 
    Fynn snorted. “The Demon Lord would’ve offered a better interest rate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The day’s sullen rain turned vindictive about the time they reached the rock-strewn canyon where Carian planned to catch the Seam to Rethynnea.  
 
    Fynn had long reconciled himself to dying young, but dying ignominiously in some no man’s land of uncreated aether just left a bad taste in his mouth. He normally would’ve reached for wine to wash down the bitterness of inevitability, but he would’ve rather met death thirsty than drink another glass of Cassius’s effervescent horse piss. 
 
    They released the horses atop the ridge and made the descent on foot in the pouring rain, slipping and sliding between large rocks and trying not to slam into anything likely to turn them inside out if greeted at an unkindly speed.  
 
    They were halfway down when the hairs on Fynn’s arse stood up in salute, which meant the pirate must’ve been seriously feeling the current charging through that ravine.  
 
    Balls of Belloth! It was channeling so hard it had mowed down all the grass! It formed a sort of fuzz along the ravine floor, barely growing an inch before the current shaved it off. 
 
    Fynn came to an abrupt standstill and leveled an accusing stare at Carian. “You have a blatant death wish.” 
 
    Carian paused a few paces downhill of him. “Only on Tuesdays.” He waggled his eyebrows at him saucily and started off again. “Come on, Fynnlar—where’s your sense of adventure?” 
 
    Fynn watched the pirate ambling down the hillside and called after him, “Locked away with morality and conscience and all the other principles that only serve to get me into trouble!” 
 
    When he caught up with the pirate again, Fynn felt like beetles were feasting on his skin. He fell into step beside Carian, whose wavy black hair was making a spidery halo around his head, and silently cursed Cassius of Rogue, Donovan Kellar and Nodefinders in general. “So what’s the plan?” 
 
    Carian hitched up his britches. “If D’Varre’s got Vita and Kardashian at the guild hall in Rethynnea, then I know exactly where he’ll be holding them. We break them out, then I use the Guild’s weld to weigh anchor and make for the sa’reyth.” 
 
    Fynn looked him over dubiously. “That simple, huh?”   
 
    Carian flung his floating hair out of his eyes. “What’s wrong with simple?” 
 
    “Only that nothing’s ever simple with you.” 
 
    “Not because of anything I do, mate. It’s everyone else who wants to complicate things unnecessarily. Take those blokes in Ren. If they’d just handed over the emerald like I asked them to, they wouldn’t have ended up stranded in the middle of the Köhentaal moors.” Carian angled him a devilish smile. “I offered them the easy way. They chose the hard way. What could I do but oblige them?” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re the very essence of accommodating,” Fynn muttered. 
 
      
 
    An hour later, the ravine still looked the same—dark rocks studding hillsides and canyon floor with equal indifference. Fynn wondered if there was some notation on the itinerant boulders that only Nodefinders could see, indicating where to go to find the path you wanted to take through the world’s pattern. 
 
    He puffed his perilously floating hair out of his eyes. “How long do we have to traipse through this godforsaken place?”  
 
    Carian jerked his chin ahead of them. “Just beyond the next curve in the canyon.” 
 
    The next curve turned out to be over a mile distant, such that Fynn was seriously considering his options by the time the pirate stopped them in a place that looked exquisitely identical to every other place they’d traversed thus far. 
 
    Carian extended his elbow, and a toothy smile. “Shall we, your lordship?” 
 
    Fynn sighed dramatically. “You are not even close to the first choice on my dance ticket.” He looped arms with the pirate— 
 
    A force hauled him off his feet and through the aether at such speed that his jowls were jiggling and his eyes were a blur and his stomach was thrust against his spine in a way he knew would not have pleasant ramifications when the god of frenzied flight shoved them indifferently off his lightning bolt at the other end.  
 
    Fynn wasn’t sure how long it took Carian to navigate to their destination—it was hard to track time with your brain compacted to the size of a pea—but eventually the current spit them out in a wide corridor, beneath a painted ceiling that Fynn recognized somewhat uneasily. 
 
    As soon as he was sure his stomach wasn’t going to evacuate itself all over his boots, Fynn yanked his arm free of Carian’s and hissed, “You brought us here?”   
 
    “Simple, just like I said.” The pirate cast an inscrutable gaze around the hallway. “Keep your royal nappies out of sight. I’ll be back before you can say lava’nreit. When you see my signal, run.”  
 
    “Wait, what sig—” 
 
    But the pirate had already vanished. 
 
    Lavan’reit shmahvanreet, Fynn inwardly muttered. He speared a spectacular frown down the empty corridor.  
 
    Lavan’reit was Tiern’aval spelled backwards. The pirates of Jamaii made all kinds of jokes and mean-spirited riddles out of the word. You’d think they were thrilled the island had vanished into the sea—or wherever in Belloth’s thirteen hells it had up and wandered to. 
 
    Fynn was trying to decide whether to go in search of some wine or stay there and wait for Carian when he heard voices coming down the hall. He quickly concealed himself behind a plinth supporting the bust of the current master of the Espial’s Guild, one Gustave D’Varre.  
 
    On the bright side, the rotund man’s plaster bust was busty enough to hide Fynn’s body completely if he turned sideways and winced a little. 
 
    As the voices came closer and he recognized them, Fynn winced a lot. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    If the Pattern of the World was analogous to a lover who teased and taunted, always leaving you wanting more, the Seam would be a mistress who ravaged you repeatedly, taking her pleasure out of your hide until all that was left of you was a withered, flaccid husk barely capable of speech.  
 
    Not that Carian was complaining.  
 
    Mithaiya had left him like that countless times…although, not as many times as he’d left her in the same condition, he wagered. 
 
    But navigating the Seam wasn’t as easy as it sounded—not that anyone made it sound easy; even Cassius wasn’t so arrogant as to boast of such—mostly because the current was really fast, really strong, and really unpredictable. You had to have an anchor bored into granite before you opened yourself to the stream or you’d be five kingdoms away before you knew what had happened. 
 
    You couldn’t navigate the Seam the same way you navigated any other part of the grid. The Seam wasn’t one current but thousands. Carian had learned that the key to traveling it was to have two anchors in place before you jumped into the current—one close and one far. That way, the induction would just propel you between your anchors.  
 
    Of course, putting out two anchors on the Pattern when you couldn’t actually be on the Pattern posed its own challenge. Carian had managed it, but it hadn’t been easy. 
 
    After depositing Fynnlar in Rethynnea, Carian hopped a node that took him to Tregarion. He appeared inside the walls of the Veneisean Tivaricum beneath charcoal skies. Puddles dotted the yard, offering stark reflections of the tumultuous heavens. 
 
    The lack of activity in the bailey indicated Her Majesty’s soldiers were likely appeasing their midday appetites indoors, probably to avoid getting mud spattered on the immaculate lace frilling the neckline of their ornately-enameled cuirasses.  
 
    Carian couldn’t take a lace-wearing solider seriously, no matter how good he was with a sword. 
 
    Since he had the place to himself for the moment, Carian pulled out his tabac pouch and rolled himself a smoke while he waited.   
 
    One positive aspect of being wanted for piracy in nine kingdoms was that there was no shortage of people who would chase you. The last time he’d visited Queen Indora’s elite prison, he’d had Trell val Lorian in tow—though he’d only suspected the prince’s identity at the time—and they’d enjoyed a rollick with the Tivaricum’s Lord Commander, in and around meeting up with Kardashian, who happened to be Carian’s second cousin on his mother’s side, though the thief claimed no relation for the sake of reputation—his or Kardashian’s, Carian couldn’t quite decide. 
 
    But whether or not he claimed the vran Lea name, the thief was family. Carian wasn’t about to let him dance the hempen jig while that porker D’Varre salivated over his corpse, or worse, Demetrio Consuevé, who was an insult to the strand no matter which of six ways to Sunday you sliced him. 
 
    But a niggling feeling told Carian that more lay behind Devangshu and Kardashian’s kidnappings than vengeance. Consuevé’s idea of vengeance involved steel, blood and big holes in parts of the body that were never meant to know daylight. If Consuevé had been in charge, Kardashian and Vita would’ve already been dead. 
 
    And D’Varre might have his knickers in a wad about his stolen Vestal Codex, but despite his having the girth of a small nation, you’d need tweezers and a magnifying glass to find his balls.  
 
    Carian took a long drag on his smoke. No, this whole thing was clearly about him specifically. 
 
    He knew the way to T’khendar. 
 
    He knew the location of the First Lord’s sa’reyth. 
 
    He knew how to find Franco Rohre. 
 
    He knew a whole swarm of secrets that Consuevé would’ve given his left testicle to pin under his thumb. 
 
    So…since this was about as obvious a trap as the sun setting in the west, Carian had immediately set his mind towards figuring out a way to spring his friends without himself getting snared. Thus, his trip to Veneisea’s Tivaricum. 
 
    He’d just rolled his second smoke when three soldiers filed out of the keep, looking slightly disheveled, generally waterlogged and rubbing their overstuffed bellies. It took them a good three minutes of complaining about the weather before they noticed Carian leaning against the wall. 
 
    Whereupon, they headed towards him en masse. 
 
    A soldier with a gnomonic nose—it might’ve told the time in three kingdoms by the shadow it cast—led the charge. The soldier on the left marched behind his own unfortunate chin, which resembled a horse’s ball sack. The third of their phalanx came stalking over digging something out of his ear.  
 
    Carian straightened off the wall. “Hey you—Sundial.” He blew smoke towards the trio’s leader. “Go tell the Lord Commander that his favorite former prisoner is paying him a visit. He’ll want to see me and catch up on old times.” 
 
    Sundial looked Carian up and down. He appeared unimpressed by the pirate’s clothing but paid due respect to his cutlasses, if told by the furrow that suddenly crunched his slender eyebrows together in a show of supercilious disregard. “Who are you and what are you doing here?” he demanded in their flowery language, which always made Carian’s nose twitch like a feather was tickling it. 
 
    “It’s a courtesy call, savvy?” Carian took a long drag on his smoke. “We go way back, your LC and me.” His gaze switched to the soldier with the impressive chin. “Ho there, Nutface, you’ll wanna keep that toy saber of yours in its sheath, if you know what I mean.” The man’s hand was looking a little itchy for the hilt of his sword. 
 
    Nutface stuttered with pique at the same time that Sundial drew up with an indignant, “LC?” 
 
    “What about you then, Earwax?” Carian asked the soldier who’d been digging at his ear. Of the three of them, he looked the least likely to be a moron. “You wanna be the hero of the day, or make this the day you say your last goodbyes?” 
 
    Earwax angled him a look. “Is this a trick question?”  
 
    “There’s a bright lad. Run along and find your LC then.”  
 
    Earwax jogged off. 
 
    Nutface and Sundial stood watching Carian suspiciously while they waited. Carian blew smoke rings at them.  
 
    After a passage of time in which Carian could’ve traveled to Dheanainn and back again, the Lord Commander emerged from the keep, trailing a dozen soldiers who actually looked like they knew their way around a blade. 
 
    Carian took one last pull on his smoke and flicked it off into the mud. Then he marched out of the shadow of Sundial’s nose to spear a grin at the Lord Commander. “Ahoy, Your Imminence!”  
 
    The Lord Commander drew up short. 
 
    Carian could practically see the thoughts marching across the man’s expression as it changed from shock through uncertainty into outrage. He flung a finger at Carian. “Seize that pirate!”  
 
    Carian spun on his heel and shoved through Nutface and Sundial, sending them sprawling. He took aim on the gatehouse but led a chase around a horse corral and two other buildings in the bailey first, with the Lord Commander shouting the while and more soldiers joining in at every turn. 
 
    Which was entirely the point. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Fynnlar had always considered a balanced diet to be a glass of white wine in one hand and red in the other. This is where he fundamentally differed from Carian vran Lea, who thrived on a steady diet of near-death experiences and grew ill-humored and morose if someone wasn’t trying to murderously slay him every hour or so. 
 
    But Fynn had women and children who were depending on him to keep losing money to Ghislain d’Launier. He couldn’t just up and off himself on some heroic quest. He had mouths to feed. 
 
    He was wincing behind D’Varre’s bust, brooding over the fact that none of those mouths were offering him much in return, save a slight amelioration to a conscience he wasn’t supposed to have possessed, when the very likeness of the bust currently shielding him came waddling down the hallway. 
 
    Balls of Belloth, but the man looked even more corpulent now than when he’d sold out Fynn’s company to those Saldarians in the Kutsamak. Oh, if Fynn had only had his sword, he would’ve speared the fat man on sight! Alas, he had but a small dagger, and it would hardly make a dent in D’Varre’s blubber. 
 
    The guildmaster was walking beside a miscreant—a rakish man wearing a waist-length coat and lean pants cut in the style of Rimaldi. He could only be Demetrio Consuevé.  
 
    Consuevé walked like a man who knew how to wield the rapier and daggers stuck through his well-worn belt, and the way his hands kept caressing their hilts gave Fynn the impression that the rapscallion was fain to use them.  
 
    “…not a prison, Consuevé,” Guildmaster D’Varre was whining in a voice far too high for a man of his considerable girth. “I would be more comfortable if we turned them over to the authorities.”    
 
    Consuevé twirled the point of his oiled moustache. “I am the authorities, D’Varre. You do as you’re told and the Vestal will see you rewarded—Belloth’s foul testicles, man, we’ve been over this a thousand times. You mewl like a bloody infant! I’m already doing the work of capturing these renegades for you. Do I have to change your nappies too?”  
 
    Indignation rippled through D’Varre. “You needn’t be so crude, Consuevé.” 
 
    Consuevé snorted. “You’ll interrogate members of your own guild as a light snack, but my language offends you?” He gave D’Varre a once-over accompanied by a sneer. “Never mind that you got nothing out of either of them.” 
 
    “Vita, I admit, is proving more resilient than I’d expected.” D’Varre looked highly disgruntled about this. “He has yet to admit to stealing the Codex, much less to knowing the location of the rebellion’s headquarters. The other is a hardened criminal if ever I saw one. My interrogator spent three hours with him and never got him even to admit his name.” The guild master heaved a massive sigh. “Our personnel are not trained for such distasteful enterprises.” 
 
    Consuevé eyed him circumspectly. “Be that as it may…when vran Lea shows up—and he will show up, mark my words—I want him apprehended and brought directly to me. To me, D’Varre. You think your personnel can handle that?” 
 
    “My personnel are better trained than the riffraff you call your entourage,” D’Varre grumbled. 
 
    “You can call them Paladin Knights for all I care, so long as they catch vran Lea—” 
 
    Suddenly an enraged outcry pierced the passage along with the thunder of running feet. 
 
    Fynn risked a glance around the bust to see dozens of soldiers in the livery of the Veneisean Tivaricum coming towards them out of nowhere down the corridor.  
 
    He bolted out of his hiding place, only to realize as he was storming past a startled Consuevé that this had to be Carian’s signal and he’d fallen right for it.  
 
    Now there was nothing to do but keep in front of the mass of angry soldiers, as they hardly seemed of a mind to notice that the man they were chasing wasn’t their quarry.  
 
    The soldiers bowled over Consuevé and D’Varre in pursuit of Fynn, who careened around a corner and blasted headlong down an arcade. In the adjacent gallery, a caravan was amassing, ostensibly in preparation to cross the guild’s weld. All eyes lifted in wonder as Fynn raced by. 
 
    He cut across the open and darted into a tunnel connecting two courtyards. He could hear D’Varre shouting for his own men from far behind him.  
 
    Fynn figured Carian needed five minutes to release Kardashian and Vita, which meant Fynn was going to have to keep these mad-as-hornet Veneiseans occupied for at least that long. 
 
    Only…he was hardly dressed for exercise, and he’d been on meager rations for weeks—what with Cassius’s disastrous taste in wine, and being already in an enervated state from the enormous strain of engaging in repartee with a score of women who owed him their livelihoods but still wouldn’t sleep with him—such that by the time he’d crossed the second courtyard and was storming his way down the maze of interior corridors, Fynn was beginning to feel a bit lightheaded and a lot affronted by the entire affair. 
 
    Why should he be the damned hare? 
 
    So it was that as he turned a corner and saw D’Varre’s men running towards him from the other end of the hall, he decided he’d had enough.  
 
    A handy door stood open. Fynn grabbed the jam and slung himself around it into what appeared to be a spacious office. On a far cabinet, a decanter of red wine beckoned. 
 
    “Bless you.” Fynn jogged over and hugged the decanter to his chest. “It’s like you were calling to me, weren’t you, dearest?”  
 
    He was pouring a glass when the storm of Veneiseans met the storm of D’Varre’s guards out in the passage, and a heated argument ensued in two languages. Men from both parties barged inside, brandishing swords, but they paused when they saw Fynn leaning against the cabinet with wine in hand.  
 
    “Who—” sputtered one of the Veneiseans, red-faced, “but who are you? You are not ze pirate!” 
 
    Fynn was draining his glass when Consuevé pushed inside, followed by the walking cabbage that called himself D’Varre. 
 
    “What the hell is all this?” Consuevé had his rapier out and his moustache on high alert. “Who’re you?” 
 
    Behind him, D’Varre blanched. “Lord…Fynnlar?” 
 
    Fynn glowered at him. “Yeah, you should be loosing it in your britches, you double-crossing porker.” 
 
    D’Varre stammered, “I thought…I mean, I heard—” 
 
    “That the crew of Saldarians you sold us out to had gotten the better of us? Is that what you heard, you piggy bastard?” He downed a big gulp of wine, glaring at D’Varre the while.  
 
    Fynn’s hand was shaking a little as he lowered the goblet again, telltale of the fury that had risen up, courtesy of the memory of those bloody hours in the Kutsamak as much as from what he’d endured to survive them—not the least of which was a legacy of immensely disturbing dreams about zanthyrs.  
 
    “What’s he blabbering about, D’Varre?” Consuevé demanded. 
 
    An august personage in gilded armor pushed into the room. “What is the meaning of this?” He turned a pinioning stare around at all of them. “Where is the pirate?” 
 
    “Pirate?” Consuevé spun to face the newcomer at the same time that D’Varre was dabbing a kerchief at his neck and murmuring, “Nothing, it’s nothing,” in response to Consuevé’s question. 
 
    “Who’s this prick, D’Varre?” Fynn nodded towards Consuevé, even though he knew the answer well enough. “What rat are you in bed with this time?” 
 
    “What pirate?” Consuevé meanwhile demanded of the august man, who had to have been the Tivaricum’s Lord Commander. 
 
    “The pirate Carian vran Lea,” the Lord Commander growled. “He tricked us across a node into this place in pursuit of him.” 
 
    “Vran Lea is here?” Consuevé swung a glare at D’Varre, who gave a bug-eyed wheeze of dismay. 
 
    “Find and arrest the pirate,” the Lord Commander ordered his men. 
 
    “Belay that!” Consuevé shouted. “You have no jurisdiction here. That pirate’s arse belongs to me!” 
 
    They all started arguing about who had more right to the pirate’s arse. 
 
    Fynn poured another glass of wine. 
 
    His inner clock, which could be uncannily accurate, especially if wine played a role at the end of its countdown, was chiming the five-minute mark when a voice rose above the general discord, “My arse ain’t no man’s for the claiming, poppets.”  
 
    Fynn looked to his right to find the pirate standing atop D’Varre’s overly large desk.   
 
    “Seize him!” shouted the Lord Commander. 
 
    “Take him!” screamed Consuevé. 
 
    “I wouldn’t move an inch if I were any of you.” Carian’s words of warning stilled even D’Varre’s men mid-stride.  
 
    Somehow the pirate had found the time to roll himself a smoke. He took a long drag upon it. “See,” he exhaled a blue cloud towards Consuevé, “I’ve got this room so webbed with leis that if you take one wrong step, you could find yourselves anywhere from Addras to Agasan. Only thing needed to activate the leis is me, my mateys, and what do you know? Here I am!” He opened his arms to the room at large. 
 
    The Tivaricum soldiers all exchanged looks with each other. They seemed inclined to believe him, perhaps because they’d just been instantaneously transported out of their own fortress into Rethynnea, hundreds of miles away. 
 
    “You blokes don’t want to be moving around now,” Carian continued, “what with the leis all being active—that is, unless you’re looking to show up uninvited on an Avataren slaver,” and he flashed a saucy grin at this. 
 
    None of them relished the idea, apparently. 
 
    Carian fixed his dancing gaze on Consuevé. “You must be Demetrio.” He blew smoke lazily at him. “The Admiral told me all about you, though he failed to mention what a fancy Nancy you are. Has D’Varre here been showing you a new way to kiss the gunner’s daughter? He’s got a thing for pricks, but I’m guessing you knew that already.” 
 
    The fact that Consuevé, a Nodefinder himself, made no move to strangle Carian in that moment convinced Fynn that the pirate wasn’t bluffing about the webwork of leis.  
 
    “I’ll be right behind you, vran Lea,” Consuevé hissed. 
 
    “Oh, I doubt that. You’ve got your work cut out for you today, mate, what with transporting the Lord Commander and his men back to Tregarion—that’s assuming you can figure how to walk out of this room without ending up in Addras. But hey, I hear the Vestian Sorceresy loves uninvited guests.” He took another drag on his smoke.  
 
    Consuevé’s stare was black. “This isn’t over.” 
 
    “If you invested as much time in your craft as you obviously do in that moustache of yours, you’d know how to web the leis yourself, mate.” Carian took another drag off his smoke while all of the men stood fuming. “And if D’Varre there could see past his own stomach, maybe he’d have noticed that someone webbed his office. Then again, that would take marginal skill in our craft, and D’Varre has shown that the only thing he’s skilled at is increasing his waistline.” 
 
    D’Varre clucked indignantly. 
 
    Carian propped his smoke between his lips and extended a hand to Fynn. “Show a leg, Fynnlar. We’re weighing anchor out of here.” 
 
    Fynn accepted his hand, and the pirate hauled him atop the desk. He cast one last grin around the room. “You Nancies have fun licking each other’s wounds now.” Then he clapped a hand on Fynnlar’s shoulder and hauled him onto the Pattern of the World. 
 
    A harrowing few arse-hair-raising minutes later, Fynn felt a nudge at his shoulder and stepped out of the Pattern’s no-man’s nothingness into the grassy meadow overlooking the First Lord’s sa’reyth. 
 
    Devangshu and Kardashian were waiting there. The Bemothi looked haggard and the red-headed thief rather peevish. Both had seen rough handling, if told from their cuts and bruises and the ragged state of their remaining clothes. 
 
    Fynn instantly rounded on them. “Really inconvenient of the pair of you to get yourselves caught by the likes of Demetrio Consuevé! The man’s a shipwreck waiting to happen.”  
 
    “A pleasure to see you too, Fynnlar,” Devangshu groused. He turned a concerned look to Carian. “Are they in pursuit? Should we sound the alarm?” 
 
    “Not today.” Carian ambled off towards the adjacent valley where the Nodefinder’s Rebellion made their headquarters. “But he’s looking, and he’ll find us eventually. You’d better be ready.”  
 
    “Shouldn’t that be a we?” Kardashian fell into step on Carian’s left. “What will you be doing?” 
 
    Carian eyed him sidelong. “As soon as I help you pitiful blokes set some things to rights, I’m off to find Rohre. He’s the best hope we’ve got.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Devangshu muttered, hobbling beside them. 
 
    “He’s the best—” 
 
    “Don’t say it again,” Devangshu hissed.  
 
    The pirate grinned at him.   
 
    Fynn was salivating for a punch-bowl sized goblet of Balaji’s wine, but he did manage to corral his attention enough to clarify, “What was all that about a webwork of leis, vran Lea? When’d you find time to do that?” 
 
    “While Kardashian and Vita were stealing the Vestal Codex.”  
 
    Devangshu grunted. “I wondered where you’d gotten off to.” 
 
    “And aren’t you grateful now that I took precautions?” Carian hitched up his britches and glanced to him. “Was Kellar speaking true? Have we lost as many nodes back to Consuevé’s goons as we’d gained?” 
 
    “Almost,” Devangshu admitted. 
 
    Kardashian said, “It ain’t been a dream out here while you were taking your ease at Cassius’s estate.”   
 
    “Ease. Ease?” Fynn protested. “Do you know the hell we’ve been put through? The man’s wine has bubbles!” 
 
    Devangshu turned his bruised and swollen face to Fynn, looking incensed for some inexplicable reason. 
 
    “I hope you know I’m charging double for the effort,” Fynn told him, “and triple for the overtime.”  
 
    “Overtime?” Devangshu sputtered. 
 
    Fynn turned him a righteous scowl. “The next time you need breaking out of gaol, make sure it’s on a Tuesday.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty-four 
 
      
 
    “The world is full of possibility patiently awaiting our notice.” 
 
      
 
    –The Adept wielder Arion Tavestra  
 
      
 
    Let’s meet on the mountain. 
 
    Tanis woke with this thought lingering in the forefront of his mind like a servant loitering about, waiting to deliver a message to his master. It carried the unmistakable impression of his uncle’s wry smile. 
 
    Tanis rolled over in bed to find Pelas standing in front of the mirror in the dressing area separating their adjoining bedrooms, his expression intensely focused as he positioned his shirt sleeve properly within the flared cuff of his coat. He’d washed his hair and woven it into the urbane queue he preferred, and he looked fine enough for any court.  
 
    “Is that a new jacket?” Tanis asked sleepily. He puffed up his pillow to better support his head while he watched his bond-brother fiddling with his sleeves. 
 
    “Found it in my rooms this morning.” His copper eyes imperceptibly tightened. “Your uncle is not a man to be reckoned with lightly. This coat is expertly made.” 
 
    “Made like tailored, or made like conjured?” 
 
    “I suspect the former but wouldn’t discount the latter. A man who can craft a world solidly out of the aether could probably fashion the elements into a coat without much effort.” 
 
    “Good point.” Tanis threw back the sheet and started hunting around for his clothing, but the things he’d taken off the night before seemed to have vanished, which as he thought on it, was probably to everyone’s benefit. He found new clothes hanging in the armoire.  
 
    Pelas settled into a chair in the corner while Tanis dressed. “It really is incredible, what your uncle has done here.” 
 
    “I think he had some help.” Tanis had his new tunic stuck halfway over his head while his fingers fumbled blindly to undo the buttons he’d failed to undo to begin with. 
 
    “Nine men, nine hundred men—that he accomplished it at all is astonishing.” Pelas drummed his fingers idly on the arm of his chair, but Tanis could tell he remained deeply disturbed by something. “And all to stop us.”  
 
    Well, there it was. Tanis finally got his head through his tunic. He eyed Pelas quietly while slowly pushing his arms into his sleeves. “Seems the right magnitude of effort, considering.” 
 
    Pelas cast him a voluminous look. “Your uncle built this world to plug the tear in Alorin’s aether, and now this world has fallen beneath the same peril. They cannot make yet another realm to plug T’khendar’s tear.” 
 
    Tanis reached for his pants. “That does seem doubtful.” 
 
    “So how will they repair it?” 
 
    “You tell me. You’re the one who’s been studying the tear since we arrived.” 
 
    Pelas eyed him cryptically. Then a half-smile teased one corner of his mouth. “I forget sometimes how deeply you permeate my thoughts.” 
 
    “I would that you remembered more often.” Tanis caught up the tails of his shirt beneath his chin so he could button his pants. “Sometimes I feel like I’ll never find my way back from the fringes where your mind likes to linger.” 
 
    Pelas grew serious upon these words. “You dislike it there?” 
 
    Tanis lifted his chin, dropping his shirt and grinning in the same moment. “It’s just a bit disconcerting.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “You know…” Tanis looked around for a belt, “you’ll sort of hang upside down on the fringes of elemental consciousness, listening to the song of the stars and being buffeted by varying forces of gravitation—kind of like floating head down beneath the waves of a galactic sea.” Tanis found his belt and wrapped it around his hips. He grinned up under his brows. “Like I said, disconcerting.” 
 
    Pelas chuckled. “Well, when you put it that way…” 
 
    “How would you put it?” 
 
    “No,” he smiled admiringly at Tanis, “your description is apt.” Pelas kept studying him while his thoughts orbited several different stars.  
 
    Tanis sat down on a padded bench to put on his boots. “So how do we repair the tear?” 
 
    “I wish I knew.” Pelas blew out his breath. “All of this is mine and my brothers’ doing—T’khendar’s tear, this storm, Alorin being out of Balance…” 
 
    “I concede the storm and the tear, but the Balance part of it…” Tanis glanced to him. “That wasn’t you.” 
 
    Pelas frowned at this. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Just a theory I’ve been formulating.” Tanis pushed to his feet. “Ready?” 
 
    Pelas eyed him narrowly as he also stood. “Theory, eh? How have you hidden such a theory from my notice?” 
 
    Tanis grabbed an aqua coat from the armoire, the cut of which was similar to Pelas’s own, and headed out of his room. “You’ve been rather occupied with patterns of shame and regret lately.” 
 
    Pelas frowned as he followed him. “I fear you’re making too light of this, Tanis.” 
 
    Tanis aimed a look over his shoulder. “I’m not making light of it. I’m just following my mother’s instruction and accepting that what’s done is done.” 
 
    Pelas growled a foreign curse under his breath, but the translation in his thoughts felt electric. He moved in line with Tanis as they walked towards the front of the tent and said, low and fierce, “Tanis, I see what my patterns are doing to her.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be a Malorin’athgul to see that.” 
 
    Pelas grabbed Tanis’s arm to stop him. “Tanis…” He pressed his lips together tightly and stared off, working the muscles of his jaw. “How can you see what I did to your mother and still walk beside me?” 
 
    “Because I’m not looking at the past, as you are.”  
 
    Pelas’s gaze flew sternly back to his. “I see a future I cannot bear.” 
 
    Tanis took him by the shoulders. “No, you’re looking at the past and thinking it’s the future—you think I don’t see your punishing thoughts? Replaying those hours with my mother over and over again? Thank you for that, by the way.” He angled him a chastising scowl and started off again towards the front of the tent.  
 
    “Tanis—” 
 
    “Pelas, those patterns of yours have purpose. I can see that—anyone who knows the least bit about Patterning can see that.” 
 
    “Yes, and they’re killing her!” Pelas growled heatedly from behind him. Tanis thanked the stars that Pelas had such self-control. All the fury he felt towards himself…had he not held his power so tightly in check, the force of that anger would’ve blasted a crater in the face of the realm. 
 
    Tanis angled a look over his shoulder more gently. “But killing my mother is not what you created those patterns to do.” 
 
    Pelas pressed both palms to his temples as he strode behind him. “I don’t know what I created them to do! They just came to me! I didn’t even have my power at the time.” 
 
    “Yes, you did.” Tanis stopped before the exterior tent flaps and turned to face him. “You just thought you didn’t.”   
 
    Beyond those overlapping folds of canvas, the sandstorm howled and tore at the tent, but that raging wind was a gentle breeze compared to the storm of Pelas’s self-reproach.  
 
    Tanis placed a hand on his bond-brother’s chest, the same hand that bore the scar of their eternal binding. “I know you.” He met Pelas’s gaze and demanded his bond-brother hold his in return. “I know your intent. Subject to Darshan’s compulsion or not, you didn’t intend for those patterns to harm my mother. I know that—she knows that. I see this truth in your memories, and she lived it. You can’t hide it from us.” 
 
    Pelas studied him deeply. “Then what is the truth, Tanis? Because by the Void, I cannot see it.” 
 
    “Whatever those patterns are meant to do, killing my mother isn’t part of it.” 
 
    “Yet they are.” Contrition and regret made coals of his copper eyes. 
 
    “Maybe. Probably.” Tanis exhaled a slow breath. “But what else are they doing?” He tugged on the placard of Pelas’s coat. “Come on. I need your shield so we’re not covered in sand by the time we get there.”  
 
    Pelas dutifully enveloped them in the fifth and followed Tanis out into the storm, still frowning deeply.  
 
    “My uncle and Prince Ean will do everything in their power to save my mother from those patterns.” Tanis aimed a sidelong look at his bond-brother. “But my mother has impressed upon me that equally important—perhaps even more important—is understanding them.” 
 
    Pelas grunted in begrudging agreement. “I’ve studied them in my mind since the moment of their inception, yet I cannot tell what they’re doing. They’re native to me. I ought to be able to discern their intent.” 
 
    “My mother says that all we can do right now is decide that they are understandable, that they can be solved, and eventually the answer will present itself.” 
 
    Pelas made a sound that was half dubious and half droll. “So what law applies here?”  
 
    Tanis turned to him in surprise, to which Pelas remarked, “Even I know that your mother eats, lives and breathes the Laws and Esoterics.” 
 
    Tanis grinned. “It’s the Fourth Law: Positive determinism is necessary to achieve the intended effect.”  
 
    Pelas grunted. Then we shall be a force for positivity. 
 
    After that, they trudged through the flying sand within Pelas’s protective sphere, not speaking, unless Tanis counted the turbulent thoughts revolving through Pelas’s head.   
 
    Just as they reached the black stone portal, which Tanis somehow knew would take them to his uncle’s mountain, Pelas put a hand on his shoulder. Tanis turned to meet his gaze.  
 
    “Tanis, do you really not desire to punish me for what I’ve done?” 
 
    “I think you’re punishing yourself enough for both of us.” 
 
    “But Isabel is your mother.”   
 
    “Yes. And you’re my brother.” It was his mother who had impressed this very point upon him. 
 
    The Unbreakable Bond meant unity, and Tanis had come to realize that an eternal concept of unity meant he had to claim Pelas’s choices as if they’d been his own, whether or not he even understood them.  
 
    He laid a hand on Pelas’s arm. “Look…all families have their challenges, right?” Then he winked at him and stepped through the portal to go meet his uncle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They emerged into glaringly clear skies atop a ridge of volcanic rock. All around them spread endless desert. To Tanis’s near left, the obsidian columns of a grand pavilion gleamed darkly, while to his right… 
 
    “By Chaos born.” Pelas was staring at the storm that had overtaken the entire southern horizon, spanning countless miles.  
 
    Crimson clouds pulsed with lightning beneath a fractured sky, while the air below was nearly black with a churning storm of sand and ash. They’d been walking through all of that? 
 
    Pelas stared at the storm with a deep furrow narrowing his brows. Tanis placed a hand on his shoulder. He was as deeply affected by what he saw as Pelas was. 
 
    And staring at the fissured patchwork of broken sky, Tanis realized…if not for his uncle, his mother and father, and those few men bold enough to stand with them, it would be Alorin being unmade right at that moment—and no one would have the least idea what to do about it.  
 
    He felt sick merely thinking it. 
 
    This is the product of our existence. Pelas stood beside him, radiating conflict. If this is who we are, my brothers and I…if this is all that we are… 
 
    You decide who you are. “Come on.” He tugged on his arm. “You’ve endured enough disillusionment for one day, I think.”  
 
    They’d just started towards the pavilion when Björn emerged from the shadows of the largest structure. “Ah, Tanis, Pelas. Good morning to you both.”  
 
    Tanis’s uncle wore a sapphire coat cut in the same style as theirs. The coat’s color made the aquamarine stone in his oath ring sparkle all the more brightly on his middle finger. “I hoped you both might be willing to sit in on my council this morning.” 
 
    Tanis glanced at Pelas, who’d adopted a neutral expression but was still clearly surrounded by a cloud of discontent. “We would be honored, sir.” 
 
    “The honor is mine, nephew. I hear marvelous things about your accomplishments.” 
 
    Tanis joined his uncle’s side as they headed towards the pavilion, but he glanced over his shoulder to be sure Pelas was following. “I’m not sure my mother can be trusted not to embellish, sir.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Björn angled him a look, “it’s not Isabel who told me. But you’re quite right,” he added with a smile. “When it comes to their beloved sons, mothers can be trusted only to exaggerate.” 
 
    Tanis wanted to ask who his uncle had been talking with about him if not his mother, but good manners and some inkling that he might not like the answer encouraged him against it.  
 
    Björn led them into the shadows of the largest pavilion, where the desert air became noticeably cooler. Dagmar was just then coming towards them between two rows of obsidian columns. Björn paused to wait for him. 
 
    “I see you found them,” the Vestal remarked as he neared. 
 
    “Were they lost?” 
 
    “They’re late if they weren’t.” 
 
    Björn pushed hands in his pockets. “I didn’t set a timer on my invitation, brother. I’m afraid you’ll have to remonstrate me.” 
 
    “As if that would make any difference. You’ll still do whatever you choose, however you choose to do it.” 
 
    Björn eyed him amusedly. “You can’t fashion an army out of nonconformists and rebels and expect them to obey instructions.” 
 
    “Yes, so you’re always telling me.” 
 
    “Good morning, Your Excellency.” Tanis greeted Dagmar brightly. “I have so many questions about nodes. Especially twisted ones.” 
 
    Dagmar glanced to Björn. “Have you been talking to this boy already?” 
 
    Björn shook his head no, which was true, though Tanis thought his smile somehow said otherwise. 
 
    Dagmar regarded Tanis suspiciously. “You must indeed be your mother’s son.”  
 
    “Yes. Phaedor says that a lot, sir.” 
 
    Dagmar grunted. “Far be it from me to disagree with your uncle’s zanthyr.” 
 
    “I applaud your wisdom, sir.”  
 
    Dagmar chuckled and looked back to Björn. “I like this boy.” 
 
    Björn laid a hand on Tanis’s shoulder to set them in motion again. “Have Gadovan and the others arrived?” 
 
    “Just.” 
 
    “Then we’re all assembled. Good.” He led the way through the open-air pavilion, down some steps and into a smaller, recessed gallery, whose arcade overlooked the desert to the north. A long table dominated the center of the space. Three men were already standing around one end of it. 
 
    Tanis almost didn’t recognize them, for they’d shaved their beards and had combed and styled their hair, and none of them seemed the least bit dusty. 
 
    “Gentlemen, good morning.” Björn nodded to Gadovan, Mathias and Jude. He and Dagmar stopped in the middle of the table, while Tanis and a still-brooding Pelas continued around to the other side.  
 
    Whereupon, Björn pressed fingertips to the obsidian tabletop and got straight to the point. “Pelas, do you know what it is we’re doing here?” 
 
    Pelas cast a sidelong eye down the line that was Tanis and the three Eltanese near the end. “I imagine you’re attempting to stop us from unmaking the world.”  
 
    “Righting the Balance for all of the worlds,” Tanis said quietly, somehow knowing it true. 
 
    Dagmar turned a flat look to his oath-brother. “You have been talking to this boy.”  
 
    Björn met Dagmar’s gaze with smiling eyes before looking back to Pelas. “Preventing your brothers from making things worse—yes, this is definitely part of it. But the matter is as broad as the mortal tapestry is long. There isn’t a single battle that represents it but a hundred, a thousand being played out every day.” 
 
    Pelas traced an eyebrow with his finger. “So you’re saying that Rinokh’s attempt to unmake this world—” 
 
    “Is one small battle, yes. You take my meaning, Pelas.” 
 
    “All right. You have me intrigued.” 
 
    Björn included all of them in his gaze as he said, “Righting the Balance in the Realms of Light,” and he cast an approving look at Tanis. “That is our mission. But how do we go about it?” 
 
    Everyone seemed stumped by this question.   
 
    “Tanis, what would you do?” 
 
    Tanis’s eyes got instantly rounder. “You mean…if I was trying to solve it?” 
 
    Björn nodded. 
 
    Thank the Time Fathers he didn’t ask me that question! Jude thought a little too loudly for Tanis not to overhear. Mathias elbowed him. 
 
    Tanis felt a tad under-qualified to answer existential cosmic questions affecting billions of living souls. He was suddenly very aware of being the youngest person at the table, in more than a few cases by many centuries.  
 
    He looked uncertainly between his uncle and Dagmar. “I guess…I would need to find out what caused the Balance to go awry to begin with, if I wanted to truly solve the problem.” 
 
    Dagmar grunted—with approval or disagreement, Tanis couldn’t quite discern.   
 
    “That would be a promising start,” his uncle agreed. “I imagine you have some theories. Care to share them with us?” 
 
    Wow, he’s really putting the poor lad on the spot, Jude thought sympathetically. 
 
    Better him than us, Mathias returned. 
 
    Tanis heard Pelas mentally chuckling and knew his bond-brother had overheard the Eltanese also. The lad cast him a sooty look. You’re not being very helpful.   
 
    The Malorin’athgul was wearing the ghost of a smile. How does your uncle know about this theory of yours when I still don’t? He gave him a mental nudge. Go on, then. Let’s hear it. 
 
    Tanis glanced to the Eltanese, wetted his lips and said, “The maestros at the Sormitáge teach that the Adept Wars drove the realm out of Balance, but I don’t believe that’s the cause.” 
 
    Mathias cleared his throat. “No offence but aren’t they the cause?” and he nodded to Pelas.  
 
    Tanis looked to Pelas, then to his uncle, where his gaze lingered for a breath longer, then back to Mathias. “The Malorin’athgul can’t be the cause any more than the creation of T’khendar can be the cause, because T’khendar wouldn’t have been needed, and Pelas and his brothers wouldn’t have found our world to begin with, if the cosmic Balance hadn’t already shifted.”   
 
    “Bravo, Tanis,” his uncle murmured.  
 
    Tanis flushed warmly from head to toe. 
 
    Dagmar grunted again. 
 
    Pelas crossed his arms, curious now. “So what caused the initial shift?” 
 
    Björn pushed hands in his pockets and looked around at those assembled. “The timeframe is inexact, but the incidents which brought unbalance to the Realms of Light are well documented.” 
 
    A startled Gadovan choked out, “Where, my lord?”  
 
    Dagmar tapped the side of his own head but nodded meaningfully towards Björn. 
 
    “In tracing the imbalance back through the centuries,” Björn told them, “it became apparent to me that the decline initially affected elae’s fifth strand. Long before any other strand showed symptoms of degeneration, fifth strand Adepts had all but vanished from the realm. Sadly, no one thought to ask why at the time, for Mankind was simply relieved to be free of the dominion of the Quorum’s long hand upon the world, and their alliance with the Warlocks of Shadow.”  
 
    Björn met each one of their gazes pointedly. “But I want you all to ask yourselves now: why did the decline begin with Adepts of the fifth? Because that answer is intimately key to solving this riddle.” 
 
    Is he going to be quizzing us on this later? Jude asked earnestly and with more than a little unease. 
 
    Mathias turned him a will-you-shut-up? stare. 
 
    Trying not to be too distracted by the Eltanese, whose supposedly private mental conversations were at least entertaining, Tanis admitted to his uncle, “I did have one other thought I’ve been tossing about, sir.” 
 
    Björn’s eyes fairly danced. “I am fain to hear it, Tanis.” 
 
    Yes, do share it with us, little spy. Pelas’s mental voice held a wry edge. The lad was relieved to see Pelas finally reclaiming his humor.   
 
    “I got the idea during a conversation I was having with Mérethe—she’s an Avieth bound to Sinárr,” and Tanis added for the benefit of the Eltanese, “he’s a Warlock I know. Anyway,” he pressed on as the Nodefinders were blinking at him, “it occurred to me that when our Maker originally made the Realms of Light, he gave Warlocks free access to them.” 
 
    Björn exhaled a decisive breath. “He did indeed.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what that has to do with the decline of the fifth, if anything,” Tanis admitted, “but I think the fact that the Warlocks have been sealed out and the nodes to Shadow twisted off might have something to do with the Realms of Light falling out of Balance.” 
 
    Dagmar aimed an accusatory stare at Björn. 
 
    The latter blessed Tanis with an admiring smile. “Your instincts guide you true, Tanis. Doubtless they’ll guide you to the solution we also have seen.” 
 
    Tanis held his gaze, radiating apprehension and anticipation both, and braved, “We have to reopen the welds to Shadow.” 
 
    “Oh, so nothing too significant then.” Mathias turned a wide-eyed stare at his cousins. 
 
    Pelas crossed his arms, considering all he’d heard. “And what’s our role in this?”   
 
    Still holding his uncle’s gaze and reading the truth therein, Tanis swallowed. “We’re the ones who are going to open them.” 
 
    Dagmar threw up his hands and walked towards a credenza where several decanters of chilled wine were clearly beckoning. 
 
    Pelas shifted his copper eyes to Björn. “Can it actually be done? Those ley lines have been dead for millennia.” 
 
    Björn arched brows over a weighty exhale. “Opening them? No. You’ll have to rebuild them. Dredge new ley lines back to the original welds and charge the connections newly.” 
 
    That’s why he’s had us working on the grid! Jude said with awe.  
 
    Shut up, Jude! Mathias and Gadovan growled together. Gadovan’s command must’ve been accompanied by a faint flow of elae, for Jude cringed as if someone had just clapped him on the back of the head.   
 
    “It’s not as bad as you might think.” Dagmar returned carrying two goblets of wine. He set one on the table for Björn and sipped from the other. “The weld points themselves still exist. All that’s needed is four Nodefinders with the requisite skill to dredge the correct pattern of alignment, and an immortal, such as yourself, Pelas, willing to power the connection once the channels are ready.” 
 
    Oh, sure, that’s all. Jude sounded like he desperately needed a drink. He was staring longingly at Dagmar’s wine. 
 
    “How many welds do we have to open, my lord?” Mathias asked. 
 
    “Good question, Mathias. In this, Cephrael has given us a boon.” Björn directed their attention to the air above the table, where the illusion of a spiral of worlds appeared like pearls strung around a thick central core. “This is the alignment of the Realms of Light. Alorin is here,” and he indicated the topmost world of the spiral. “Eltanin is roughly here.” He indicated a section near the middle.  
 
    “The realms are connected through a core of welds.” A webwork of light suddenly speared throughout the spiral.  
 
    “The Twenty-First Esoteric tells us that ‘Actuality is monitored by the wielder’s point of view. Reality is monitored by collective thought agreement.’”  
 
    Björn opened his palms to the world around them. “Reality gives us planets, moons and stars.” He motioned to the spiral. “Actuality gives us an interconnected spiral of worlds. Both are true.”  
 
    Björn made the illusion of the spiral spin slowly around its core. “In reality, the realms are spread apart—held apart by the gravitation of planets and stars. In actuality, they sit within a framework of our Maker’s universe, connected aetherically by postulated bindings and surrounded by the nothingness of Shadow.”  
 
    He shifted his gaze to Tanis. “Tell us what is most important to know about Shadow, nephew.” 
 
    Tanis glanced uncertainly to the Eltanese. “It’s a dimension without time or space. It exists nowhere and everywhere.” 
 
    “Nowhere and everywhere.” His uncle nodded his approval. “Therefore, to your question, Mathias, we need only open enough welds into Shadow so as to reestablish the aetheric connection between the dimension and the Realms of Light, for once the channel is fully open from a few worlds, it will be open to all worlds.”   
 
    “How will we know when we’ve opened enough welds, my lord?” Gadovan asked. 
 
    “When the two energies start flowing.” Tanis offered the answer as it instantly came to him, but then, seeing all of the Eltanese staring at him, he backpedaled towards humility. “I mean…I would guess that’s what we’re going for.” He looked to his uncle for confirmation. 
 
    Dagmar grunted again. 
 
    Who is this boy? Jude inquired with wonder loud in his thoughts. Mathias gave him a long-suffering stare. 
 
    Björn meanwhile smiled at Tanis. “You have the right of it, nephew.” 
 
    “Two energies?” Gadovan shifted his gaze between Tanis and Björn. 
 
    Björn nodded to Tanis. “Tell them what you understand of these energies, Tanis.” 
 
    Tanis darted another look at the Eltanese, really hoping they didn’t think he was showing off. Even his most innocent interactions with students and maestros at the Sormitáge had left him isolated and friendless. 
 
    Tanis thought about his binding with Sinárr, as well as everything else he’d learned about the laws of energy while in Shadow. “Deyjiin and elae…” he motioned with his hands to represent each, “when balanced, the two energies develop an affinity and have a sort of…interchange. They create a flow between them.” 
 
    “Begging your lordship’s pardon,” Mathias raised his hand while looking from Tanis to Björn and back again, “but how do you know all of this, lad?”  
 
    “Tanis just spent several months in Shadow building worlds with a Warlock.” Björn said this like it was a perfectly reasonable use of one’s holiday. 
 
    “Oh…right then.” Jude turned a wide-eyed look at Gadovan, while Mathias stared at Tanis like some new and strange life form. 
 
    “There’s a piece missing.” Pelas drew Björn’s gaze back to him, along with everyone else’s.  
 
    Björn nodded for Pelas to continue his thought.  
 
    “The whole thing will collapse in on itself unless we find a way to stabilize it.” 
 
    “Oh, of course.” Tanis pushed his hair back with both hands and looked in understanding to Pelas. “You need someone to frame Shadow also.” 
 
    “Frame Shadow? Do you mean in terms of Absolute Being?” Gadovan seemed to be the only one of the Eltanese actually tracking with the conversation. 
 
    “Yes, exactly that.” Pelas held a hand towards Björn’s illusion. “With your permission?”  
 
    The latter accommodatingly banished the string of worlds.  
 
    Pelas put up his own illusion, starting with a star. “This is a weld.” He glanced at the Eltanese while he made four lines of light angle laterally out of the star. They formed a pyramid turned on its side, with the weld as its capstone. “These are the ley lines you’ll need to map from the weld into Shadow.”  
 
    He connected each end of the four ley lines, drawing a square of light, forming the pyramid’s upright base. It roughly resembled the shape of a door. “These points,” and he indicated the base lines, “must be framed in Shadow so as to provide a base for the connection of energy and allow a flow.” 
 
    “I could not have described it better myself.” Björn nodded gratefully to Pelas for his diagram. “Last of all, after each ley line is remapped, a Warlock needs to test the channel from Shadow to ensure it does, actually, allow him to pass from Shadow into the realm.” 
 
    Tanis suddenly connected all of his own mental ley lines and felt a portentous chill race down his spine.  
 
    His uncle must’ve perceived the sudden shift in his thoughts, for he settled Tanis a disquieting smile. “Yes, nephew. You begin to see…you are uniquely suited to this task.”  
 
    What he didn’t say, but which Tanis heard all the same, was, Almost as if Cephrael himself had been guiding you the while. 
 
    Tanis went a little weak in the knees. 
 
    Pelas chuckled across their bond, We will never hear the end of this from Rafael. He’s particularly insufferable when his theories are proven out. 
 
    Dagmar downed the last of his wine and set his goblet on the table with finality. “You will not go unopposed. Many factions have a vested interest in keeping the Warlocks out of the Realms of Light.” 
 
    “While others would be gatekeepers,” Björn added, “and not so keen to have their power undermined.” 
 
    “My brother Shail, for instance,” Pelas surmised.  
 
    Dagmar grunted to this truth. “And then there are those who won’t be corralled at the gates, but will still oppose opening them to everyone else.” 
 
    “I would think that to be Baelfeir,” said a new voice from behind them. “That is, if Rafael has surmised Baelfeir’s aims correctly.” 
 
    Tanis turned to see his mother and Prince Ean coming towards them. The prince looked himself again, wearing a dark blue jacket, while his mother’s dress shimmered with the same aqua hue as Tanis’s coat. She walked with one hand on Ean’s arm and the other around a Merdanti staff. Tanis somehow knew instinctively that Phaedor had made it for her.  
 
    “Ah, yes, Baelfeir.” Something in Björn’s tone drew Tanis’s gaze quickly back to his uncle. He winked at the lad. “We surely mustn’t forget the self-titled Lord of All Warlocks.”  
 
    Isabel released Ean’s arm and went to greet her brother with a kiss on both cheeks. “Brother.” 
 
    “Sister-of-my-heart.” He planted another kiss on her forehead. “Nice to see you up and about.” 
 
    “And by that you mean exactly the opposite.” She shook her head at him. “Ean just told me Baelfeir has returned to Alorin.” 
 
    “And finally.” Dagmar aimed a telling look at Björn and went to get more wine. Tanis thought the Vestal and Lord Fynnlar would get along famously. 
 
    Pelas said to Björn meanwhile, “My brother and Baelfeir have apparently already exchanged words—or threats, as it were. Out of pique, my brother alerted the Empress of Agasan to Baelfeir’s presence. It’s safe to assume Shail expects Baelfeir to interfere with his plans.” 
 
    Dagmar returned with a full goblet and asked Björn, “Think the Empress will slow him down?” 
 
    Björn gave a wry smile. “Not in the least.” 
 
    Ean tapped a knuckle on the table while his grey-eyed gaze moved speculatively across the rest of them. “The Warlock Rafael believes Shail and Baelfeir’s motives cannot be aligned.” 
 
    “That’s a certain text,” Dagmar muttered. 
 
    Björn arched brows resignedly. “It is safe to assume that whatever Baelfeir’s motives for returning to the realm, he will be opposed to this endeavor.” 
 
    “May I ask why you think so?” Ean asked. “Opening the welds to Shadow would give Baelfeir unlimited access to the Realms of Light. Why would he oppose that?” 
 
    Björn and Dagmar exchanged a look, whereupon the Second Vestal said, “We have some theories,” while Björn met Ean’s gaze in a way that said they would talk in depth about this and many other matters very soon. 
 
    “Forgive my interruption, my lord.” Gadovan looked around the assembled group. “But who is the fourth Nodefinder that will be working with us to dredge the new ley lines?” 
 
    “Tanis, of course.” Dagmar extended his goblet towards the lad. 
 
    All three Eltanese looked hard at Tanis. Gadovan’s brow furrowed slightly. “But…aren’t you a truthreader?” 
 
    “Tanis is an Adept of four strands,” his mother said. 
 
    Whereupon the Eltanese’s eyes opened very wide indeed. Jude blurted in astonishment, “Innately?”  
 
    “Like you, my lady.” Gadovan nodded graciously to her while understanding colored his gaze. Then, to Tanis, he added, “You must be very talented, lad.” 
 
    “He is his mother’s son,” Dagmar murmured, eyeing Isabel cryptically.  
 
    She arched a brow at him. 
 
    “What’s our timeframe on this?” Pelas wanted to know.  
 
    Björn looked soberly to him. “We should’ve begun a month ago, but all of the Players were not yet in place.” 
 
    From the way they held each other’s gazes after this, Tanis could tell Pelas was tracking with his uncle’s thoughts far in advance of their spoken words. “I see.” His bond-brother’s gaze tightened. “We have until Rinokh breaks through. Because once that happens…” 
 
    “T’khendar implodes,” Dagmar muttered at the same time that Isabel said, “Rinokh gains access to the Realms of Light.” 
 
    “And it’s all chaos from there on down.” Pelas exhaled a slow breath. Then he cursed. 
 
    Well, that’s heartening, Mathias thought derisively, when even the immortal thinks it’s a fool’s errand in hell. 
 
    So what else is new? Gadovan eyed his cousins with heavy-lidded resignation. 
 
    Jude gave a ponderous mental sigh. We are definitely not getting paid enough for this. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty-five 
 
      
 
    “He never opens his mouth without subtracting  
 
    from the sum of human knowledge.” 
 
      
 
    –The Second Vestal Dagmar Ranneskjöld,  
 
    on Niko van Amstel 
 
      
 
    Viernan hal’Jaitar had come to a decision. 
 
    Viernan did not make decisions lightly. There were always so many things to consider before one decided anything. Firstly: who would be harmed? This was always the primary factor for consideration, since one must properly aim one’s arrow in order to hit one’s target.  
 
    Secondly: who would be inadvertently helped? This outcome was to be avoided at all costs.  
 
    Thirdly: how would he personally benefit? This was, surprisingly, not his first concern, so long as his name was not upon the list of who would be harmed? 
 
    Decisions were serious business and the ken of tricksome gods. Decisions were the eternal stones upon which all of humanity trod, with each choice casting the next stepping stone a breath before one’s foot fell. It would either hold one’s weight or cast one into the stinking bog, based on how prudent the choice.  
 
    Viernan had not always made prudent decisions. That’s why he was now swimming in shite trying to birth his escape out of Dore Madden’s limp sphincter. 
 
    An afternoon rain had dissipated the autumn heat that usually baked the island fortress of Ivarnen. To take advantage of the breeze, Dore had moved their conference onto the terrace to the northwest, where the wide river seemed to flow straight out of the white-capped Iverness mountains. The falling sun was glinting off the waters, making a golden road to elsewhere. Viernan longed to follow it. 
 
    Huhktu’s bones—he’d have swum the length of it if it meant escaping the madhouse that was Ivarnen! 
 
    Leaving was sadly not in the cards. Leastwise not the cards Viernan currently held. Dore had Prince Radov in a healing sleep, though Viernan read this to mean sedated and out of the way. Moreover, Dore knew Viernan wouldn’t leave Ivarnen without his prince. And whatever plans he was making, Dore clearly wanted Viernan under his thumb the while. 
 
    In his thoughts, Viernan kept traveling back-back-back, reviewing his choices from their earliest inception, trying to find the point where his path went awry. He couldn’t see any place he might’ve made a different turn, yet he couldn’t believe he’d been fated all along to end up…well, here. 
 
    “What’s taking him so long, Dore?” Niko van Amstel was pacing a rut into the terrace patio while the lengthy folds of some ridiculous robe from Illume Belliel swished noisily around his feet. Jewels were stitched all over the robe in patterns of constellations and stars. Either his tailor should’ve been shot, or Niko had stolen the robe from a taller man’s closet, for he kept tripping over the hem.  
 
    “Since when am I Leyd’s keeper?” Dore was perched on the terrace railing with his too-big boots braced against a marble planter, elbows leaning on his bony knees and a goblet dangling between his hands.  
 
    Viernan was seeing Arion Tavestra in nearly every motion Dore made these days. It was like watching a macabre puppet show with badly crafted dolls that barely resembled the people they’d been made to represent. It disturbed him on multiple levels. 
 
    Niko turned to pace in the opposite direction, passing the shadowed alcove where Viernan was standing with his back to the wall, the better to protect it from the stabbing knives of their lunacies. “I can’t abide this rebellion even a moment more, Dore,” Niko whined. “Not a moment, do you hear me?” 
 
    “As clearly as a pack of howling hyenas,” muttered Demetrio Consuevé, who was reclining on a lounge chair with his boots crossed, eating a chicken leg.  
 
    Ever rakish, Consuevé wore a short, embellished coat and lean pants in the style made popular by the Archduke of Rimaldi, his liege; he likewise wore a manicured moustache and goatee, both of which extended into sharp points, well oiled, like his condescension. His shoulder-length black hair was gathered in a tight queue bound by a ruby-studded band, an incongruous accoutrement next to the rapier and well-worn belt of daggers that never left his hips. 
 
    “I don’t see what we need Leyd for.” Consuevé’s dark eyes followed a pacing Niko while disdain curled his upper lip. “Only a fool trusts a zanthyr.” Those dark eyes skimmed interestedly over to Viernan with mirth glinting in their depths. He waved the chicken leg idly as he asked, “Isn’t Leyd the whole reason you’re in the soup here, Viernan?”  
 
    “And by this do you mean to imply that I am a fool?” Viernan inquired with a mordant stare.   
 
    Niko eyed Consuevé irritably. “If you’d been doing your job, Consuevé, we wouldn’t need the zanthyr’s information.” 
 
    “I told you, I have things in hand.” 
 
    “In hand? In hand? The only thing you have in hand, Consuevé, is your foot, on its way to your mouth.” He frowned suddenly at the rather odd imagery this offered. “My point is, I went to considerable expense to orchestrate this trap for Carian vran Lea, which you swore would result in the location of the Nodefinder rebellion, but all I gained as a result is the enmity of the Lord Commander of the Tivaricum.” 
 
    “We’re wise to vran Lea now,” Consuevé said, “and his pack of hounds. If any one of those rebellion dogs try to use our nodes—” 
 
    “It’s not enough!” Niko abruptly spun to him, his face reddening. “I want this rebellion squashed! Pounded! Minced! Mashed to a pulp beneath my boots!” 
 
    “You’re not wearing boots,” Consuevé pointed out reasonably. 
 
    “That’s not the point!” Niko’s face went crimson. “I want them out of the path to my ascendency! I want their stain forever erased from my histories!” 
 
    Consuevé bit off the last hunk of chicken meat and tossed the bone over the terrace rail, just missing Dore’s head. “I can lead them on a quick march to a bloody death easy enough,” he said while chewing energetically. “What do we need this zanthyr for?” 
 
    Niko drew deeply of his patience, apparently, for he answered with renewed magnanimity, “Because you cannot find them, Consuevé.” 
 
    “It’s only a matter of time if Rohre’s really dead.” 
 
    Niko glared lengthily at him. “Franco Rohre is dead. I’ve told you a hundred times.” And though even Viernan had heard him say it with countless repetition, Niko continued gnawing on this bone of contention by grumbling, “He was bleeding out when I threw him onto the node bound in goracrosta. There’s no surviving the ley lines between worlds without access to his talent.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Consuevé started picking his teeth with a piece of cartilage he’d saved from the chicken leg. He sounded dubious. “I’ve seen Rohre survive worse. The man’s like one of Madden’s golems—he just keeps bloody coming back, no matter what you do to him.” 
 
    Niko pinned Consuevé beneath a belligerent stare through which he seemed to be attempting to raze this opinion from Consuevé’s mind. Failing to do so, he fell into petulance. “Well…Mir agrees with you.”  
 
    He started pacing again bullishly. “He thinks Rohre will return to Illume Belliel, despite being dumped practically unconscious on the weld. He’s got the entire contingent of Warlocks in the cityworld on the lookout for him. Rohre will find some surprises, should he rise from the dead, believe you me.” Niko sighed dramatically. “Of course, I think it’s all tedious and unnecessary, but there’s no point arguing with Mir.” 
 
    “I thought you were going to be the new Speaker,” Consuevé remarked around his enthusiastic teeth-cleaning. “Sounds to me like Arkadhi’s in charge.” 
 
    Niko drew himself tall. “Mir doesn’t want to be Speaker.” Then he frowned, as if just then wondering why Mir didn’t want the seat of ultimate power, and possibly realizing that Mir’s seeming lack of political ambition in no way altered the fact that he actually was in charge.  
 
    He darted a disagreeable look at Consuevé, perhaps for bringing this to his attention. “In any case, Rohre is not the point.” 
 
    “Right. The point is the end of my rapier, and I don’t need a bloody zanthyr’s help finding Gannon Bair’s gut with it.” 
 
    “But you need the zanthyr’s help finding Gannon Bair,” Dore pointed out with a glare that insinuated so much more than a warning to shut his mouth. “We cannot ascertain anything further about this rebellion until Leyd arrives, and I require your attention on other matters, Niko.”   
 
    Niko’s perfectly coiffed blond head swiveled to Dore. “What is it that you want now? I’m not getting another Vestal ring, so don’t ask. That Abanachtran fellow never did return Alshiba’s ring to me.” He pouted down at his own ring. The stone, once a clear aquamarine, had become so clouded as to be cut of chalcedony.  
 
    “The Lord Abanachtran wants the Warlocks to stay out of Alorin,” Dore told Niko. “You were supposed to have delivered this message to them upon their arrival in the cityworld.” 
 
    Niko looked blankly back at him, then seemed to remember. “I did. I did. I read the whole speech he gave me.”  
 
    “Yet Belloth returned here.” 
 
    Niko gave him an aggrieved look. “He’s the Demon Lord, Dore. What was I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Tell him no.” 
 
    “He didn’t ask for my permission!” 
 
    Dore sipped his wine. “Therein lies the problem. They must fear you, Niko.” He lifted a finger off his goblet to point at him, mimicking Arion’s manner exactly.  
 
    Viernan suppressed a shudder.  
 
    “You are to become the new Speaker. They must treat with you if they want to maintain access to the Realms of Light. All doors open through Illume Belliel and only through the cityworld. All doors open through you. This must be made clear, and any infractions severely punished.” 
 
    Niko shoved hands on his hips. “And just how am I supposed to punish a Warlock? Tell me that.” 
 
    “Let us engage our efforts more effectively, that drastic measures needn’t be taken,” Dore said with surprising equanimity. 
 
    Reason out of the mouth of Dore Madden screamed with ear-curdling wrongness. 
 
    Dore waggled a finger at Niko. “You should return to the cityworld so that your presence is felt and let Consuevé deal with the rats of this rebellion.” 
 
    “Here, here,” Consuevé clucked. 
 
    Niko deflated a bit, but then he irrepressibly rallied for another go, and he roused himself to declare, “Well…I do have terribly important things to attend to. Mir is concerned that we’ve heard naught from the Paladin Knights who went to T’khendar. We may have to take steps.”  
 
    At which point his brow furrowed, perhaps with the realization that nowhere in this statement had he explained his own importance to the effort. Happening upon the answer, he nodded sagely. “I must be there to coordinate.” 
 
    Dore cast him an unreadable look over the rim of his goblet. “The Lord Abanachtran will not be pleased to hear of the knights’ failure.” 
 
    Niko scowled. “Who said they failed? I never said they failed. They may only be delayed.” 
 
    “Or they may all be dead.” Consuevé nodded his head at the profound wisdom in this assessment. “I mean, it is the Fifth Vestal we’re talking about, ain’t it?” 
 
    Niko glared exasperatedly at him. 
 
    Dore pinned Niko with an excoriating stare. “If the Paladin Knights fail, the Lord Abanachtran will be forced to take action himself, Niko.” 
 
    Niko threw up his hands. “What do you expect me to do, Dore? They’re in another realm. I can’t even get to them—no one can!” 
 
    “Not since you tossed Franco Rohre onto the weld bound in goracrosta,” Consuevé noted helpfully. “Might’ve been a bit premature, that.” 
 
    Niko glowered. “Consuevé, so help me—” 
 
    Dore got down from the railing. “As you said, Niko. You have important things to do.” He walked to get more wine.  
 
    Niko cast an unkind look at Dore, a smoldering Don’t-think-I’ll-forget-this glare at Consuevé, and stalked off the terrace without a glance at Viernan. 
 
    Dore stared remotely after Niko until he was well and truly gone. Then he looked to Consuevé. “We may be forced to deal with Mir Arkadhi directly.” 
 
    Consuevé grinned around the bit of cartilage clenched between his teeth. “Worse things have happened.” 
 
    “You clearly have never met Mir Arkadhi,” a deep voice said amusedly from the opposite end of the terrace. 
 
    Viernan turned his head to find the zanthyr Leyd perched on the railing. He wondered how long the creature had been concealing himself from their notice. Probably the entire time Niko van Amstel had been standing there wanting to talk to him. 
 
    Consuevé showed him his teeth by way of a greeting. “Nice of you to slither in.” 
 
    “But I thought you didn’t need my help, Consuevé.” 
 
    “You know all that was just for show.” Consuevé aimed him a saucy grin. “You’re my favorite of all the spiteful, malicious immortals I’ve thus far met. Not to say that you couldn’t have shown up sooner. I had to listen to Niko’s rant about Rohre ten bloody times if it was once.” 
 
    Leyd pushed off the railing. “Van Amstel has enough babysitters in you three already.” 
 
    Somehow, Viernan knew the zanthyr was including the Eltanin Seat Mir Arkadhi in that number. 
 
    Leyd sauntered over to the table and the several decanters of wine sitting there. He still appeared to be raiding the Prophet’s closet, wearing dark silk pants and a velvet robe, his black shirt open to his waist, raven curls teasing a gilded collar. “So the little coup you were hoping for in T’khendar seems to have failed? I told you it would.” 
 
    “You’re fast to gloat.” Dore aimed the creature a sepulchral stare as Leyd helped himself to the wine. “Know you something we don’t? Do share it with the group.” 
 
    Leyd pressed a hand to his heart. “You don’t trust me, Madden? I’m crushed.”  
 
    Consuevé removed the chunk of cartilage from his teeth. “Does anyone trust you?”  
 
    Leyd eyed him lazily. “Trust is overrated.” He slung himself into a low chair and sipped his wine. 
 
    “Trust is a fallacy.” Dore scanned his gaze over all of them as if assessing their constitutions for the malady called trust. “No one can really be trusted. The world itself cannot be trusted. There is no pattern to it. No guiding force, only chaos and chance. Trust, under those circumstances, will ensure all men find a rapid demise.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true believer,” a grinning Leyd observed.   
 
    Dore’s black gaze flashed to him. “As if deceit hasn’t been the only way you’ve survived this long.” He looked around at all of them. “Men are animals that must be chained and leashed. Just look at Arion Tavestra—”  
 
    “Oh, balls, here we go.” Consuevé sighed and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “The knave Tavestra abandoned Isabel van Gelderan—” 
 
    “Who you never would’ve left had she been yours, blah, blah, blah. We’ve heard this a thousand times, Madden.” Consuevé sighed dramatically and waggled a finger at Leyd. “Float that decanter over here, will you, chum?” 
 
    Leyd stared at Consuevé for an unreadable moment—disbelief, affront, indignation…it was hard to tell what emotion stirred behind his emerald gaze—then the decanter of wine rose obligingly from the table and floated through the air towards Consuevé.  
 
    Dore observed the latter icily. “As ever, Demetrio, the point has passed you over for a more intellectually hospitable candidate. Had Isabel been mine, I would not have trusted her, as was Arion’s irreparable mistake. I would’ve put her under my knife, chained her to my will, just like my Işak’getirmek.” 
 
    The wine had reached Consuevé and was hovering just out of his reach. Consuevé made a swipe for it. 
 
    The decanter smoothly evaded his grasp.  
 
    Consuevé speared an accusing stare at Leyd.  
 
    The zanthyr lifted a raven brow. 
 
    “…Işak, Işak,” Dore was lamenting meanwhile, mostly to himself. “I must chain him much more forcefully when I have him again—and I will have him again, as I will have his brother, the magnificent Arion Tavestra Returned. Mark my words, Consuevé.” 
 
    Consuevé was occupied with the decanter, which again danced just beyond his reach, and therefore wasn’t listening to Dore. 
 
    “The val Lorian heirs cannot hide forever—no, no.” Dore leaned back against the newel post and crossed his arms, evoking images of Arion Tavestra in the same pose. It made Viernan’s teeth ache. “They will float to the forefront of my deception soon enough. The crusade has begun, the assault launched on Calgaryn, with more to come—yes, yes so much more…” Dore’s eyes shone with a darkness that never boded well for anyone.  
 
    “Soon, everything the brothers love will be imperiled,” he said with a flicker of his tongue, as if tasting of the ill moment already, “and they will reveal themselves to me. Ever the noble must rear their heads in defense of the defenseless, in defense of king and kingdom…in defense of their honor.”  
 
    Consuevé finally snared the decanter and pulled it triumphantly towards him, whereupon it attempted to upend itself into his lap. He grabbed the neck with both hands and fought to keep it from dumping over while glaring furiously at the zanthyr. 
 
    Leyd smirked at him. 
 
    “Honor,” Dore meanwhile said—pontificating, it would appear, to the stones, for neither of the other two were listening. “What a disgraceful deception that is!” 
 
    “A moral compass only ever led a man into entrapment,” Viernan muttered, for with this sentiment he had to agree.  
 
    Dore’s gaze shifted to him briefly, and within it, Viernan saw a glimpse of the man Dore used to be, as a spark that flamed but once and died, lost in the rising smoke of madness.  
 
    He continued lecturing, including Viernan and Consuevé both in his boiling gaze. “Honor is a strong man’s undoing, for the strong cling to it; thus, with it they fall. And it is the strong—make no mistake—it is the strong we must enchain. For the darkness in strong men’s hearts beats as surely as in those of lesser men, but the former have more capacity to wield lasting harm upon the rest.”  
 
    Dore pushed off the railing and began to pace slowly with his hands clasped behind his back. The heels of his too-large boots scuffed with every step. 
 
    “There is nothing to be done for the good of all but to subdue the strong,” Dore declared. “If you bind a strong man, leash him to your will, then you will be…no, not safe from him. No one can be safe from the darkness that thrives in all men’s souls. Surely you see this, Consuevé?” 
 
    Consuevé, his face red and arms shaking in his battle to keep the decanter from dumping over into his lap, surprisingly did not reply. Leyd was grinning wickedly him.  
 
    “But if held under enough duress,” Dore continued with a dark light burning in his gaze, completely incognizant of the losing battle Consuevé was waging to keep his clothes from ruin, “if kept subdued and repentant enough that he posed no immediate threat…well, then you could keep a wary eye.”   
 
      The unhealthy certainty Dore had been exuding throughout this entire diatribe made Viernan wish he still believed in his gods. 
 
    “This is what must be done by those who understand these truths.” Dore swung to Viernan with a sudden frightening passion infusing his gaze. “You see this, do you not, Viernan? It is incumbent upon men like us to leash the strong, that they might prove no enemy to themselves or others.” 
 
    Consuevé finally made a desperate scramble to avoid the decanter and leapt out of his seat just as the crystal upended wine all over it. Thus emptied, the decanter bounced down unceremoniously onto the cushion. 
 
    Chagrined, Consuevé yanked the hem of his waistcoat straight, took up his goblet and strode purposefully across the terrace towards the table where another decanter sat waiting.  
 
    A grinning Leyd extended his goblet as Consuevé was passing. “Get me a refill while you’re up, will you, chum?” 
 
    Consuevé stared at him, smoldering. Then he snatched the goblet out of Leyd’s hand and continued on. Viernan thought it a prudent decision. 
 
    Leyd shifted a lazy-lidded gaze to Dore. “If you’re done preaching, might you tell me why the hell you called me here?” 
 
    “Not for the pleasure of your company, you can be sure of that,” Viernan muttered. 
 
    Leyd turned him a mocking smile. “Oh, is that you, Viernan? I mistook you for a corpse.” He received his goblet back from a sullen Consuevé and added with veiled mirth, “There’s no accounting for people’s taste in décor, you know. It was an honest mistake.” 
 
    “Leyd, we need our attention off this rebellion,” Dore said. “You intimated you know the location of the Nodefinder Rebellion’s headquarters. Consuevé needs it now.” 
 
    Leyd sipped his wine. “What’s in it for me?” 
 
    “The joy of bringing irreparable harm to others,” Viernan said blackly. “Isn’t that your modus operandi?”  
 
    Leyd shifted his green eyes to him. “Yes, but only when I’m bored and in need of diversion.” 
 
    “You’re always bored and in need of diversion,” Consuevé grumbled. He eyed his soaked lounger sullenly as he walked to a different chair. But when he made to sit down, the chair skidded out from beneath him. He only just caught himself in time and stumbled forward, shouting, “What the hell, Leyd?”   
 
    Smirking, Leyd looked back to Dore. “You haven’t answered my question. The last time I aided you, this old fool made a mockery of a simple task, and now I have a drachwyr chasing my shadow all over the realm.” 
 
    “Noooow, I wouldn’t go so far as to say that,” Consuevé demurred, waving his goblet from the relative safety of one of the newel posts. “I mean, if this drachwyr knew you were the mastermind that banished her siblings, I wager she’d have found you already.” 
 
    “Who’s to say this outcome wasn’t your intent all along?” Viernan groused. “You would find it an enticing game, no doubt, tearing apart the world while battling a Sundragon.” 
 
    Leyd eyed him intriguingly. “Yes, who is to say?”  
 
    “Leyd,” Dore recalled the zanthyr’s gaze impatiently, “we must handle this itinerant drachwyr and the rebellion and clear the board of these matters. There are more important affairs on our mutual horizon.” 
 
    “Oh, I know, your burgeoning army—all hail the forces of darkness.” Leyd notched a raven brow with sardonic hauteur. “Your obsession to eradicate Arion Tavestra in all of his iterations interests me about as much as a cow chewing its cud in the rain.” 
 
    “Huhktu’s blighted bones,” Viernan hissed, “just ask him what he wants for the information, Dore.” 
 
    Dore glowered at the zanthyr. “What do you want, Leyd?” 
 
    Leyd lifted his goblet in thanks to Viernan. “I think I’d like Mithaiya.” He sliced a grin over the three of them. “Bound. Helpless. Preferably unconscious. The prudent move would be to take her down before she comes for me.”  
 
    Viernan froze upon hearing the words, prudent move. He couldn’t help but think the zanthyr had used those words purposefully.  
 
    Leyd cast him an unsettling smirk and sipped his wine. 
 
    “A Sundragon.” Consuevé snorted meanwhile. “You want us to trap a Sundragon?” 
 
    “Well, not you, Consuevé. Someone competent should handle it.” 
 
    “How do you suggest we trap the drachwyr?” Dore cut in impatiently, denying Consuevé an edifying retort. 
 
    Leyd eyed his wine as if a bug had fallen into it. “Any solutions I might offer would only be beyond your skill.”  
 
    Blood of Inanna, you could’ve built a castle on his condescension.  
 
    “But we know she’s actively searching for Viernan,” Leyd added cheerfully, giving Viernan a smile as oily as it was malicious, “so that part should be easy to work out, even for stooges like you three.” 
 
    “Charming,” Viernan muttered. 
 
    “And the location of the rebellion?” Dore prodded. 
 
    Leyd shifted his gaze back to him. He let the moment breathe in a tense apprehension, as with the silence after a hanging, when the body’s still twitching while death feeds upon it. Then, with a dismissive arch of one brow, as the will of a god indifferently cast, he let his divine hammer fall. 
 
    “The rebellion headquarters is at the First Lord’s sa’reyth, or a stone’s throw from thereabouts. You’ll need a competent Nodefinder to locate the ley line to the sa’reyth on the world grid.” He sipped his wine. “Oh, and you’ll need at least a hundred men.” 
 
    “A hundred men?” Consuevé balked. “We don’t need a hundred men to teach Gannon Bair and his monkeys a lesson in manners.” 
 
    Leyd settled him an unnerving smile. “No, sweet idiot, you’ll need a hundred men to have any hope of getting past my sister.” 
 
    Dore drew back with sharp skepticism. “A zanthyr defends this rebellion?”   
 
    “She’s the caretaker of the First Lord’s sa’reyth,” Leyd clarified, “but I think she’ll take exception to your men making an uninvited appearance in either valley. She’s taken some of these rebels under her wing.” 
 
    Dore glowered at this news. “Any other obstacles—immortal or otherwise—we should be aware of?”   
 
    “Well, you’ll need Merdanti. And not just any Merdanti—it had better be a zanthyr’s blade.” 
 
    “Where in thirteen hells are we supposed to get one of those?” Consuevé complained. “From you?” 
 
    Leyd snorted. “Like I’d trust any of you idiots with my blades. Your people can’t even count to six.” 
 
    “The Lord Abanachtran can acquire them for us,” Dore said ominously. “Anything else we should know, Leyd?” 
 
    Their conversation continued, but Viernan was no longer listening.  
 
    He couldn’t get past the idea that the zanthyr was seeking death more surely than the sun set in the west. He couldn’t say what in Leyd’s manner betrayed this truth, but beneath the contempt in his gaze, beneath his patronizing barbs and disdainful commentary, ran a current of truth that resonated somehow in Viernan’s own core, and he recognized it for what it was:  
 
    Self-loathing.   
 
    For Viernan, this hatred of self had begun when he’d realized that all of the crimes of his long centuries, all of the sacrifices of soul made for prince and princedom, had resulted only in service to a madman whose mind had degraded beyond recognition, and whose once-glorious reign was tumbling irreparably into chaos. 
 
    Viernan didn’t know what failures marked Leyd’s turning point, but he was sure that the creature had passed this point so long ago that no hope remained of turning back. 
 
    Viernan, on the other hand… 
 
    As if hearing this thought, Leyd tipped his goblet to Viernan in salute. His emerald gaze inquired with cold amusement, But what will you do, now that you’ve witnessed the truth?  
 
    Viernan’s stare replied darkly, Wouldn’t you like to know? 
 
    Whereupon, his decision already made, he turned and left the stooges on the terrace to face Cephrael’s wrath alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty-six 
 
      
 
    “Mercy, tolerance, compassion…these are not weaknesses.  
 
    They are the brain-trust of a just king.” 
 
      
 
    –King Gydryn val Lorian, to his sons 
 
      
 
    Trell stood on the line of boundary, staring at the warlord’s fortress, which appeared a distant, darker-than-dark hulk beneath the starry sky. Behind him, his men were feverishly at work carrying out his orders, yet he heard barely a whisper as they moved about the camp, for maintaining silence had been his primary instruction. 
 
    Though his mind was decided on their next course of action, he continued to inspect the information he’d collected—mostly from Jasper—seeking any flaw in his evaluation and conclusions. 
 
    ‘A demon!’ 
 
    ‘…as the captain’s sword shattered against his flesh….’  
 
    ‘…robe askew over skin so black that pitch would look grey beside it…’ 
 
    ‘…They always had at least threescore guards watching a dozen of us at a time…’  
 
    ‘...places in those ruins they don’t dare go. Rooms where men have turned to dust just walking inside…pattern traps for the fifth.’ 
 
    ‘…Cursing his orders to keep you alive…’ 
 
    Out of these facts, as well as others he’d isolated earlier, Trell suspected that an actual Player stood behind the warlord, a Player who’d probably paid little heed to that particular piece of his…that is, until the piece had run itself across the path of another Player, notably himself. 
 
    Trell knew he had many enemies—Radov abin Hadorin, Viernan hal’Jaitar and the Duke of Morwyk, to name a few—but these enemies generally wanted him dead.  
 
    This new Player for the opposition seemed to want him alive, which made Trell wonder uneasily if the Player actually intended to use him as a piece, and if so…against what other Player on his own team, and how?  
 
    Pondering the how too deeply brought a cold feeling to his chest. Since it served no useful purpose to ponder it at all, he set the matter aside entirely. 
 
    There were no certain outcomes in war, but all his evaluations indicated that his forces outnumbered the warlord’s. The skirmishes, the brutal messages and fear tactics, and finally the barricade—they were meant as camouflage for the truth: that the warlord’s forces were inferior to Trell’s. 
 
    If they could gain access to the fortress, it would fall—possibly inside a matter of minutes. Therefore, achieving this access became Trell’s singular goal.  
 
    Still…he was taking an enormous risk and wagering hundreds of lives on his own guesswork; the lives of men who trusted him to act with reason and confidence and not needlessly thrust them into harm’s way.  
 
    But Trell hadn’t gotten where he was by second-guessing his own decisions. He took great care to fully explore a plan before deciding on it, but once he’d decided, he was committed. He knew no other way through the chaos of war.  
 
    He couldn’t say why, but it all felt…right, this line of thinking. And incredibly dangerous. And truly the only path he could see to follow. 
 
    It wasn’t that he thought he couldn’t fail. It was that he knew he could. Yet he couldn’t afford to fail. Too many lives depended on him. Thus, it was beholden upon him to think further, longer and more steps ahead than anyone else, to do everything possible to assure a victory.  
 
    The particular whisper of Rolan’s jeweled robes floated to Trell’s ears shortly before the man came up behind him. “The men are in position within the camp, A’dal,” he said in a low voice ridged with tension.  
 
    Trell turned to him. “Thank you, Rolan.” He layered meaning in his tone, that Rolan might understand all that he was thanking him for. 
 
    The latter seemed to glean it true enough, for he blew out a breath interwoven of aggravation and uncertainty. “Huktu’s bones but you test a man’s faith,” he muttered. “You know that I believe you’ve Thalma’s own luck, A’dal, but this is risky, even for you.” 
 
    Trell exhaled a slow sigh. “I know.” 
 
    “We’re making a sheikdom of plans based on a peddler’s cart of guesses. We really know nothing about this warlord, save that he’s mad.”   
 
    Trell looked to him. “On the contrary, Rolan. He cannot resist telling us about himself.”  
 
    Rolan tilted his head. “How’s that?” 
 
    “Just look at what he’s told us: from the skirmishes, we know he’s a leader who prefers a wild broadsword charge. We know his fortress is protected by patterns he didn’t create; thus, he’s clearly the minion of a wielder. We know he has access to a node, probably from the caverns beneath his fortress—many ancient fortresses and palaces were built atop such nodes; my family’s home in Calgaryn is one of them. We know he’s no longer human, if ever he was.” 
 
    Rolan assessed him quietly. “We know all of this, do we?” 
 
    Trell looked back to the fortress. He crossed his arms and continued his study of the night, wishing he might’ve been able to see elae’s currents as Alyneri was learning to do, wondering what they would tell him of the warlord’s ancient stronghold…and if his suspicions would prove true.  
 
    Well, he would find out soon enough. 
 
    Rolan joined him in staring at the distant, dark hulk blocking the stars. The aggravation he’d been radiating had ebbed. “Valeri still up there?” 
 
    Trell nodded.  
 
    “How long now?” 
 
    “Four hours since I sent him to learn what he could of the fortress.” 
 
    Rolan scratched beneath his beard, jangling its jeweled braids. “Can’t say if being gone that long is good or bad.” 
 
    Trell puffed a sardonic exhale. “Neither can I.” He cast a sidelong glance at Rolan. “What word from Loukas?” 
 
    “He’s still estimating the lines of drift, as you ordered, and complaining like a bloody woman about not having had time to take a proper topographic survey. Says you ask the impossible, but I’d bet against Ha’viv that he’ll have what you want before dawn. That lad’s worth his weight in gold, you know.” 
 
    Trell gave a quiet smile. “Yes, I know.” 
 
    “Gideon turned in, the better to look his part tomorrow, I suppose. Lazar has his men on three-hour shifts until the dawn.” Rolan looked him over steadily. “You going to find your bed?” He didn’t say, or will I have to drag you there? but Trell heard it all the same. 
 
    He cracked a smile. “When Tannour returns.” 
 
    “Balé. Never met a natural man who could function on so little sleep as you, save Valeri himself, and there’s not much natural about him.” 
 
    Something in Rolan’s comment brought Jasper’s report back to mind, and the phrase the lieutenant had overheard:‘…at least you can bleed…’ 
 
    Jasper hadn’t understood it, but Trell kenned it well. On Darroyhan, he’d seen black-skinned demons who didn’t bleed, and later, he’d learned much about eidola from Balaji and Náiir—enough to know what kind of enemy he would be facing in the warlord…enough to understand that he and Tannour were the only two men among their company capable of defeating him.  
 
    Which was why he’d finally submitted to Gideon’s protests, if not to his rationale. 
 
    Trell felt a tingling an instant before a dark figure materialized in front of them. 
 
    Rolan took a startled step back, his hand going for his weapon. Then he realized who was standing there. “By Ha’viv’s ill eye,” he hissed, glaring at Tannour as he released his scimitar, “can’t you walk like a natural man?”  
 
    Tannour unwound the silk headscarf enshrouding his head and face and shook out his hair. “Nice to see you too, Lamodaar.”  
 
    Trell felt relief filling in the space that tension had just vacated. “I was beginning to worry.” Indeed, the nagging fear that Tannour would become trapped by one of the patterns warding against elae’s fifth strand, which were apparently all about the fortress, had kept Trell on edge ever since the Vestian left. He wouldn’t have sent him at all had the need not been dire. It had been a tense four hours. 
 
    Tannour must’ve read of Trell’s thoughts, for he sprouted a half-smile and shook his head. “I told you, I’m not of this fifth strand as you keep claiming, A’dal.” 
 
    “So it would seem.” 
 
    Tannour chuckled. “I see I haven’t convinced you in the slightest. In any case, those patterns you mentioned weren’t interested in me, though I vow they were voraciously seeking someone.” He spoke with his usual cavalier disregard, but the silence in his gaze betrayed a wary disquiet.  
 
    Trell decided not to pursue it at that moment. “Well, that at least is good news. I’m fain to be wrong.” 
 
    Rolan looked between the two of them. “How is this good news?”  
 
    Rewrapping his scarf about his head in the fashion of the Vestian nobility rather than a Sorceresy assassin, Tannour explained, “If I’ve nothing to fear from the patterns, there’s nothing to stop us moving forward with the plan.” 
 
    “Which part of the plan was this?” 
 
    “Keep up, Lamodaar. The part where the A’dal and I take out the warlord so the rest of you can kick up your heels and drink yourselves senseless.” 
 
    Rolan’s gaze assumed a steely cast. “I recall nothing of that part of the plan.” 
 
    “That’s because you weren’t paying attention.”  
 
    The Nadoriin grunted. “And I thought you were insufferable before you got your powers back.” He shifted his narrowed gaze to Trell. “You know why he never sleeps, A’dal? It’s because he knows any one of us would garrote him at the first opportunity.”  
 
    “That would be the only way one of you would mark me,” Tannour quipped. 
 
    Rolan looked to the heavens as if praying to the gods for patience.  
 
    “Rolan,” Trell summoned the Nadoriin’s gaze back to him, “let Raegus and the others know we’re moving forward. By dawn, Lazar’s men must be on alert, the others assembled, and Gideon’s honor guard ready to march—and all of it done quietly, as we discussed.”  
 
    “Your will, A’dal.” Rolan pressed a fist to his heart and left them without a glance at Tannour. 
 
    “He loves me.” Tannour sent a shadowy smile chasing after Rolan. “He just can’t admit it yet.” 
 
    Trell motioned to Tannour to walk with him, and they started off along the edge of camp. “You were gone a long time,” Trell remarked, though his eyes were asking, Are you sure you’re all right? 
 
    “It’s a big fortress,” Tannour replied, while his gaze answered, I’m not so fragile as that. 
 
     To which Trell’s flickering smile conceded, Fair enough. “What were you able to learn? Did you find the node chamber?” 
 
    “Possibly.” A flash of something—unease, perhaps—hinted in his hesitation. “There is a subterranean chamber that many passages connect into. The whole place is guarded by those patterns you spoke of. Rather elaborate décor, too.” 
 
    Trell decided not to read too deeply into this description. “How many men?” 
 
    “None guarding the chamber, but I perceived about two hundred on the fortress premises. It’s difficult to know if the warlord has more men guarding your father’s soldiers. With so many bodies accumulated in one place, they all appear as a mass to my perception. There are many hundreds split between two chambers. I couldn’t discern if both chambers hold your father’s men, or if one chamber might contain the missing villagers, as we suspected.” 
 
    Trell sensed an unusual restlessness in Tannour, but the Vestian continued before Trell could inquire as to it, “The fortress is large, A’dal. Deceptively so, with many levels belowground warded with dark patterns. In four hours, I still wasn’t able to search all of it.” 
 
    “You fear the warlord is hiding more men?” 
 
    Tannour nodded. “It’s impossible to know how many we’ll be up against.”  
 
    Trell again caught a strain of hesitation in his tone. He stopped them walking and turned to face him. “What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    The ghost of a smile touched Tannour’s lips. “So our A’dal must also speak the language of Air, to know my mind as you seem to.”  
 
    “Whatever it is, I would hear it.” 
 
    Tannour turned a frown off into the night. “If only I could put voice to a feeling that has no sensation, a song without music, a poem of no words.” 
 
    Trell considered him with a frown. Not knowing what to say, he started them walking again.  
 
    They passed a pair of sentries—Lazar’s men, silent but vigilant. Trell nodded to them. They nodded back. 
 
    The hilltop curved around to the north. Trell veered down onto the moor, trading the glow of torches and campfires for the vast, starlit expanse of a moonless night. Above them, seven stars winked hello. “This feeling you can’t explain,” Trell said, glancing to Tannour, “what is it telling you?” 
 
    Abruptly, Tannour took Trell’s arm and stopped him. “Don’t go. Let me face whatever awaits you there.” 
 
    Trell met his concerned gaze with a softer one. “You know why I can’t do that.” 
 
    “A’dal, I truly don’t.”   
 
    They’d reached a rocky promontory where the hillside fell steeply away. Trell settled onto a rock. “What has you so disturbed?” 
 
    Tannour expelled a heated breath. “The entire fort was…fethe, but it was too like the fortress I knew as home for the better part of my adolescence—Addras, a nightmare place, one of Ba’alen’s thirteen hells. I wouldn’t wish it upon my worst enemy.”  
 
    Trell tried to imagine what kind of place could give a man like Tannour Valeri nightmares. “Is this feeling because of the warlord?” 
 
    “No, though he was just as you described.” 
 
    “Because of the patterns then?” 
 
    Tannour walked to the edge of the rock and stared off. “Less the patterns than their intent.” He stood for a time studying the starscape, arms crossed as if to bind his tension within. The he turned suddenly to look over his shoulder. “Imagine the wind in color, Trell…every whispering current a different rainbow thread. A man walks through a room and stirs the threads to life. They swirl around him, taste of him and move on, carrying the flavor of his passing.” 
 
    “It sounds like you’re describing the currents of elae.”   
 
    “Let us use your vernacular then. The currents in this fortress…Trell, they’re filthy, grime-ridden. Their color is drowned by char and ash, poisoned—no, not just poisoned.” He looked gravely at Trell. “Poisonous. Perhaps not to you or me—though I wouldn’t swear upon anything about that place appearing true. Every avenue shows the path running false—but certainly poisonous to someone. And the patterns are everywhere. New patterns, old patterns, waiting death scribed into the stones, worked into the fabric of the rock, destructive malice layered throughout the walls.” 
 
    “But you can see them,” Trell clarified, “help us avoid them?” 
 
    “I don’t even understand them.” Tannour turned heatedly to face him. “How can I possibly protect you when all I can see is something malignant sitting there?” 
 
    Trell looked him over quietly, trying to read the meaning between the tension in Tannour’s stance and the unease behind his gaze. “Is that what’s troubling you? Protecting me?” 
 
    Tannour gave a derisive exhale. “You make it sound a simple thing.” 
 
    Trell dropped a soft smile to his hands, admitting a truth in this. “The way I see it, Tannour,” Trell observed softly, “there is no path forward, save through that fortress. Whether fighting at your side or surrendering to the warlord—either way, I could be signing my own death warrant.”  
 
    “That’s right,” Tannour said. “So don’t go.” 
 
    Trell met his gaze. “If I don’t go, we all fail. And Gideon will die.” 
 
    Tannour took a step towards him.  “A’dal, this wielder who fashioned those patterns…whether or not he ever trained in the Sorceresy’s halls, that man walks mor’alir, the Path of Shadows, a sadistic path that delights in pain—and that’s the least of its darkness,” he added caustically. “If your conclusions are true—and so far, they have been—then this man wants you for himself. You, A’dal. Not the nameless commander of an enemy army but Trell Val Lorian, Prince of Dannym. You, personally.” 
 
    “Yes.” Trell had already reached that conclusion. 
 
    Tannour stared at him, clearly imploring him to understand. “A’dal, he’s mor’alir. You claim to have known an Adept that walked this path, but do you truly know what that means? If he gets his hands on you…” 
 
    “You and I will have to ensure that doesn’t happen.” 
 
    Tannour leveled him a charged stare of protest. 
 
    Trell replied with the ghost of a smile. “I’ll admit, this choice feels wrong and right at the same time, but reward has ever been married with risk.” 
 
    “But to risk yourself needlessly when others could do the job, and when so many are depending on you—” 
 
    Trell raised a hand to pause him. “I submit your argument is sound, were the facts as you see them.”  
 
    He rose and walked to the edge to stand beside Tannour. A foot beyond their feet, the hillside fell away into tumbled rock and uneven moorland. Matching shoulders with the Vestian, Trell faced the night and its lording constellation, humbly, as if standing before the Mage himself.  
 
    “This conflict of ours, Tannour…” he offered quietly, keen to the listening stars, “it’s but a small battle, one of many being played out on a much larger field. Call it the war for Balance, if you like. It’s a game waged between immortals. They’ve chosen their mortal champions, and now it’s up to those Players to carry through to conclude the game.” He turned a telling look to Tannour. 
 
    The Vestian’s brows lifted. “You’re one of them.”   
 
    Trell nodded. “The Players have pieces aplenty who may think they’re in charge, but pieces have no influence over the canvas of the game. The game turns, and they roll with it, bouncing from place to place, perhaps knocking another Player’s piece out of position without ever knowing it, or perhaps just serving as distraction, flotsam impeding the movements of opposing Players.” 
 
    He returned his gaze to the stars. “Players, however…they have agency. Their actions shift the balance of the game, and their choices change the tapestry’s design.” 
 
    “That’s why you have to go.” Understanding threaded Tannour’s exhalation.   
 
    Trell looked to him gravely. “As fierce and courageous as all of you are, still it’s unlikely that you can do much to change the pattern of this game—and we need to change the pattern, Tannour.” 
 
    Tannour gave a slow exhale. “The lady dragon said we were upon Cephrael’s game. I thought she spoke metaphorically, but now I’m thinking she meant every word.”  
 
    “We’re up against a new Player who we know next to nothing about. This task needs my involvement, Tannour. And I need you.” 
 
    Tannour looked at him, his gaze unreadable. 
 
    Trell still perceived a strong unwillingness in the Vestian. He studied him closely, trying to pinpoint the source of the other’s unease. “What is it?” He bent his head to capture Tannour’s gaze. “It’s not the warlord troubling you, not the patterns themselves…is it the wielder?” 
 
    Tannour exhaled a forceful breath and leaned back against an outcropping of rock, radiating conflict. His gaze shifted from Trell to the constellation and back again. Then he roughly unwound the scarf from his head, tossed it aside, and started unbuckling the straps of his vest. His eyes found Trell’s. 
 
    “What I’m about to tell you, I’ve told only one other living soul.”  
 
    Trell read that to mean Loukas n’Abraxis. 
 
    Tannour let his vest fall with a heavy clunk of daggers and other concealed weapons. “I’m not even sure how much I’ll be able to say.”  
 
    Deft fingers unworked the lacings of his jacket and tunic beneath, and then he was shoving out of his sleeves to stand bare-chested before Trell. 
 
    Tattoos covered Tannour’s muscular form, luminous as dark mercury. He held out his arms and turned a slow circle for Trell’s inspection. 
 
    Three lines of incomprehensible script traced down his neck. The chain of an endless knot encircled the line of his collarbone. A stiletto formed of tangled thorns plunged between the muscles of his chest, and the design on his back could’ve been wings as easily as the curved blades of a dual-headed axe. His body was a canvas of intricate designs that seemed alive in the starlight.  
 
    Thin lines of script, like tiny chains, connected each tattoo to the next, tracing up from the patterned cuffs that banded his wrists, along the inside of his arms, around his ribs, down each side of his taut stomach and encircling his hips, so that the patterns seemed to comprise a metal shirt exquisitely sculpted to his form. 
 
    “It’s not the wielder.” Tannour’s voice was strained. “It’s these. They’re the record of my training, and the chains of my imprisonment.” 
 
    Trell moved closer. The tattoos were expertly, beautifully inked, yet he could tell from Tannour’s clenched jaw—if not from the banked fury in his gaze—that nothing beautiful resulted from their intent.  
 
    “Patterns of binding?” Trell asked quietly. 
 
    “Among other evils.” Tannour turned his back to Trell again. “See the space at the base of my spine?” 
 
    A half circle of bare flesh showed above the waistband of his pants, connected to the rest by the thin chains of script. 
 
    “As a final test, the Sorceresy binds its operatives with a kill. Usually it’s someone important to you, someone whose death severs you forever from the sixth path.” 
 
    “The sixth path?”  
 
    “Om’ram,” he said tightly, turning back to face Trell, “the path of affinity that binds us all. When you perform the kill, the final tattoo fills itself in. Your armor—and your fate—is sealed.” 
 
    “But yours isn’t finished.” Trell met Tannour’s gaze. “The man you refused to kill?” 
 
    Tannour nodded. “I wasn’t meant to know any of this, mind you. The Sorceresy ever proves the path false and lays misdirection at every turn when they bother telling you anything at all, but my masters couldn’t resist the opportunity to perform my final binding through a particular death: a former operative of theirs who’d betrayed them, and who was also important to me, though I didn’t know it until I stood before him about to cut his throat. He told me that with what I was about to do, they would own me forever. He warned me what would happen if I carried out my assignment, and also if I didn’t.” 
 
    “And you believed him?” 
 
    “He was my uncle.” Tannour pulled his chin-length hair back from his face with both hands, muscles flexing, tattoos a shifting kaleidoscope of dark starlight. “When I failed to do their bidding, they…”  
 
    He strained to speak the words, but finally dropped his hands and bowed his head. “Even now,” he admitted hoarsely, “I can’t speak of what they did…or what it did to me.”  
 
    “Tannour…” 
 
    Tannour’s gaze flashed to him. “It has something to do with these.” He opened the inside of his wrists to show Trell the tattooed cuffs. “When I failed them—when I defied them—I lost everything.” 
 
    Somehow, Trell sensed that everything included far more than just his power. “But your talent has been restored…hasn’t it?” 
 
    Tannour clenched his jaw. “It’s complicated.” He looked away, clearly fighting his emotions. Dark strands of the night seemed to enwrap him, binding him with silence and stillness, resonating accusation, echoic of loss. Finally, he confessed in a gruff whisper, “If I had all of my gifts available to me, A’dal, I wouldn’t hesitate in taking on this wielder…” 
 
    “But you don’t?” 
 
    Abruptly Tannour spun away and stalked three paces before spinning back to face Trell. “I do, but this—these,” and he motioned to his tattoos, “I’m their piece, A’dal. Don’t you see? I walk a labyrinth every time I use my gifts—my gifts! Not theirs! Yet they’ve usurped them as surely as if they’d invested me with the talent to begin with!” These last words came out in an acid hiss.  
 
    Tannour continued his tight pacing. “Any misstep and they could have me again. Or worse, I could lose again the abilities I’ve regained. Fethe, I don’t even know what I might do that would trigger it! You and I could be in the middle of—” but he bit off these words and turned away from Trell, making fists of his hands at his sides. 
 
    In the charged silence that followed, Trell walked a quick path to understanding. “I see your dilemma.” He slowly approached and placed a hand on Tannour’s bare shoulder, drawing a sharp intake of breath.   
 
    Tannour looked first to Trell’s hand on his shoulder, then to Trell’s eyes. “I’m sorry.” He slipped out from beneath his touch and shoved his arms roughly back into his sleeves. “The tattoos are sensitive—” 
 
    Trell held up a hand in apology. “You don’t have to explain.”  
 
    He watched Tannour dress in silence, imagining what his life must’ve been like, what training in a place that produced Adepts like Taliah hal’Jaitar must’ve consisted of, what torture it must’ve been to be conscripted to a regime that bound Adepts against their will without the slightest compunction.  
 
    The more he tried to understand Tannour, the greater grew Trell’s feeling that this path…this choice, this plan, involved both of them. No, it required both of them—not simply because their combined abilities would be necessary to overpower the wielder, but to serve some greater purpose in the game that he could barely sense yet believed suddenly with his whole heart. 
 
    Returning his gaze to the constellation, Trell exhaled a slow breath. “Tannour, I won’t order you to come with me. But know this…” he looked back to him, capturing his gaze, “we are playing Cephrael’s game, and I think that somehow we both need to travel this road together.” 
 
    Tannour bent to retrieve his scarf. Straightening, he met Trell’s gaze again. “I take your meaning, A’dal.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    The Vestian cracked a half-smile. “I read you better than you think.” He began rewrapping his scarf around his head. “I’ve served the Emir for years, yet it wasn’t until I started serving you that my abilities returned.” He arched a challenging brow. “Am I reading you right?” 
 
    Trell smiled. “So far.” 
 
    Tannour considered him quietly. “A great leader makes his men more than they are alone. He lifts them up. He demands they achieve things they couldn’t conceive of accomplishing yet somehow manage just because he commanded it. You are that leader to us, A’dal. It’s not the same as following the commands of a poor leader, where everything you do feels useless, for naught. With you, no matter what happens, we know we won’t die for nothing.” 
 
    Trell stood with gratitude thick in his throat. “Thank you.” 
 
    A dry smile flickered on Tannour’s lips. “I’m only telling you this because I may not get another chance—and because I want you to know that we’d all follow you to the thirteenth hell. But this…” Tannour shook his head, “this plan is crazy.” 
 
    Trell smiled softly. “I guess I spoke too soon.” 
 
    Tannour finished securing his scarf and looked Trell over intently. “If you really mean to do this as you described, and it appears that you do—may the Ghost Kings overlook us—I must ask something of you. I warn you fairly: if you refuse, I won’t go through with it.” 
 
    Trell chuckled. “That’s hardly fair warning.” When Tannour merely looked at him, waiting for his agreement, Trell nodded. “Well enough. What do you require of me, Tannour?” 
 
    Tannour motioned to the stone Trell had been sitting on earlier. “Have a seat, A’dal.”  
 
    Trell complied. 
 
    Tannour bent a knee beside him and withdrew a small pouch from inside his vest. He unrolled it to reveal several long needles and a small vial of mercuric liquid. Seeing it, Trell quickly surmised his intent. “A tattoo?” 
 
    “The mark will be permanent, but I’ll make it as small as I can. Roll up your sleeve.” 
 
    Intrigued, Trell complied. “Might I inquire why you’re tattooing me?” 
 
    “To be certain we stay together on this tenuous path of yours.” 
 
    “It’s your path too, Tannour.” 
 
    “So I gather.” Tannour uncapped the vial and tapped a needle in the fluid. Then he set to work on the inside of Trell’s arm, near his elbow. A lock of dark hair fell across his cheekbone, and as he worked he repeatedly tossed it from his face.  
 
    The needle stung, and the ink burned. Trell’s entire forearm quickly felt like a hot poker was being held against his flesh. Yet the pattern Tannour was inking took up no more room than his thumbnail. If just that small amount burned so greatly… 
 
    Trell thought of the extensive patterns covering Tannour’s body and what he must’ve endured in their inking. He kept his pain firmly in check behind a tightly clenched jaw. 
 
    They didn’t speak again until it was done. Trell relaxed his fist to reveal bloody crescent marks across his palm where his nails had bitten down. His entire forearm was aflame. He asked as he gingerly rolled down his sleeve, “What’s this pattern going to do?”  
 
    “To you, nothing.” Tannour finished stowing his needles and returned the pouch to the inside of his vest. “Your arm should stop burning in an hour or two.” 
 
    “What will it do to you?” 
 
    Tannour’s gaze slowly lifted to meet his. “It awakens…an awareness of you.” 
 
    Catching his intimation, Trell arched a brow. “How much of an awareness?” 
 
    Tannour turned a culpable smile off into the night. “Are you sure you want to know?” 
 
    “Apparently I don’t.” 
 
    A dark laugh escaped Tannour. He got to his feet and looked down at Trell. “We’d best be getting back. You promised Lamodaar you’d sleep tonight.” 
 
    Trell cast him a suspicious eye as they started off together. “I don’t recall your being there when I said that.” 
 
    “Air conceals no secrets, A’dal.” 
 
    “Good to know.”
  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty-seven 
 
      
 
    “The greatest unsolved mystery of life is  
 
    why rivers aren’t made of wine.” 
 
      
 
    –The royal cousin Fynnlar val Lorian 
 
      
 
    “You know, I could be in bed right now.”  
 
    Pelas glanced to Tanis as they trudged together through the deep sand of the dune. The night was fully upon them, but the moon was high, the stars bright, and the desert air was so clear, Pelas fancied he could see all the way to Chaos. 
 
    “I’m supposed to be in bed right now.” Tanis puffed a lock of hair from his eyes. “If I miss my dawn appointment with the Eltanese on the world pattern, I’ll have to deal with my mother, and dealing with my mother is something I never want to have to do.” 
 
    “An intelligent decision.” 
 
    Tanis eyed him suspiciously. “I’m not sure yet how smart I could be, letting you drag me halfway through the desert in the dead of night with no explanation.”  
 
    Pelas darted a smile at him. “Aren’t Nodefinders supposed to have an irrepressible appetite for adventure?” 
 
    “You think I need more excitement in my life?” Tanis pushed hands to his knees as the dune steepened and their climb became more strenuous. “It’ll be hazardous enough just trying to explain to my mother why I spent all night on a fool’s errand.” 
 
    “Your mother is being well occupied by Ean, I think,” Pelas murmured with a shadowy smile. 
 
    Tanis gave him a pained look. “Thank you so much for that reminder.”  
 
    Pelas chuckled. “I’ve heard that envisioning sexual intercourse between one’s parents becomes easier after one has partaken of the activity himself.” He looked Tanis over amusedly. “We should probably take care of that for you sometime soon.” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll just slot in losing my virginity right here between breakfast and saving the world.” 
 
    “Don’t sell yourself short, Tanis. You might need a bit more time than that,” and Pelas added with a wink, “especially with me for a mentor.” 
 
    They gained the summit of the dune, and Pelas paused to let Tanis catch his breath. Moonlight limned an undulating sea of sand in every direction save north, where the hulk of Björn’s volcanic mountain towered darkly.  
 
    Pelas gauged them far enough from the mountain’s base that his change wouldn’t disturb anything important. It would’ve been quite the embarrassment having to explain to Björn how an inadvertent swing of his tail had taken out his temple complex. 
 
    “Well, here we are, miles from anywhere…” Tanis shifted the strap of his satchel across his chest and looked pointedly at Pelas. 
 
    Pelas smiled as he slipped out of his boots. He didn’t actually know what would happen when he abandoned his shell—whether he could make it manifest again in the clothes he’d put on that morning or if they would simply vanish in the flood of energies he was about to unleash.  
 
    Darshan probably had the transition mapped down to the molecule and could reassume his shell garbed in any outfit he chose. If Pelas decided to make a habit of moving in and out of the form, he would need to solve that process for himself. For now, he disrobed, because, well…he was rather fond of that shirt. 
 
    He eyed Tanis as he undid the buttons. “Earlier today, while you and the Eltanese were frolicking on T’khendar’s pattern of the world, your uncle and I had a chat.” 
 
    Tanis’s face fell slack. “You spent the day with my uncle and didn’t tell me?” 
 
    “It would’ve ruined the surprise.” 
 
    Tanis must’ve glimpsed his intent from somewhere among his thoughts, for the lad’s eyes widened considerably. “Are you about do what I think you’re about to do?” 
 
    “That very much depends on what you think I’m about to do.” Smiling, Pelas handed his shirt over to Tanis. “I thought you might want to share in the experience.” 
 
    Tanis gave an astonished laugh. “As if you need ask to know my answer!” 
 
    “I don’t know…” Pelas stripped out of his pants, “that bed of yours seemed awfully important a moment ago.” 
 
    “What bed?” 
 
    “Yes, well…” Pelas eyed him amusedly, “this won’t be like riding a horse. I’ll have to bind you with the fifth to keep you safe.” 
 
    Tanis beamed at him. “At this point, you’d have to haul me away in chains to keep me from coming along.” 
 
    “You might change your mind after you see what I become.” 
 
    “I seriously doubt that.” 
 
    Chuckling, Pelas handed his pants to the lad, who stowed them in his satchel. Then Pelas stood for a moment in stillness, letting his bare flesh drink in the starlight, feeling the occasional sting of sand as a breeze abraded his skin, thinking about the Void and T’khendar’s fabric, and feeling oddly mixed emotions about exposing this virgin realm to his Chaos form. 
 
    At least Tanis would enjoy it. 
 
    He cocooned the lad in the fifth. Then he slung a strand of his attention to a distant ley line and magnetized the connection. An instant later, he stood a quarter-mile away from Tanis. He felt the lad’s surprise humming across the bond. 
 
    Tell me again why we just hiked out here when you could’ve done that from the campsite? Tanis protested, laughing in wonder. 
 
    The lad appeared a small figure atop the distant dune to Pelas now. He sent Tanis a mental smile. You tell me, Nodefinder. You might’ve brought us here just as easily. 
 
    Sure, if you’d told me where we were going.   
 
    Well…there is that.  
 
    Smiling to himself, Pelas drew Tanis’s awareness close within the sphere of his own to protect the lad’s mind from the energies he was about to unleash while he maintained his cocoon of the fifth to protect the lad’s body from the same. Then he let his head fall back, let the wind claim his long hair and the starlight his skin…and surrendered to the impulse to expand.  
 
    Always he felt the pressure of holding the immensity of his being within a fraction of its necessary space. He was the oak fully grown within the acorn; the conch sheltering all the waters of the sea.  
 
    Upon his intent, power unfolded. He unfolded, the seas of his being unleashed. Liquid energy poured into the realm, illuminating the night in undulating waves, innately seeking a cosmic alignment of particles along a vast and divine pattern.  
 
    Becoming.  
 
    Pelas’s unformed essence took the shape of eyes, a head, a jaw… Soon he was tasting of the finite elements of that realm as he would’ve tasted of a world before unmaking it: the metallic tang of metals layered deep through atmosphere and earth; the crisp, clean inhalation of gasses with their particles as soft as butter upon his senses, or others with the corrosive spice of acids; the combustive energy of motion, gravitation, elemental interaction…  
 
    It had been a very long time.  
 
    Pelas had forgotten the intimacy of this connection to the elemental composition of a world, this communion before unmaking, the feeling of the world’s essence bowing in homage to him. The exchange was less a sundering than a surrendering, the aether parting in a sensual and breathtaking sacrifice of itself. And oh, how delicious was that surrender!  
 
    He might consciously act against his nature in pursuing creation, but there was no denying that he’d been made as its antithesis. 
 
    Deep within his consciousness, Pelas felt Tanis tremble, and understand. 
 
    Bonded particles of elae and deyjiin flowed into wings, then coalesced to form his massive, muscular body. Every solidifying inch of him drank in the starlight in a tingling, tantalizing, revitalizing rush. The sand fled in rivers beneath his congregating form.  
 
    When Pelas felt the end of his daggered tail slicing both sand and air and his claws sinking deeply, when the dunes lay flattened beneath him, he swung his head to look at Björn’s mountain.  
 
    Eyes made to dissect the radiance of stars saw the energies collected in that place. Surging tides of the lifeforce flowed there, while a wellspring of elae gushed beneath the mountain, fueling the portals linking Björn’s command center to elsewhere in T’khendar. 
 
    Deep in Pelas’s mind, Tanis bubbled with effervescent wonder.  
 
    Well…Pelas knew he was something to see. 
 
    He turned Void-black eyes on the small, distant figure surrounded by a nimbus of the fifth. For all Tanis had grown so tall, Pelas could have flattened him with his slightest exhale. Instead, he swung around, spawning a minor sandstorm, and carefully scooped up Tanis in one clawed hand. 
 
    The lad’s thoughts were giddy. 
 
    Pelas clutched his bond-brother close to his form, cupped safely within his sphere of the fifth. Unprotected, the touch of Pelas’s carbon-black skin would have drained the boy of life in the space of a breath.  
 
    Ready? 
 
    Tanis practically shouted, Go-go-go! 
 
    Pelas laughed in his thoughts. He threw up his wings, sank into his powerful hind legs and leapt into the sky. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We should talk. 
 
    Ean rolled over in bed with this thought tinkling as a bell in his awareness.  
 
    Outside, the wind was howling. A constant barrage of sand hissed across the canvas of the tent he shared with Isabel. Inside their bedchamber, the only light came from the corner, where she stood studying her reflection in a tall mirror. It was hours yet before the dawn. 
 
    Her side of the bond was quiet, which told Ean that she was brooding, else she would’ve let the waters of their minds blend in confluence instead of channeling hers elsewhere.  
 
    They’d spent the last few days entwined in body and mind, bringing each other through the story of their months apart. But in this one concern, Isabel maintained her silence. She seemed determined to shoulder the burden on her own.  
 
    “I didn’t want to wake you,” she said in response to his thought, which he hadn’t tried to hide from her. “My dreams are very dark of late.” 
 
    Ean perceived the fears plaguing her, even if she refused to fully share them with him—much as she had perceived his fears when he was so preoccupied with losing her to Pelas. How different the reality had become from what he’d envisioned.  
 
    He propped his head in his hand. “You shine as brightly on the currents as you ever have, my lady.” 
 
    The ghost of a smile teased at her lips. “Liar.” 
 
    “I would never lie to Epiphany’s Prophet…” he angled her a look, “but I believe you’re trying to.” 
 
    He could tell he’d hit upon a truth by the way she stared at him. After a moment, she refocused her gaze on her own reflection. “I chose this path, Ean.”  
 
    “That doesn’t mean you have to walk it by yourself. Take a friend, perhaps. Or an acquaintance. Someone at least partially benevolent towards you.” 
 
    She gave him withering look, though it hinted of amusement. 
 
    “Isabel, we’re not going to let you face this alone.” 
 
    Her even gaze, reflected in the mirror, said, In the end, we all meet death alone. 
 
    Ean climbed from the bed and crossed the room to her. She turned as he approached, and he saw something come into her gaze as she looked upon him. For a moment, it chased away the shadows haunting her eyes. 
 
    He knew what about him was eliciting such a look from her. Between all the sparring he’d done with Sebastian, Pelas and errant eidola, he’d packed over a stone and a half of muscle onto his frame in the many months they’d spent apart. He gave her a wry half-smile. “What?” 
 
    “Am I not allowed to admire my husband?” 
 
    “Assuredly.” He turned her to face the mirror again and swept her chestnut hair back across one bare shoulder. “So long as I’m granted the same allowance.” He cradled her arms with his own while he studied the patterns tattooed on her skin.  
 
    Chaos patterns. 
 
    Knowing the importance of understanding them, Ean had studied the patterns until he knew them all by heart. Now he traced a finger along the maze of silvery arabesques on Isabel’s arm, following their course in his thoughts, perceiving what he could of the elemental shifts the pattern was engendering, trying to discern its purpose. “Is it hubris to imagine I might see something in these patterns than Bjorn cannot?” 
 
    Isabel exhaled slowly. “My brother doesn’t know everything.”  
 
    Something in the way she said this…Ean lifted his gaze to meet hers in the mirror. “No,” he agreed with a frown, trying to divine the deeper implications underlying her tone, which had seemed both resigned and faintly apocalyptic.   
 
    My brother doesn’t know everything. 
 
    She hadn’t emphasized this word, yet he heard emphasis in her meaning.  
 
    As Ean thought it over, it occurred to him that even had Bjorn the capability to know everything about the game, he likely would’ve chosen not to know it, in order to have a game to play. For if a man knew everything, he would know his opponent’s intent also, and therefore find no obstacles before him. Without obstacles, he couldn’t have a game.  
 
    And Björn wanted to play this game. It was as much a part of him as life itself. 
 
    But Ean…he had died three times for the game already. He was all too willing to see it done and over with.  
 
    None of which was to say that Björn wouldn’t have solved the problem if he could’ve, but clearly the rules had been established long ago. Björn couldn’t change them just because his sister was in danger—and even if he could…who knew what that would do to the Balance?  
 
    Ean glanced up to find Isabel studying his reflection in the mirror. She knew his thoughts well enough. He wasn’t sequestering them from her awareness like misborn children. 
 
    One corner of her mouth curled sardonically. “What purpose will it serve to speak my thoughts when you’ll only scold me for having them?” 
 
    “At least we would be sharing them.” He frowned at her reflection. “What are you afraid of?” 
 
    Isabel shook her head. “I have been wrong in sharing things before.” In this, she did not hide her true thoughts.  
 
    “Isabel—” 
 
    “I doomed you the moment I told you what I foresaw.” 
 
    Ean turned her and took her shoulders firmly. Too slim—they’d become too slim to bear the weight of these burdens alone. “If you hadn’t told me of my impending death and how long we’d be apart, I wouldn’t have known how or where to find Tanis in the future.” Ean held her gaze with gratitude powerful in his. “Isabel, it’s made every hardship worthwhile to know Tanis, to be his friend, to see him grow. Every hardship.”  
 
    She saw the meaning he placed beneath this truth, but it didn’t ease her as much as he’d hoped.  
 
    Ean stroked her shoulders with his thumbs. “Tell me what wakes you before the dawn. Let us face these fears together. Let me help you.” 
 
    Isabel lifted an appealing look as if to the wind, which was ever howling against the roof of their tent, an enemy demanding entry. Even the stoutest of dispositions would be hard-pressed to sleep with such a storm screaming all the long night.  
 
    Then she opened her mind to him. 
 
    Seeing the dreams she’d been suffering, her resultant fears…understanding colored in all of the missing pieces of the painting. “But they are just dreams, Renaii.” Ean enfolded her in his arms. “True memory or otherwise, they have only what power we give to them.” He pulled back just enough to grace her with a smile. “A wise prophet told me that once.” 
 
    She gave a derisive groan. “My worst mistakes and failures revisited nightly.”   
 
    “But the dreams themselves aren’t what’s troubling you, I don’t think.” Ean looked her over, reading between the lines of her thoughts. “Not truly.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked to his and away again. “I don’t recall your being so perceptive before.”   
 
    “I was too preoccupied with losing you before.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Now, I’ll allow no force in this universe to part us.” 
 
    Instead of the smile he’d hoped for, her brow constricted.  
 
    This was not the woman he remembered. Whatever fear she battled, it was truly unbalancing her.  
 
    Ean bent to capture her gaze. “Why does the lady hide her thoughts? Does she so fear my wrath?” This finally elicited the hint of a smile, and a glimmer of the truth she was trying to suppress.  
 
    “Isabel…” he looked more seriously at her, “are you somehow ashamed?” 
 
    She closed her eyes. After a long moment wherein the thoughts she was containing railed against the thin hold she still had upon them, she exhaled a captive breath. “Our thoughts establish our reality, Ean, and these days my thoughts are as dark as my dreams.” Her voice came faintly, strained by uncertainty. “It’s dangerous to delve into these thoughts too deeply, for one can easily become mired there, thinking death is already assured. But…” she lifted her eyes and met his gaze at last, “I’m terrified that if I don’t come to terms with the possibility…” she bit her lip and looked away again.  
 
    “Say it,” he whispered gently. 
 
    Her crystalline eyes returned to his, glassy with unshed tears. “I’m afraid I will become as Malachai was, in the end.”  
 
    This he understood with crystal clarity. He’d regained enough of his own memory to know well of what horrors she spoke.  
 
    Ean gently kissed a tear from one cheek and then the next. “But you are not Malachai,” he softly reminded her, “and we are not standing at the same crossroads as three centuries ago.” 
 
    “If anything, the stakes are higher,” she protested. 
 
    “And our positions are more fortified.” He drew back to meet her gaze, to better ensure she saw the truth as he saw it. “Two Malorin’athgul align to our cause—one is bound to it, thanks to you. Balance speaks to our son, and,” his eyes lit with the sudden recollection, “Isabel, the understanding I’ve gained through sharing minds with Darshan, with Rafael—by Cephrael’s Great Book! I can work deyjiin! I can tear the fabric of the realm and travel anywhere. Do you not see what this means for the game?” He gripped her arms and bent to make her look at him again. “I understand the enemy we face in ways I never did when I answered to the name of Arion.”   
 
    She stared at him for a long moment while her troubled thoughts tumbled, rearranging beneath these truths. Oddly, the new arrangement didn’t produce the restoration of spirit he’d hoped for.  
 
    Instead, Isabel dropped her eyes to her hands. Disappointment suffused her. “I regret that you’ve returned to find me so changed,” she confessed, yet her thoughts spoke in different terms. 
 
    He tightened his grip on her shoulders. “You are not diminished. Renaii, look at me.” Only when she reluctantly met his gaze did he continue. “Here we both stand—worn, weary, with Cephrael waiting impatiently on our doorstep and our hopes as tattered as a cloak that’s seen far too many winters—yet our goal is finally within reach.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed slightly, though not with disagreement. 
 
    Ean stepped back from her in challenge. “You think I don’t recognize how our positions have reversed? Before, I stood where you stand now, certain I was facing my end and struggling to deny it, determined to keep walking my path no matter the cost, and still more afraid of the years I’d spend apart from you than of death itself.” 
 
    Isabel’s eyes widened, and he saw that he’d hit upon a truth she’d thought he hadn’t understood. 
 
    “So we arrive back at a place we’ve stood before, Isabel, but we are much stronger for the road behind us than ever we were when it still lay ahead, when you were called High Mage and I was Arion Tavestra.” 
 
    Ean moved to stroke a thumb across her cheek. “We have never been more truly for one another than we are here and now, and in that union—Isabel, together, there is nothing we cannot accomplish.” He looked her over pointedly. “Do you deny this?” 
 
    A faint smile had finally overcome her expression. “No, my lord.” 
 
    “Well and good.” Ean cupped her face with both hands and opened wide the gates of his mind, that she could not doubt the fervor of his intent. “Because I’m going to find a way to save you, even if I have to rewrite the stars to do it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Much later, having secured a promise from Isabel that she would stay in bed and rest, Ean shielded himself with the fifth and headed out into the storm. Dawn was transposing the sand-saturated air from a variegated band of darkness into a burnt sienna firmament. Soon the entire day would harbor a tangerine cast. 
 
    Since his return to T’khendar, Ean had spoken with Björn at length about T’khendar’s pattern, the broader playing field of the game, Isabel’s condition and what they could do about it…many things.  
 
    There were just as many other topics they hadn’t had time yet to broach. The Vestal spent every hour he could helping the drachwyr find their way back into the realm’s time-stream. They were hours that might’ve been spent—would’ve been spent, had the need not been so dire—on strategy and planning. Minimally, he would’ve been finding new ways to strengthen T’khendar’s pattern and better fortify this, their final outpost against Chaos.  
 
    But they had no chance of overcoming Rinokh without the drachwyr. The only solution was getting them back. The fast way required Mithaiya to find the pattern that had been used against her brethren. Then the First Lord—or Ean, for that matter—could unwork it.  
 
    The excruciatingly slow way required Björn to seek each individual drachwyr across the unfolding centuries and draw him or her back in—essentially casting a line of awareness into time’s vast seas, hoping to snare the right fish, and then reeling in that line back through the ages.  
 
    It wasn’t even worth pondering the mind-boggling mental mechanics involved. Ean was just grateful Björn was able to manage it, lest all of their centuries-long plans be extinguished in the breath of a single hapless working. 
 
    Ean found the Vestal where he always was when not required to be elsewhere: in his shirt-sleeves, perched on a narrow ledge of the Khanjar butte, with his boots braced at a downward angle, elbows resting on knees, seemingly gazing across the open expanse of desert. Yet Ean knew that Björn was actually searching the endless ocean of time for five bright stars.  
 
    That morning the Vestal was facing south.  
 
    The early dawn was bright when Ean arrived, the sky depthless until it fell into its southern arc, where Rinokh’s storm was churning the horizon. Ean studied the swath of darkness as he climbed across the obsidian wall to join Björn on the dangerous side.  
 
    “Something’s different about it.” He settled onto the ledge beside his brother-in-law and erstwhile best friend and braced his boots as the Vestal’s were, two slips of leather all that secured him against a fifteen-hundred-foot fall.  
 
    Björn glanced appreciatively to him. “You’ve a good eye.” 
 
    Ean tried to make out what was different about the storm, but despite the Vestal’s comment, there were no visual clues. It was more a feeling, a sense of something having changed. He settled elbows on his knees. “I’m sorry to be so late.” 
 
    “On the contrary, I’m grateful you’ve been keeping my sister occupied and out of harm’s way. My note had no time attached to it, in any case.”  
 
    Ean let his gaze traverse the storm while his Adept senses explored the elements comprising it. He just couldn’t put his finger on what had changed—but something was very definitely and obviously different. 
 
    “I prefer the view from this side, actually.” 
 
    Ean looked to the Vestal, then to the storm boiling on the horizon, and back to the Vestal. 
 
    “Admittedly, there’s not much to see on the north side,” Björn noted with the ghost of a smile, “but this view has its own merit.” 
 
    Ean thought he must’ve heard him wrong. “You mean you like watching the storm?” Just feeling its effects on the currents kept Ean faintly unsettled, and Björn was far more sensitive than he was. 
 
     “Perhaps like isn’t the most accurate descriptor for what I feel towards it,” Björn admitted wryly. His expression became thoughtful. “I imagine you see it as I do, through the fifth: the webwork of fractures, the fraying threads of the realm’s fabric…but when I look upon this storm of destruction, I see also the miracle of creation.”  
 
    He aimed another meaningful glance at Ean. “You and I built a realm to become a fortress, and it’s withstanding attack from a being who unmakes stars.” His gaze bestowed voluminous admiration upon the realm of their creation. “Do you not see, Ean? Our unassuming world is standing up to Rinokh and declaring it will not go down without a fight. I see a poignant moral in this.” 
 
    “The mouse overcoming the minotaur?” 
 
    “Some would see that familiar fable in it, surely. But more…” he seemed to search for the right words, his brow furrowing slightly, “I think more that we all have within us the potential to be as gods, the potential to see farther and longer and with greater reason than towards only one lifetime of choices.”   
 
    For some reason, this comment brought a topic Ean had long been wanting to discuss to the forefront of his thoughts. He clasped hands between his knees. “Tell me about Baelfeir.”  
 
    “Baelfeir…” Björn shook his head, and a thousand thoughts that Ean couldn’t read danced in his gaze. “They once called him the Lord of All Mishaps.” 
 
    “That’s a moniker for Cephrael now.” 
 
    “Yes. Interesting, isn’t it? But Baelfeir observably hasn’t been around to blame, and if the accusation fits…” he gave a resigned smile, “yet the game is probably more Baelfeir’s than anyone’s.” 
 
    Ean drew back. “This game?” He narrowed his gaze on the Vestal. “Your game?” 
 
    “Our game,” Björn corrected, still smiling. “With Baelfeir back in the realm, the field will have new equilibrium.”  
 
    “Let’s assume I understand what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Björn chuckled. “Just look at the teams, Ean. They’re equally weighted for the first time since the Balance went awry.” 
 
    “And Baelfeir doesn’t unbalance it?” 
 
    “No, that’s too simplistic a view. But it’s important to remember that Baelfeir weaves no thread through the tapestry.” 
 
    Ean puzzled over the information. “Darshan and Pelas, by their intent, balance Shail and Rinokh in theirs. You’re saying Baelfeir is inconsequential to this?” 
 
    “By no means.” 
 
     Ean narrowed his brow as he thought things through. “Baelfeir weaves no thread through the tapestry…but obviously he can affect the tapestry.” He focused suddenly back on Björn, for the answer seemed obvious. “He affects the tapestry via others. Mortals, then?”  
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “But the more he influences mortals, the more he changes the shape of the tapestry…and that affects the Balance.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    Ean exhaled a slow breath while his thoughts tumbled. “The pattern of consequence I saw…I’m certain Baelfeir plays a large role in it.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly.” 
 
    Ean tried to read meaning between the thoughts Björn was sharing and the ones he wasn’t for fear of too deeply influencing Ean’s choices.  
 
    Suddenly, understanding crystallized so sharply in his mind that he hardly dared consider the implications for cutting himself upon them. 
 
    His gaze flew back to Björn’s. “I have to unbalance the game.” 
 
    The Vestal’s eyes danced.  
 
    “In our favor.” He couldn’t believe he hadn’t seen it before—everything fit so clearly within the pattern of consequence. “The field is leveled by the Malorin’athgul being split in their intentions, but as a Player, I can tip it to one side or another. And Baelfeir will be trying to unbalance the game in the direction of his own aims.”  
 
    The Vestal’s smile grew admiring. “Correct again, Ean.” 
 
    “But if Baelfeir is such a threat, shouldn’t I try to…I don’t know, remove him from the equation?” 
 
    Björn gave him a dubious grin. “How would you propose to do that? At last reckoning, the Demon Lord was not so easily dispatched.” 
 
    Into this, Ean read another truth: the Council of Realms had attempted to permanently dispatch the Demon Lord and his ilk millennia ago, but here he was back again, inopportunely, when the realm was at its lowest ebb. 
 
    Ean recalled Isabel telling him that they weren’t playing the game of a single lifetime but a game for the ages, through the ages, to affect the infinite ages yet to come—because this was Cephrael’s game that they were about, and He had immortals for opponents.  
 
    Ours is not a battle of force but one of reason. Isabel’s words.  
 
    They finally made sense to Ean. He realized suddenly that in trying to win the game with force, they could win battle after battle and every time push the enemy to retreat, only to fight that same enemy a hundred years later, and again a hundred after that. Or a thousand. Or three, as in Baelfeir’s case.  
 
    Force could never be applied to win against an immortal. All you did was ultimately run around in circles. It was the Ninth Law at work—Do not counter force with force, channel it. 
 
    Ean focused back on Björn. “So how do I take on Baelfeir?” 
 
    Björn cast him a voluminous look. “You tell me.” 
 
    Ean rolled his eyes. “Very carefully?” 
 
    Björn gave an enigmatic half-smile. “Or not at all.” He looked back to the churning horizon. “Let me tell you an interesting story about the Lord of all Warlocks…” 
 
    And as Ean listened with ever-growing wonder, Björn proceeded to do that very thing. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty-eight 
 
      
 
    “There will always be some opposing force, some unequal weight  
 
    to one side or the other. The equation is always working to balance itself.  
 
    Even the universe has to have a game.” 
 
      
 
    –The Fifth Vestal Björn van Gelderan 
 
      
 
    Baelfeir conceived of the Empress of Agasan’s Twelfth-day proceedings as a farce of the blind leading the blind.  
 
    After twenty-five hundred years, bureaucracy still maintained a crocodilian watch over the nest of civilization. In all that time, man had reached no greater pinnacle of governance than what amounted to, at best, a benevolent monarchy. Society evidently failed to evolve, utterly failed to achieve any sort of greater ideology, fell far short of a greater social awareness, or of an ethical standard of self-government—a far cry from anything greater.   
 
    Surely this stultified empire was proof of the mortal tapestry’s endlessly spinning wheels, the serpent eating its own tail. Man, if given free will, always devolved. Only through the interference of higher-minded beings could humanity evolve to greater states of consciousness.  
 
    Would that Cephrael had been there to witness the evidence so plainly before Baelfeir’s eyes. Even at his most purposefully obtuse, he would surely have had to concede the point. 
 
    Baelfeir was still learning his way around the world he’d returned to, the society he’d had a hand in creating—though the histories he’d perused in the Sormitáge Archives failed to mention this. Still, much of Alorin remained new and different to him. He was in no rush to win the game and end it all.  
 
    That he would win was nearly a foregone conclusion. 
 
    Nearly.  
 
    That nearly tugged at one corner of his mouth, bringing the slightest suggestion of a smile. The possibility, however remote, that his opponent might still prevail, that he might have—as Phaedor had implied—actually predicted Baelfeir’s next move…he found this potential endlessly exciting. In fact, he was enjoying the game so much, he would almost be disappointed when he claimed his victory. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    He smiled in true that time. For there it was again, another threshold word, proof of his hesitation. Even his thoughts refused to take the leap. After so many millennia, he found himself on the brink of triumph, yet he was continually edging back from the final victory.  
 
    Why?  
 
    Well…he could certainly spare a few revolutions of the sun to assess the game newly for himself and see what his opponent had changed during his lengthy absence.  
 
    But more importantly, Cephrael had yet to return to the field for the final quarter. Baelfeir stood on the verge of his greatest triumph—of winning a game that had spanned millennia! Cephrael alone could appreciate the magnitude of his imminent victory. He couldn’t claim the prize while his opponent’s back was turned. 
 
    Yet in truth, he knew his hesitation stemmed from more than these alone. 
 
    Standing among the gentrified masses who’d gathered for Agasan’s Twelfth-day spectacle—for surely few of the observers took any real interest in the actual running of the empire—Baelfeir listened to the discourse between the Empress and the myriad plaintiffs come to take advantage of their apparent freedom to question the dictates of their betters twice each cycle of the moon. 
 
    He wouldn’t have suffered the boredom save that Shailabanáchtran was one of the petitioners—or, rather, the Malorin’athgul appeared to be occupying the mind of such a personage, standing as one of a group of five senators who were professedly acting as advocates for the people as they presented ‘the people’s case’ to the Empress.  
 
    Baelfeir wouldn’t have deigned to notice Shail’s little games had not the Malorin’athgul made such a stink about his return to Alorin, raising an outcry that had roused the empire to be on the alert for Warlocks. 
 
    Which wasn’t to say that any of their crude measures would be effective against him. They were looking for a Warlock of Vleydis’s ilk, who couldn’t find solidity in the Realms of Light even with a planet of harvesters fueling his power—as if Baelfeir would be walking the realm trailing wisps of smoke!  
 
    But Shail’s barking was chafing at his attention, and you didn’t let an upstart dog yip at your heels without disciplining it. The opportunity to put Shail in his place was too inviting to ignore. 
 
    “…thousands witnessed the miracle, Aurelia,” one of the senators was saying when Baelfeir tuned back in to the discourse.  
 
    “Which miracle would that be, Senator?” asked the Empress in her throaty drawl.  
 
    She made an admirable spectacle even to Baelfeir’s jaded eye, sitting on a dazzling throne beneath rays of sunlight, and wearing a pleasingly form-fitting dress so encrusted with diamonds that it made her seem a universe of radiant stars against the throne’s black velvet cushion. Seven gems slowly orbited her dark hair—the famous diamond crown, set in motion by a flow of elae’s fourth strand. Baelfeir found it an entertaining pomp.  
 
    In response to the Empress’s question, the senator exchanged a sardonic look with the others standing beside him. “Why, the Literato N’abranaacht working elae’s fifth strand, of course.” 
 
    “The fifth is worked daily across our great empire, Senator Lombardo. This is hardly a miracle.”  
 
    Low chuckles danced among the masses at this.  
 
    The senator bowed to her point. “But it is not worked by a na’turna, Aurelia.”  
 
    “No indeed, Senator. It would be quite impossible for a na’turna to work the fifth.” 
 
    Soft laughter bubbled that time. 
 
    The senator flushed. “A na’turna literato worked the fifth before thousands,” he boldly corrected the Empress. “Surely you see the miracle in this effort, even as everyone in the stands observed it with their own eyes. The pattern in question woke the Literato N’abranaacht to elae just in time for his heroic battle. We’ve collected thousands of testimonial signatures from those who stood in witness,” and he extended several scrolls as proof; the Lord Chamberlain flicked a finger, and a functionary came to collect them, “along with thousands more signatures upon our petition, which we present here today.” 
 
    After Shail had raised the war cry against him, Baelfeir had taken it upon himself to discover what the Malorin’athgul had been up to and had quickly learned all about the heroic Literato N’abranaacht. He’d even gone to the Palmer’s shrine to observe the well-preserved literato on his sunlit bier. He had to admit that Shail had certainly set up an elaborate game for himself, even if it amounted to a toddler playing with dolls when compared to Baelfeir’s contest, but…to each his own. 
 
    Up on the dais, Valentina gave the senator an arch look. “Correct me if I’m wrong, Senator Lombardo, but the miracle, as you claim it, is not that a man worked the fifth, but the purported awakening of a na’turna to elae, supposedly through the use of an arcane pattern. However, from all accounts, no one witnessed this event.” 
 
    Another senator spoke out forcefully, “Aurelia, thousands saw N’abranaacht work the fifth in combat.” 
 
    “Which proves nothing of the Literato N’abranaacht’s pattern, Senator Aldo,” the Empress pointed out mildly. “We have only his statement that this so-called Pattern of Awakening woke him to elae, and no proof supporting it.” 
 
    “Except an Arcane Scholar working the fifth!” Another senator threw up his hands exasperatedly. “How do you suppose N’abranaacht came to work it, Aurelia?”   
 
    “That’s a fair question, Senator van Diek. Tragically, we cannot ask the literato.”  
 
    Another senator growled, “Because he died protecting the people—what your Adeptus should have been doing!” 
 
    The crowd roused with loud murmuring upon this utterance.  
 
    The Lord Chamberlain clapped his gavel for quiet. “Senators, you well know this isn’t a forum for oratory or debate. Make your petition according to the guidelines of Twelfth-day or stand aside for others who have a more rightful claim upon the Empress’s valuable time.”  
 
    The heretofore silent senator whose shell Shail was occupying spoke then. “Very well, Lord Chamberlain, if I may?” 
 
    “Go ahead, Senator Schiavone.”   
 
    The senator nodded politely to him, then broadly addressed the court. “We stand before the Empress to speak on behalf of the thousands who have entrusted us with their hopes for the future. As the people’s advocates, we submit this petition,” and he lifted a fat scroll for the entire hall to see, “which requests that the Literato N’abranaacht’s Pattern of Awakening be released broadly to any who would study it for the good of all. With the Balance awry and the Adept race on the wane, the people have a right to pursue any avenue which might potentially revert the realm’s decline.” He handed off the scroll to the functionary who’d come for it, and added rather loftily, “I would think the empire would want to support such an effort, especially in light of recent events.”  
 
    While the crowd muttered, the Empress exchanged a look with her Lord Chamberlain, who returned a hooded gaze to the senators. “Pray enlighten the Empress as to which recent events you refer, Senator Schiavone?” 
 
    Shailabanáchtran’s characteristic contempt was unmistakable in the senator’s veiled smile. “I refer to the Tower alarm, Lord Chamberlain.” 
 
    Susurrant whispering swept the hall, reminiscent of the misgiving that had swept the city during the aforementioned alarm. 
 
    Oh, yes, that baleful alarm, Baelfeir smirked. He could just imagine the poor mortals running in the streets, waving their arms and shouting hysterically, Warlocks are coming! Warlocks are coming! 
 
    The Empress’s eyes tightened on Senator Schiavone. “Help me understand what relevance the Tower alarm could have on your petition, Senator.” 
 
    The senator’s lips assumed a faint sneer. “Forgive my bluntness, Aurelia,” and he glanced around at the many expectant faces, as if they all knew he was about to speak a truth that should’ve been spoken long ago, as if the entire hall stood in conspiracy alongside him, “but it’s no secret that the Imperial Adeptus had their arses handed to them—” 
 
    Gasps flew like startled birds through the hall. 
 
    “…by demons known as the legendary minions of Warlocks—” 
 
    Shock and speculation buzzed. 
 
    “…and if not for an apparently na’turna literato—” 
 
    Snickering whisked among the discordant murmur.  
 
    “…many more lives might’ve been lost than just those unfortunate Adepts taken captive.” He added patronizingly, “If two score Varangians and a pair of demons can so easily overwhelm the Empire, what chance have we against true immortals?” 
 
    Whereupon the hall exploded into shouting and argument.  
 
    The Lord Chamberlain repeatedly hammered his gavel, but the clamor continued, even as an undercurrent of derision started snaking through the crowd. None dared openly laugh, but the obvious ridicule darting from face to face as knowing glances were exchanged made a sludge of the fourth strand currents. 
 
    The Senator spoke loudly over the melee, “After such an astonishing spectacle of incompetence against their minions, it is clear the empire would stand sorely unmatched against actual Warlocks,” and he added, as if an afterthought, “Aurelia.” 
 
    The Lord Chamberlain banged his gavel three more times, and the crowd finally began to quiet. 
 
    Senator Schiavone continued then, smoothly disparaging, “With the lords of Shadow returned to our realm, Aurelia, it would appear the empire needs all the Adepts it can get its hands on.”   
 
    Silence overcame the crowd, for this was a truth none could contest. 
 
    Shail continued his oration, but Baelfeir had ceased listening.  
 
    It took no stroke of genius to determine that any pattern Shailabanáchtran was advocating harbored chaos at the root of its intent, but what Baelfeir couldn’t understand was why Shail would’ve thought he’d care.  
 
    Perhaps the other’s barking was only a territorial display—Malorin’athgul were, after all, a predatory race and prey to their own animalistic desires. Yet more germane to the moment, what Baelfeir had unequivocally determined from the other immortal’s yipping was that Shailabanáchtran had elected him as an enemy.  
 
    Only a being who created universes might ken the devastating power bequeathed by such a choice. By declaring someone your enemy, you were conceiving in them—even investing them with—a power equal to or greater than your own, all but handing them the ability to become your downfall. These were possibly not concepts that Shailabhanáchtran understood.  
 
    But Cephrael assuredly did. In all of their eons of contention, he and Cephrael had never made enemies of each other. The angiel was far too savvy to make that mistake. He would never give Baelfeir that much causative power over his actions. Thus, their rivalry, although not always amiable, rode upon a tide of respect and admiration—his burying of the other under a mountain notwithstanding. 
 
    Baelfeir began moving slowly through the crowd, matching starpoints, permeating, pervading…in a sense becoming every mind in the hall. Into these rich fields he spread gossamer spores, seedling ideas that would find sure purchase in malleable thoughts and take root there to flower.  
 
    Each time the crowd newly erupted in response to Shail’s oration, Baelfeir planted another kernel within the tumbled ground of their thoughts. 
 
    He looked forward to the disruption these blossoming ideas would bring to Shail’s game, in part because the impudent immortal had manufactured a rivalry that needn’t have existed, but mainly because upsetting Shail’s plans would prove to be so entertaining. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Something in Senator Schiavone reminded Nadia with a shudder of the Literato N’abranaacht. She couldn’t say if it was the patronizing arch of his eyebrow, or the way his mouth said one thing while his eyes said another, or the general scheming in his gaze, but while he looked nothing like N’abranaacht, yet the resemblance in manner was uncanny. 
 
    Nadia recalled a citizen speaking in the Piazza della Studioso; he’d been petitioning the populace about N’abranaacht’s pattern on the same day Shail had battled both Darshan and Pelas, the day Nadia had told the Endoge of the Sormitáge about Malorin’athgul and earned her mother’s enduring censure. 
 
    But honestly, how could she not tell the Endoge the truth after he’d witnessed people being evaporated by invisible energy fields and the hurricane of Darshan’s storm whirling the piazza pavers like dry leaves? They’d only just finished replacing all the broken windows in the Physical Sciences building.  
 
    All that is to say, she’d expected that petition to rouse its viperous head at Twelfth-day eventually, but she hadn’t expected the republic’s own senators to appear as the five heads of the beast, the worst of them clearly being Senator Schiavone. 
 
    Nadia knew her mother would be reading the senator—her mother could read a man from a hundred paces and know the truth in his thoughts—but to Nadia, the senator’s mind was honeycombed, a maze of dead ends and false walls. Most of his thoughts went nowhere, even while his mouth was speaking them. They just…fell off the edge into nothing after each word, as if he didn’t understand what he was saying or even why he was saying it. 
 
    It’s like someone else is speaking for him, Caspar observed across their bond, picking up on her thought. The darkly-clad Marquiin stood to the side of the dais with her Praetorian Guard, seeming hardly more than Lieutenant di Corvi’s shadow.  
 
    So I’m a shadow now? Caspar feigned injury along with a dramatic mental sigh. Soon I’ll be naught but a ghost in your eyes. 
 
    The humor in his words was darkened by the truth layered beneath it, one that neither of them wanted to confront, yet which confronted them with every howl that the Prophet’s continuing storm imposed over their shared minds.  
 
    Still, maintaining the semblance of levity was important. Nadia cast him a spectral frown. If you’re going to listen in on my private thoughts, you should at least take them in context. 
 
    She felt his smile, though a darting glance told her his expression remained as remote as her stolid Praetorians.  
 
    In what context should I take that last, Princess? 
 
    Nadia sent the image of herself primly sweeping her hair off one shoulder. That you’re good at blending in. 
 
    Apparently too good, if you only see me as di Corvi’s shadow. I must take action to make myself more apparent to you. 
 
    Nadia rolled her eyes. Trust me, you’re very apparent.  
 
    A soft mental chuckle met her ears. Do senators usually speak at Twelfth-day?  
 
    No. It puzzled Nadia as well. The Senate was the forum for airing grievances and open debate. Twelfth-day is for the people, not politics.  
 
    These senators seem to have missed that memo. 
 
    Especially Senator Schiavone, Nadia agreed. 
 
    She didn’t know how her mother did it, just sat there calmly while these haughty autocrats ridiculed her Adeptus and openly criticized her rule before the assembled aristocracy. Nadia would’ve been a burbling, sputtering mess by that time. 
 
    After the hum of the latest shocking audacity voiced by Senator Schiavone died beneath the Lord Chamberlain’s gavel, her mother sat in an aching silence, letting the tension build like heat in the hall while she traced a solitary finger in light circles on the arm of her throne.  
 
    Then she shifted her colorless gaze to her Lord Chamberlain, who cleared his throat and stood up behind his ornate desk. “Senators, to be clear, you are not here in any official capacity?” 
 
    The senators exchanged puzzled glances at this.  
 
    “Because were you to stand before this assemblage from your positions as official representatives of the republic and declaim against the order of the Empress’s rule as you have so done, it must be received as an open declaration of rebellion.” 
 
    Instantly the hundreds of Praetorians lining the walls drew their swords and came to attention with a thunderous clap of armor.  
 
    Shocked murmuring among the crowd followed on the heels of this, nearly drowning out the hasty apologies voiced by the senators. Senator Lombardo raised his voice to declare, “We are not senators today, my lord, just concerned citizens!” 
 
    When the noise died down, the Lord Chamberlain inquired, “Then in what capacity do you address the Empress?”  
 
    “As landholders,” one said. 
 
    “By right of noble blood,” replied another.  
 
    “By right of ancestry!” declared a third. 
 
    Senator Schiavone, unruffled by the Lord Chamberlain or the alert Praetorians, announced smoothly, “As citizens ourselves, we have taken up the people’s banner to declare that our rights are being infringed upon. By keeping this vital pattern locked behind Tower doors, or buried in the Sormitáge’s scholarly morass, the people are being denied a fundamental liberty.”  
 
    Vast, disaffected murmuring accompanied this.  
 
    That doesn’t sound good, Caspar whispered in her thoughts.  
 
    Nadia gave a frustrated puff into her veil. My father says the people can always be counted on to protest any infringement of their fundamental liberties, even if they have no idea what those liberties are supposed to be.  
 
    Schiavone continued over the angrily murmuring crowd, “The literato wrote in his journal that his Pattern of Awakening was intended for the good of all, not the good of the privileged few.” 
 
    Nadia caught her breath. By the Lady, but every other word out of the man’s mouth cast aspersions on the Empress’s rule. 
 
    The air around her mother was veritably crackling with her simmering anger, but the Empress merely shifted her head slightly to the left to inquire, “Pray, by what right, Senator?” 
 
    Schiavone tilted his head the other direction. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Yes, you should,” she said stiffly, eliciting many indignant grunts on her behalf from the gallery where the foreign ambassadors gathered.  
 
    The Empress put the fourth strand beneath her words to be heard by the entire hall. “After a lengthy study, a Sormitáge Tribunal ruled the Literato N’abranaacht’s Pattern of Awakening too speculative for broad study. This was not my decision, though I support it. The pattern is being investigated by the best minds in the empire, yet you declare that the people’s rights are being violated by said action. Please educate me, Senator, as to what right of the people is being violated?” 
 
    The senators all exchanged glances at this. Even Schiavone stood briefly wordless.  
 
    Valentina looked them all over beneath a dangerously arched brow while the entire hall held their breath in silence. When the senators weren’t forthcoming with an answer, the Empress offered, “The Agasi imperial code, as set forth by the Senate and ratified by my ancestor, Hallian the Third, stipulates the rights held by citizens of the Empire. One,” and she lifted a finger, “the Empire shall not establish any uniform religion, nor infringe upon a citizen’s right of conscience to choose his own gods. Two, the Empire shall not deprive the people of their right to speak or write their sentiments, or peaceably assemble for the same. Three…” she looked all the senators over cuttingly, giving them time to interrupt. “Shall I continue through the entire code, Senators? Perhaps you will stop me when I reach the right that declares the people’s license to randomly experiment with potentially deadly patterns.” 
 
    Senator Lombardo glanced at Schiavone while clearing his throat. “Perhaps we misspoke, Aurelia. Our petition is on behalf of the people, yes, but…surely the experimentation would need to be handled by highly trained personnel.” 
 
    “Such as my Adeptus, or scholars from the Sormitáge, Senator? These types of personnel?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but—” 
 
    “Because these are the very personnel who declared the pattern dangerous and speculative to begin with.” 
 
    “The pattern must be tested, Aurelia,” Senator Aldo protested. “The thousands of signatures on our petition are simply asking that it be further explored beyond the confines of theoretical study.”  
 
    “Beyond the confines of theoretical study,” she repeated slowly, each word dripping skepticism. “Please feel free to correct me if I’m wrong, Senator Aldo, but what this petition of yours is actually asking—no, demanding—is for the empire to sanction human trials—experimentation, in fact—on na’turna.”  
 
    The hall erupted. 
 
    “Volunteers, Aurelia!” Senator van Diek shouted desperately above the clamor. 
 
    The Lord Chamberlain slammed his gavel repeatedly, calling for order. People were shouting at each other, at the senators, at no one and anyone who would listen. Nadia imagined many among the crowd had placed their own names on the petition, not realizing what they were actually supporting.  
 
    Contention and dismay made turbulent waves of the fourth strand throughout the vast hall. Nadia’s head was soon pounding from all of the bombarding thoughts.  
 
    “Should we retreat one step further to regain the shores of reason,” the Empress’s husky voice could be heard above even the most aggressive shouters, “we must ask, by what right did the Literato N’abranaacht bequeath this pattern to the people? Where is his deed of ownership dictating what must be a lengthy manifest of the pattern’s provenance? Where is the legal document in which the literato committed this pattern, his purported personal property, into the people’s care?” 
 
    The crowd finally started to quiet. All eyes fixed demandingly upon the senators. Most of the latter had the sense to look chagrined, though Schiavone’s expression was dark. 
 
    The Lord Chamberlain set his gavel on his desk and his gaze on the senators. “You have such documentation in your possession, surely?” 
 
    Most of the senators remained mute. Just as Schiavone was inhaling to reply, the Empress said, “You’ve misappropriated these Twelfth-day proceedings to cast aspersions on my motives, Senators. I shall take the same liberty with yours now.” 
 
    The hall fell instantly silent.  
 
    That was fast, Caspar whispered on a thought. 
 
    Nadia mentally grunted. The people wouldn’t want to miss even one remark of the Empress putting five senators in their place. 
 
    “As the senators have kindly brought to our attention,” the Empress addressed the entire hall with her smile, “Warlocks have returned to the Realms of Light. Is it not a strange coincidence that we have before us here a document masquerading as humanitarian aid, but which, if executed as stated, would in truth return us forthwith to the darkest days of the Quorum of the Sixth Truth?”  
 
    Vast murmuring met this question. 
 
    “Though millennia have passed, need any of us be reminded of the Quorum’s revolting undertakings at a time when Warlocks from the Shadow Realms bound armies beneath the darkest compulsion? When the most basic right of free will was held as a currency in trade?” 
 
    Schiavone really walked himself right into that, didn’t he? Caspar asked. 
 
    Nadia gave a minute shake of her head. He was a fool to try to get the better of the Empress in her own court.  
 
    Even so, the crowd’s allegiances that day had seemed to turn on a pin, one minute for and another against, but the current passionate outcry left no debate now about whose opinion had the upper hand. 
 
    The sun had already fallen below the goldline—that band of gilded statues that ran in a frieze along the length of the chamber’s westerly wall, just below the high windows—heralding the end of Twelfth-day proceedings. 
 
    At a glance from the Empress, the Lord Chamberlain stood from behind his ornate desk and clapped his gavel five times for silence. “The senators may leave their petition for the Empress’s consideration.” He clapped his gavel again, and everyone dispersed. 
 
    Nadia’s Praetorians rushed forward to escort her from the dais.  
 
    She sighed as she pushed to her feet. Now would come the reception and what always felt an endless parade of false smiles and invading eyes. It was the one day she was grateful for the sheer silk that veiled her gaze. 
 
    As her Praetorians surrounded her and Caspar joined her side, Nadia adjusted the band of emeralds that held her veil in place and puffed a dramatic exhale. 
 
    At least there will be wine, Caspar darted a faint smile down at her. 
 
    He was half a head taller and always walked at her side like a wielder-protector, with his hands clasped behind his back and his pearl-grey eyes scanning the crowd for dangers. Nadia just wished she might’ve looked at him without always finding his form so attractive, or his gaze so attentive, or his manner so protective yet…validating of her own capability. Her world was in turmoil enough without adding complications of the heart, but Cephrael seemed to be testing her in every quarter these days.  
 
    She glanced at Caspar through the shadow of her veil. Wine would be welcome.  
 
    The day’s proceedings had shown her that things were far worse than she’d imagined. The populace had been thoroughly beguiled into believing N’abranaacht’s pattern could help them, despite having no proof or certainty of its intent; and rather than trusting those who were trying to navigate these treacherous waters, they kept listening to the call of seditionist sirens who would only see them all dashed on the rocks or drowned.  
 
    To make matters worse, Warlocks had somehow regained access to the Realms of Light—the Demon Lord himself, if rumors were true. He’d supposedly visited a duke in the Solvayre and the lord’s entire estate had gone mad. The Empress’s Red Guard found but one survivor still with her wits about her—a little girl, a truthreader. The horrifying tale she told came straight out of legend. 
 
    Nadia felt so isolated. Within the palace, people just went about their business as if nothing had changed, yet Nadia knew everything had changed. Malorin’athgul, Warlocks from the Shadow Realms, the invading Danes, their dying race…the realm was teetering on the edge of a precipice, and no one was even throwing a line to try to rescue it! 
 
    As they walked to the reception hall amid a red froth of guards, Nadia drew in a tremulous breath. Have you ever felt mixed up in something far beyond you, Caspar? Something truly outside the realm of anything you could understand or even do anything about? 
 
    The Marquiin turned her a look of disbelief. You’re asking me this? 
 
    Nadia let out a slow exhale and closed her eyes. Without even thinking, she reached for his hand. I wish we could leave this place. 
 
    She sensed his startlement an instant before he closed his fingers around hers. His hand was warm, large…surprisingly strong. Where would we go? 
 
    Somewhere they couldn’t find us…just anywhere that isn’t here.  
 
    Nadia thought of the peace she’d known while recovering at Pelas’s Hallovian estate, but returning there now would only remind her of Tanis, and thinking of Tanis these days just confused her.  
 
    What is your home like, Caspar? 
 
    The Marquiin’s mouth curled faintly upwards. His memories floated to her across the bond, images of snowbound mountains and dark lakes bitten with ice; of meadows blanketed with grass so deep a grown man could vanish within them, and waterfalls churning mist like fog. She felt Caspar’s love for these places, and his sadness at the idea of never seeing them again. 
 
    But…she glanced quickly to him, why can’t you see them again? 
 
    He looked to her with his lips pressed together and a sudden stillness in the shared space of their minds—he was carefully concealing his thoughts from her now.  
 
    Nadia’s brows furrowed. What don’t you want to tell me? 
 
    Another time, Princess. Caspar nodded significantly to direct her attention, and Nadia turned her head to see they’d arrived at the reception hall. 
 
    There followed round after round of greetings from the aristocracy, followed by the well-practiced dance of dodging the probing eyes and indecorous questions—often about Caspar—that ever accompanied free-flowing wine and lords and ladies with nothing better to do than pry for gossip about their royals. 
 
    “It’s a cry heard round the world,” a resonant male voice said suddenly from behind Nadia.  
 
    Turning, she stood face to face—or rather, face to chest, for he was really quite tall—with a dark-haired man she’d never seen before. She might’ve thought him thirty and five if he hadn’t obviously been an Adept of some sort and therefore probably much older. His eyes were an electric blue that practically charged her skin…or perhaps it was just the impact of his handsome gaze as he swept it across her.  
 
    The hint of an irreverent smile curled his lips. “Wouldn’t you agree, Princess?” 
 
    The world seemed to spin. Nadia blinked, her vision momentarily blurred. She reached for Caspar’s arm and everything was suddenly back to normal.  
 
    Nothing was close to normal.  
 
    “I’m…” she searched the stranger’s face, feeling inexplicably faint. It was like he was holding her in phantom arms too strong for her fragile bones. She couldn’t breathe beneath his gaze. She couldn’t tear her eyes away. 
 
    Nadia, are you all right? Caspar held her elbow tightly. 
 
    She fought to drag breath into her lungs. “I’m afraid…I didn’t hear you clearly, my lord.” Her voice sounded choked to her own ears.  
 
    ‘My lord’…I like the sound of those words coming from your lips. 
 
    The meager breath Nadia had claimed fled in a dismayed puff.  
 
    Had she heard the man’s thought, or merely imagined it?  
 
    The calculating smile that hinted on his sensuous mouth seemed to imply the former, but the thought felt barbed in her mind and far from innocuous, much like his smile—like everything about him.  
 
    She could still feel his thought tumbling down the hillsides of her memory, scraping off whole patches of perception, leaving a blotched and ragged path.  
 
    In a moment of startled discomposure, she couldn’t even tell if her shields were up—yet…she never went anywhere without shielding her thoughts.  
 
    He pushed a hand through his full, dark hair and swept it smoothly back from his face to curl just below his ears. Sapphires flashed at his cuffs.  
 
    Nadia looked quickly around with physical and mental eyes to see what others were saying or thinking of the stranger at her side, but for the first time, well…ever, no one was looking at her, or thinking about her, or even apparently aware of her existence in the room. 
 
    The smirk on the man’s lips seemed to imply he’d had something to do with this. “I was speaking to the sentiment you voiced on the aristocracy just now, Princess.” He lifted a flute of sparkling wine as if in salute to her. 
 
    Nadia didn’t recall saying anything about the aristocracy…at least not out loud. 
 
    Nadia…? Caspar was practically vibrating beside her. 
 
    She finally found the wherewithal to answer him. I’m…all right, I think. I don’t know what’s happening.  
 
    “Perhaps more wine for the Princess Heir?” the man suggested solicitously. 
 
    “Yes,” Caspar gave her a worried look. “Of course.” 
 
    No—don’t leave me with him! Nadia flung the desperate thought at Caspar, but he was already moving away to see to her needs. It was like he hadn’t even heard her. Even her Praetorians were nowhere to be seen.  
 
    A jittery apprehension beset her, that sense that something was terribly wrong, but the reception buzzed with its usual carping murmur; people milled, laughed, drank her mother’s free-flowing wine. Nadia had barely touched hers, yet her head felt fuzzy and her stomach aflutter.  
 
    “I’m sorry, you were saying?” 
 
    “I believe you were saying it, actually.” His smile held her as captive as his gaze. “Society has a desperate need to segregate itself into classes, and each class necessarily must vilify all the others in order to prove their own superiority. The nobility cannot but ridicule their royalty, the gentry the nobility, the merchant class the gentry. Even beggars must find someone to show themselves greater than. It is society’s ultimate failing, this fanatical aversion to collective strength.” He sipped his wine. “Free will cannot help but engender a mantra of ‘every man for himself.’”   
 
    Nadia struggled to put a coherent voice to her thoughts. Focusing them was like trying to corral snakes. “Are you actually speaking against free will?” 
 
    He opened a hand to the room at large. “It is the talk of the moment, Princess.”  
 
    Suddenly, everyone seemed to be speaking of the senators’ petition, the Quorum of the Sixth Truth, and what the world had been like when Warlocks from the Shadow Realms bound entire kingdoms beneath compulsion. The tides of the fourth carried as many thoughts condemning the Warlocks as advocating for them. 
 
    The latter made Nadia cold. 
 
    She studied the tall stranger through the veil draping her vision. Her thoughts felt equally veiled. “I’m sorry, have we been introduced? I can’t seem to recall your name.” 
 
    “I’m merely an observer here.” He gave her a polite smile. “You might think of me as a guest of Senator Schiavone.” 
 
    “And do you share the senator’s view on the Pattern of Awakening?” 
 
    “I think that pattern could be extremely dangerous in the wrong hands.” 
 
    “This implies there are right hands to wield such a pattern.” 
 
    He sipped his wine. “You feel differently?” 
 
    Nadia knew better than to admit to anything that someone could use against her mother politically, yet the words tumbled right out in spite of this. “I think the literato’s pattern is incredibly dangerous and should never be worked by anyone.”  
 
    The moment the words left her mouth, Nadia knew with frightening certainty that the man before her was compelling her responses as effortlessly as Darshan had. She couldn’t sense elae in him at all, yet his presence reminded her of the way Malorin’athgul crackled on the currents.  
 
    Only…if Shail had been an exploding red star, this man would be a singularity, the core of the black hole, out of whose event horizon nothing could escape.  
 
    Nadia forced a swallow. 
 
    A smile teased his lips. “But a pattern is neither good nor bad, Princess. It’s the wielder who gives it intent.” 
 
    “I don’t trust that pattern any more than I trust the literato—he isn’t who he claimed to be.”  
 
    Again, her tongue betrayed her!  
 
    Nadia felt the edges of panic. She could no more move away from this stranger than she could stop her tongue from giving him whatever he asked. It was Darshan all over again. 
 
    Nay, Princess…Malorin’athgul are not true gods.  
 
    The thought was both a flaming bolt and a caress. It burned and enticed with equal power, exploding through her mind like living lightning. 
 
    These beings who think themselves gods, stomping around wielding lashing winds…they are as children throwing a tantrum. True gods have no need to display their power. They are power. 
 
    He looked around the room idly, sipping his wine. With a thought, I could erase not only your life but the memory of you from everyone who had ever known you existed.  
 
    The smile he returned to her brought tears to her eyes. She knew he was speaking the truth.  
 
    Trembling, Nadia whispered, “What do you want?”  
 
    “Many things.” He lifted back her veil and ran a finger across her cheek. “There is a man in your thoughts who works the fifth.” 
 
    “Ean val Lorian,” she whispered tremulously. His finger brushing her skin felt like velvet, like down, like Caspar’s silken kiss from a dream. It terrified her. 
 
    “Where might I find him?” 
 
    Nadia shook her head. “I don’t know. Pelas said Shail sent Ean into Shadow—” Her voice broke beneath cresting grief. “Please…” 
 
    He tilted her a look beneath those blazing eyes. “Please what, Nadia?” 
 
    “Let me go,” she whispered. 
 
    For some reason, her plea made him smile. “I will do more than that.” 
 
    Abruptly everyone in the room was speaking of the Literato N’abranaacht. Whispers darted from cluster to cluster as a rumor spread that he wasn’t who he claimed to be. Nadia watched the tide of opinion sweep in a tumbling crest all the way to the back of the reception hall, where, quite suddenly, Senator Schiavone spun a violent stare directly at the man standing beside Nadia. 
 
    Who flashed a lightning smile.  
 
    Looking back to Nadia, he took her hand and kissed it. “My gift to you, Princess. Use it well.” 
 
    Nadia’s world spun. 
 
    “Nadia…?” Caspar was practically vibrating beside her. 
 
    She recovered herself with effort. When the blackness cleared from her vision, Caspar was at her elbow.  
 
    “Why…” she had to work some moisture back into her mouth, her throat was so hoarse, her core so hollow. She turned him a desperate look. “Why did you leave me?” 
 
    “Leave you?” He studied her face with concern. “I haven’t left your side even for an instant.” 
 
    The floor seemed to drop out from under her.  
 
    Nadia spun a desperate look around. “Where did he go? The man?” 
 
    “What man?”  
 
    “The tall man with the blue eyes!” She looked back to him urgently. “You were there. You saw him!” 
 
    Caspar was looking truly afraid for her now. “I saw no one, Princess. You froze, looking like you’d seen a ghost.” 
 
    Feeling frantic, Nadia pressed palms to her eyes. Who was he? Who was he? Who was he? her thoughts shouted. 
 
    Suddenly everyone in the room began speaking at once as the whirlwind of his name tumbled from tongue to tongue, ripping away all other conversation. 
 
    “…the Demon Lord…” 
 
    “..the Lord of Shadows…” 
 
    “Ba’alen…” 
 
    “Belloth…” 
 
    “…the Beguiler…” 
 
    His many epithets danced through the crowd like a flurry of leaves on the autumn wind.  
 
    Nadia had her answer. 
 
    She fainted dead away.  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty-nine 
 
      
 
     “There is a fellowship more silent than solitude,  
 
    more intimate than consuming a star.  
 
    This is what you have broken with me.” 
 
      
 
    –Darshanvenkhátraman, Destroyer of Hope, 
 
    to his brother Pelas 
 
      
 
    Pelas flew into the dawn, having left Tanis back at his uncle’s command center to meet up with the Eltanese. The sun was glazing the east in brilliant rose, while directly ahead of him in the south, Rinokh’s storm throbbed, forbidding and unnatural.  
 
    Pelas knew its deconstruction on multiple planes.  
 
    His human eyes, veiled with the weakness of corporeality, had only seen the darkly churning storm, but his immortal gaze revealed fraying magnetic ley lines dumping ionic shavings into the sky, and a firmament boiling—buckling—beneath Rinokh’s malevolent unmaking.  
 
    Pelas was no match for Rinokh in the form, but he felt an urgency to do something. He couldn’t watch impotently while everyone’s hopes died, subject to his eldest brother’s uninspected need to destroy.   
 
    Uninspected. He’d read of the word in this context in the Vestal’s library in Adonnai. A wielder becomes slave to his every uninspected decision or action.  
 
    This was the essence of the problem they faced in their eternity: a purpose given, invested—implanted in the fibers of their immortal construction—and acted upon without conscious decision or choice.  
 
    Before coming to the Realms of Light, they’d never thought to question their purpose, their own determinism over it, or even whether it was a purpose worth pursuing. They had never inspected it. And any decision, gone uninspected, has the potential to trap one into an unawareness of intent.  
 
    KNOW the effect you intend to create. It was a wielder’s First Law, but Pelas thought it applied to every aspect of existence. 
 
    Suddenly, he knew exactly how to best help Tanis and the others. 
 
    He accelerated towards the aurora that was the world’s tear.  
 
    The magnetic deconstruction of T’khendar’s fabric was resulting in an interplay of light against charged particles which extended the full width of the sky, easily two hundred miles, yet the tear itself might’ve been a quarter of that.  
 
    The closer he came to the tear, the greater the magnetic resistance. He perceived as well the irradiated plasma of solar wind seeping through the planet’s eroding magnetosphere. His immortal construction simply absorbed these phenomena and dispersed or deconstructed them into harmless, inert matter in his wake.  
 
    Beyond the tear, Rinokh hovered, a giant mass of dark matter, his own event horizon—and beyond him, Chaos.  
 
    Pelas couldn’t see his brother through the aurora, but he could perceive his hulking form beyond the planet’s magnetic tides, and for the first time since Rinokh’s shell had been unmade, he could also perceive his mind.   
 
    Brother. 
 
    Pelasommáyurek. His eldest brother’s mental voice always carried the tang of reproach. Long has it been since I felt any of your thoughts. Where be you? 
 
    Inside the degenerating world. 
 
    Splendid. Begin your unmaking from that side and we’ll meet in the gas of its remains. 
 
    Rinokh…have you ever considered that perhaps this world should remain? 
 
    What nonsense is this? 
 
    Darshan and I have been considering it. 
 
    That is the problem with both of you—too much time thinking instead of doing. Cease your itinerant dallying and return to the task at hand. 
 
    Well…it had been worth a try. 
 
    Carefully guarding his thoughts, Pelas replied, There is some kind of interference here, brother. A strange ridge in the magnetic tide. I think it’s keeping the world from tearing open. Perhaps…if you came closer, we could focus together upon this point and make faster work of it. 
 
    Rinokh harrumphed his irritation. 
 
    Pelas needed him closer, and he needed him off the actual energy ridge he’d been focusing his attention upon.   
 
    He felt his brother’s approach as a pressure flattening the magnetic tide, creating his own inverse bubble in the planet’s magnetosphere. In concert with this, Pelas saw a spot of darkness growing larger beyond the magnetic aurora. This is what he needed most—a direct line of sight upon his brother’s form. 
 
    Pelas hovered, bracing himself for the physics that would come into play upon carrying out his intent. 
 
    The great swath of dark energy that was Rinokh grew larger beyond the shimmering veil. I see no ridge here, Pelasommáyur— 
 
    Pelas threw his net.  
 
    Boundlessly pliable, capable of containing the riotous energy of a star, the field snapped closed around Rinokh with a flash.    
 
    He hadn’t been certain it would reach his brother through the planet’s magnetic field, but he saw it contract to Rinokh’s darkness in the same moment that his brother growled, Pelas, what is this you do? 
 
    Pelas hovered beyond the aurora wearing an immortal smile. Honestly, brother. You should know I cannot unmake the world from within, even were I so inclined, which I’m not. 
 
    You always were a vexsome youth! 
 
     Rinokh struggled against the plasma field Pelas had secured around him. Beyond the shimmering tides of the planet, a small star contracted and bloomed, bloomed and contracted, but the doughy platelet had his brother well contained.  
 
    He would be able to unmake it, of course, once he figured out that he couldn’t sear through it, which, knowing his brother’s obstinate nature, might take a week or two.  In the very least, he’d bought them all some time. 
 
    And in the best case… 
 
    Pelas had no idea how to do what he wanted to do, but he knew very clearly what he wanted to do. KNOW the effect you intend to create. 
 
    Pelas got to work mending the tear. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Much later, he hung poised in T’khendar’s outer atmosphere, in that place of paucity where space merged with the planet’s gasses. He hovered just inside the thin magnetic membrane, feeling ice crystallizing on his wings and chill vapor in his lungs, and listening to the cacophony of starsong mingled with the churning roar of Rinokh’s storm miles below him. 
 
    He couldn’t help wondering when he’d truly crossed the point of no return. Was it in defying Rinokh to repair T’khendar’s tear? Was it in binding with Tanis, in defiance of all his brothers? Was it in choosing to pursue the creation of beauty and experience in that realm, almost from the moment he’d entered it? Or was it in entering the realm at all and abandoning his role in Chaos by so doing? 
 
    He also couldn’t help wondering: in any or all of this, was he defying their Maker or merely continuing upon his own inevitable path of self-discovery? Could a being—mortal or otherwise—remain eternally blind to the existence of his own self-determined purpose? 
 
    He wondered what Darshan would say with his newfound views on humanity’s purpose. He wondered more what his brother might be able to do to help. 
 
    He reached for Darshan’s thoughts. I need to see you. 
 
    While he waited for his brother’s reply, Pelas dove down towards the storm, spiraling through a silver webwork of magnetic fractures toward the gelatinous glow stained by the ionic char of a bleeding world.  
 
    He’d painted a sky like that once, long ago, when Darshan had driven him into a fury. He’d layered within that pigmented firmament all of his rage over the mastication of his brotherly allegiance into a pulp of betrayal, telling the story of their fractured fellowship in churned clouds and raining ash. 
 
    That might’ve been the last time he’d thought of Darshan with endearment, even as corroded as his affections had become by then. Still, while painting Darshan’s broken troth into the variegated clouds, a part of him had mourned their lost communion. 
 
    Where? came Darshan’s reply, alacritous and unconditional.  
 
    For a moment, Pelas couldn’t respond, he was so choked at Darshan’s willing reception to his call after so many decades of vehement estrangement.  
 
    Pelas closed his eyes against the wind. Anywhere you choose. 
 
    He perceived Darshan weaving him into the construct of his mind then, as he’d always done for them in the Void. Since the beginning of time, it seemed, Darshan had sketched the canvas for their conversations, crafting his own version of the Adept Dreamscape.  
 
    It had been centuries since Darshan had welcomed Pelas into his thoughts; centuries since Pelas would have been willing to be there. Long years of intimacy lost between them. Pelas had resigned himself to this loss. 
 
    Resigned himself? By Chaos born! He’d sworn he would never reach to his brother in amity ever again!  
 
    Yet here they were now. Not because he’d been broken or bound, degraded or subjugated to Darshan’s will, but in parity, with camaraderie, under the most improbable circumstances imaginable.  
 
    Darshan spread his canvas and drew Pelas within it, whereupon the latter found himself standing beneath the dome of a gazebo, gazing between limestone columns at distant, rolling hills and vineyards painted in the bold wash of autumn’s kiss.  
 
    Beyond these but still close enough to imagine their chill, snowy mountains sketched in charcoal and white peered among the thunderheads of a storm. 
 
    Pelas turned and saw his brother leaning against a column, clad in loose linen and gazing off over the painted hills. Pelas regarded the scene bemusedly. “Is this the Solvayre?” 
 
    “Yes. Kjieran likes it here.” Darshan turned his head and looked Pelas over, whereupon a faint smile touched his lips, reminiscent of ages past. “It’s been quite some time since you trod the canvas of my mind.” 
 
    “I was just thinking that.” Pelas pushed hands in his pockets and joined his brother in gazing out across the sloping hillside.  
 
    In the distance, a terra-cotta roofed villa sat amid burnished vineyards at the end of a drive framed by the slender spires of cypress trees. Such villas were more plentiful than mushrooms, there in Agasan’s famous wine-growing region, yet this one seemed special somehow, unique. His brother had painted it in sunlight.  
 
    “This is…different.” Pelas aimed a curious look at Darshan. “Is the landscape part of the new you? I was expecting something stormier.” 
 
    “Chaos makes Kjieran uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Kjieran again.” Pelas tilted his head at him. “I saw the truthreader in your thoughts moons ago…what am I missing here?” 
 
    Darshan nodded towards a figure who was just then approaching over a rise, whereupon his expression changed completely—astonishingly.  
 
    Pelas swung a stare at the man. “Who is that?” 
 
    Darshan exhaled a slow sigh. “That is Kjieran.”   
 
    Pelas worked fast to make sense of everything he was perceiving of his brother’s thoughts. “I thought Kjieran van Stone immolated himself.” 
 
    “That is unfortunately true.” 
 
    Pelas studied the approaching Adept. He had a lean, fey look to him, with dark hair just brushing his shoulders and straight brows shading colorless eyes. Pelas could easily see why his brother was attracted to him.  
 
    But if Kjieran van Stone was dead…why was his doppelganger traipsing freely around the canvas of Darshan’s mind? 
 
    Kjieran stopped before the two of them and smiled. He handed Darshan an apple. “Here, I just picked this.”  
 
    “Thank you.” Darshan studied the apple while Pelas studied Kjieran. “Kjieran, this is my brother Pelas.” 
 
    “Of course he is.” Kjieran offered his hand and a wide smile. He was quite a good-looking man of perhaps twenty and five…or at least, that’s how his brother was painting him, there in the canvas of his thoughts. 
 
    Pelas freely admitted he was grappling to understand. He clasped wrists with the truthreader, staring at him, perceiving him, trying to see around some illusion or craft.  
 
    He scanned every inch of the being standing before him, then speared a stare at his brother. “Is he real?” 
 
    “You tell me, Pelas. Neither Kjieran nor I have been able to decide.” Darshan studied the apple in his hand with a furrow between his brows. “I am either mad…or I have bound Kjieran’s immortal soul to mine against his consent. I’m not sure which truth I now find more unpalatable.” 
 
     As Pelas processed this startling truth, some things became clear, while others grew more obscure. “Forgive me if this sounds callous, but you’re truly not crafting him?”  
 
    Darshan lifted his gaze off over the hills. “I created this construct to give Kjieran a place to exist. Better that than having him haunting my dreams…or me haunting his.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that I dream, actually.” Kjieran was studying Pelas as interestedly as Pelas was studying him. “I only knew myself as myself when your brother summoned me to his dreams. That is…” his eyes shifted to Darshan, demure, solicitous. “That is, until he brought me here.” 
 
     Pelas had to keep reminding himself that stranger things had happened, even if he was having difficulty thinking of any examples in that moment. He asked Kjieran as gently as he could, “You didn’t go into the Returning?” 
 
    “It appears not.” Darshan pocketed his apple. “Kjieran, would you give me a few minutes with my brother?” 
 
    “Of course, my lord.” Kjieran offered Pelas a smile of parting and started off. 
 
    But Darshan caught his arm. When Kjieran looked inquiringly back to him, Pelas saw in his earnest expression all of the innocent beauty that made truthreaders so unique among the Adept race, the same innocence that had immediately endeared Tanis to him. 
 
    Darshan cupped Kjieran’s face and slowly ran his thumb along his lower lip. His eyes were sensuously dark. “I am not sending you away.” 
 
    Kjieran smiled, and in this far from innocent smile, he revealed more to Pelas about their relationship than any words could’ve conveyed. “Nor am I leaving, my lord.” He glanced unabashedly to Pelas then, even though after the potency of that exchange, Pelas had expected him to be blushing, and took his leave.  
 
    Pelas joined his brother in frowning as they watched Kjieran walking down the path. “I knew his loss had changed you,” he said quietly. “I know I even said as much to torment you, but I never truly imagined…” Pelas laid a hand on Darshan’s shoulder. “You’re in love with him?”  
 
    Darshan turned a darkly meditative gaze to meet his. “For Kjieran, I have spared this world.” 
 
    Pelas sank back against the opposite column, wordless. Yet somehow, he wasn’t surprised, for it made sense of his brother’s miraculous change of heart. “You must have reason to believe he’ll be able to Return.”  
 
    Darshan watched Kjieran until he vanished below the lip of the hill. “Socotra called us vortices.” He shifted his gaze to Pelas by way of invitation and started off along the path around the gazebo. 
 
    “Socotra?” Pelas pushed off the column after him. “My Socotra?” 
 
    “By all accounts, a fascinating woman.” Darshan gave him the ghost of a smile. “I understand now the attraction you had for her.” 
 
    Kjieran, Socotra…Pelas was beginning to feel as if his brother was dragging him behind his chariot, where each new unfolding fact bounced and careened him haphazardly without giving him time to recover from the last one. “Whatever possessed you to visit Socotra Isio?”  
 
    Darshan eyed him broodingly. “In one of my dreams, you said I needed to get out into the world.” 
 
    “Ah, this again.” Pelas chuckled and shook his head. Understanding colored his amusement now. “I wasn’t intruding on your dreams. You have my word. Though I wish that I had been. To take credit for this miraculous change in you would be quite the feather in my cap.” 
 
    Darshan grunted. 
 
    “So you went to the Sormitáge and sought out their foremost Sobra scholar…what did you learn from her?” 
 
    Darshan was strolling with his hands in his pockets, posing a relaxed figure against the backdrop of green hills, dark mountains and blue sky. But Pelas was sharing his mind. He knew this idyll was merely a veneer glossing over his brother’s deep-seated unrest.   
 
    “It appears that I am holding Kjieran on this plane.” Darshan met his gaze for a moment, conveying in their meeting of eyes the panoply of discordant truths he now recognized. “We are bound. I watched him die—watched him betraying me in the doing, and in every moment of it I was powerless to stop him. Even so, I was unwilling to let him go. I never imagined I could actually prevent his soul’s departure when I’d been so impotent in preventing his suicide.”   
 
    He stopped at a fork in the path and frowned towards an adjoining valley. “Socotra didn’t know of any way to release Kjieran back into the Returning. She advised me to speak to the Prophetess.” 
 
    “Isabel?” Pelas blew out his disbelief. “It’s provident I didn’t kill her then, isn’t it?” He stared, wide-eyed, at his brother. 
 
    Darshan arched brows. “Many things I might once have cursed have proven provident, in view of new perspectives.” He started down the path to the right. 
 
    Pelas watched his brother’s steps as Darshan descended the stony path in front of him. “If Isabel can help you, and I—” Pelas pushed a hand through his hair, “Darshan, I believe that she can. Why didn’t you come to T’khendar with us?” 
 
    The path turned to follow a rushing stream, which tumbled down the hillside to funnel into a shaded pool a hundred paces or so below. Pelas followed the line of his brother’s attention and saw Kjieran crouching by the rocks. 
 
    When Darshan looked back to him, devastation shadowed his gaze. “When I bound Kjieran to me, it was because I wanted to share eternity with him.” 
 
    Pelas read the meaning in his brother’s eyes, heard both the strains of harmony and disharmony which this truth represented to him. Darshan didn’t need to say he’d sought Kjieran on some level to replace his bond with Pelas, any more than Pelas needed to tell Darshan that such a truth in part resided in his desire to bind with Tanis.  
 
    They’d been birthed together, the four of them, to provide the balance to creation. Yet within their brotherhood, Darshan and Pelas somehow also balanced Shail and Rinokh.  
 
    Darshan had once said to Pelas that they were too alike. Pelas had been unwilling to see that truth at the time, but now he better understood the congruity they provided each other. 
 
    Perceiving these understandings forming in Pelas’s thoughts, Darshan exhaled a slow sigh and looked back to Kjieran. “Unlike when you and Tanis bound yourselves to each other, it didn’t occur to me at the time that Kjieran might not want to share eternity with me.” 
 
    That’s when Pelas finally understood—though he found this truth the most shocking thus far. “You—” it was so out of character for his brother that he could barely form the words, “you want to earn his love?” 
 
    Darshan looked to him sharply. “I would like to be deserving of it.” 
 
    Pelas barely breathed out, “By Chaos born, Darshan.”  
 
    It took a long moment to rein in his disbelief. Finally, once it had found its rhythm with the pace of undeniable truth, Pelas took his brother’s hand and stared at it, thinking of the symbolism of joined hands, blood oaths and bindings, and how these rituals were representations of a connection he and Darshan had known since the beginning of their existence.  
 
    Then he lifted his eyes to meet his brother’s gaze. He saw conflict there, and sincerity, and above all else, love for the bright being standing by the pool below.  
 
    Pelas exhaled a slow breath. “In all of our millennia…I don’t think I’ve ever loved you more.” 
 
    The ghost of a smile teased on Darshan’s lips. He slipped a hand around Pelas’s head and pressed a kiss roughly to his temple. Then he murmured tightly against his brow, “I never thought Kjieran could forgive me, until I received your forgiveness…and dared thereafter to imagine it possible.” 
 
    They stood like that for a space out of time, listening to the resonance of their congruity chiming in the vast distances between the stars. Then Darshan stepped back and looked Pelas over. “But you sought me out for counsel, not to counsel me.” 
 
    Pelas smiled wonderingly. Then he summoned to mind the reasons he’d called him. “There are things you need to know.” 
 
    He told him what he’d witnessed in T’khendar, of the imminent danger of Rinokh degrading the realm’s fabric; and he told him of Alorin’s welds and what he and Tanis were setting out to do.  
 
    “You know our eldest,” Pelas said in the last. “How ossified his mind has become, how obstinate his will. If he penetrates T’khendar, he won’t stop until he’s unmade all of the Realms of Light.”  
 
    Pelas studied Darshan’s thoughts as much as the frown he was presenting. He gripped his arm. “They need you, brother. You could stop Rinokh—perhaps you alone in this universe can.” 
 
    Darshan heard these words behind a deep and contemplative gaze. Then he started off down the path again. “And then there is Shailabanáchtran.” 
 
    That was all that needed to be said for each of them to understand the complexity of the problem that their youngest brother posed. Eldest and youngest, eating away at the structure of the realm from varied ends, with Darshan and Pelas at the interior.  
 
    Darshan eyed him darkly upon this thought. “Yes, there is an ironic symmetry at work here.” He continued down the path pensively. “I concede we were never meant to know these worlds. And in this, I concede we must repair the damage we’ve wrought upon them, but I have the detritus of my own massacres to administer and repair ere I can assist in correcting others.’” 
 
    Pelas wasn’t sure what cleaning up this detritus entailed, but he understood Darshan’s need to make right what wrongs he could. Would that he could see a way to repair more of his own.  
 
    This didn’t solve their immediate problems, however. 
 
    “No,” his brother agreed, easily lifting this thought from their shared canvas. He ruminated on this as they continued their descent down the hill and offered after a time, “Ean sees the future.”  
 
    Pelas could sense that he intended this truth to be of help, though he couldn’t immediately see what it had to do with him.  
 
    “He calls them patterns of consequence. One such hovers prominently at the forefront of his thoughts in nearly every waking moment. I have seen it, inspected it, sought also to understand it.”  
 
    The path dropped away before them. Darshan stepped from boulder to boulder three times in alternating descent. Pelas stepped over the ledge and landed in a light crouch. Straightening at his brother’s side, they headed off again.  
 
    Darshan murmured, “You told me you were learning to read the mortal tapestry.”   
 
    “Yes.” Pelas was wondering where his brother was heading with all of this. 
 
    “This is where I’m heading, Pelas.” Darshan impressed upon his mind the pattern of consequence he’d been speaking of, such that it became indelible in Pelas’s memory also. “If you can find this pattern represented in the mortal tapestry, it may lead you to a view of the future such as only you or I can see.” 
 
    Only you or I…  
 
    Darshan was telling him that Ean’s pattern of consequence could possibly lead them to understand what Shail was really doing, which would allow them to finally leap ahead of him.  
 
    Pelas gazed admiringly at his older brother. “I will search for it at once.”  
 
    Back in the living realm where his dragon body flew, Pelas sensed he was getting closer to the storm and knew his time with Darshan was growing short. In return for the pattern Darshan had shown him, Pelas offered the image of Rinokh’s storm. 
 
    His brother’s gaze immediately darkened. 
 
    Pelas studied him quietly. “Darshan…why do you think our Maker hid these worlds from us?” 
 
    Darshan focused back upon Pelas. “You said to me because He wanted them to persist.” 
 
    “I thought that originally, but now…having seen the actual effects of our unmaking,” he frowned at the memory, “now I’m beginning to think otherwise.”  
 
    Pelas took Darshan’s hand and placed it across his heart, pressed beneath his own. He willed him to feel what he felt, to see not only what he’d seen but how dramatically the seeing had reshaped his intent.  
 
    “Brother…I think He hid these worlds from us so we wouldn’t feel guilt in carrying out our purpose. Because seeing all of this…” he pressed his lips together and shook his head, “I don’t know that I could ever choose that path again.” 
 
    Darshan’s expression grew clouded. After a moment, he exhaled a long, slow breath. “You’ve given me much to think upon, Pelas.” 
 
    “I hope so.” Pelas embraced him, adding low at his ear, “But don’t think too long upon it. We might have all the time in the world, but the world doesn’t.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thirty 
 
      
 
    “There is nothing wrong with a man that death can’t cure.” 
 
      
 
    –Stefan val Tryst, Duke of Morwyk 
 
      
 
    Huddled in his tent, the spy clamped a hand over the ring he’d just donned and focused his thoughts into a spear towards the mind on the other end of the bonded line. Master... 
 
    He waited a full ten minutes before his master answered him, sounding terse and irritable. What is it now? 
 
    Master you asked me to alert you when the prince reached the fortress.  
 
    And? 
 
    The Saldarian mercenaries we sent to capture him failed.  
 
    What’s this? The warlord told me nothing of this failure. 
 
    Which fact the spy found unsurprising. The warlord knew better than to give his master bad news.  
 
    Even so, their efforts fell short. The prince’s army is now encamped around the fortress. The warlord gave him an ultimatum he could not refuse. He’ll be surrendering at dawn. 
 
    Surrendering? The spy could have hung a cloak on his master’s dubiety. A prince of the val Lorian line—surrendering? Dark, dubious mirth floated to him. You’re being played for a fool.   
 
    It is common knowledge in the camp, master. I can only report what I’ve observed— 
 
    His master cut him off sharply, You can report the truth to me or nothing at all!  
 
    The reprimand pierced through the spy’s mind like a spear laced with fire. He barely stifled a cry. I don’t know what else the prince is planning, master, he mentally whimpered. I’m not privy to his circles. I know only what is common knowledge among the men. 
 
    Then what use are you to me? The daggers of his master’s irritation stabbed the spy’s mind. He wiped tears from his eyes and found blood on his fingers. 
 
     Inhaling shakily, he kept his thoughts closely quartered—he knew better than to answer a rhetorical question from a man like this master.  
 
    Still, when the mind at the other end of the bonded line seemed to have wandered afield of their conversation, the spy asked timidly, What is your will, master? 
 
    A ponderous silence ensued, reminiscent of a building thunderstorm.  
 
    Finally, he replied, Inform the warlord to have the shipment ready, and tell him that whatever games he’s playing with these Converted, they had best not impede his business with me—or he and I will have more than words to exchange. I will handle this myself, lest I suffocate from the miasma of your incompetence.  
 
    He severed the connection abruptly. 
 
    The spy exhaled a tremulous breath, tugged the ring off his finger and hid it away where none would find it. Then he grabbed a small dagger and pushed out of his sleeping quarters and into the dark night beyond. 
 
    “Where be you going?” snarled the old man who was sitting before the tent’s outer flaps, sewing a boot. He was the master of the spy’s days as much as the others were masters of his nights.  
 
    The spy held up his dagger. “To do what no man can do for me.” 
 
    The old man spied him suspiciously with one wrinkled eye shut, the other pushed wide. “There be latrines for that business.”  
 
    “I’ll dig my own for the grace of privacy, thank you.” He pushed past the old man and headed into the night. 
 
    His mind was still bleeding from the spear of his master’s skepticism, yet, looking around as he walked through the camp, the spy saw nothing to disabuse him of the information he’d reported. Most of the prince’s men were asleep, with only the usual number on watch. No one was making any unusual preparations.  
 
    The spy darted between two tents and off across a wide expanse of long grass towards the trees. He nodded to the sentries standing watch halfway between the forest and the camp, waggled his dagger meaningfully, and upped his speed to the trees.  
 
    He maneuvered through the forest on a path he’d memorized the day before, counting steps and turns, trusting to his memory rather than what meager starlight bled through the forest canopy. 
 
    As he saw the gnarled trunk of a specific elm tree, he gripped the hilt of his little dagger and focused on the mind at the other end of the bonded line. I’m coming. Send the man for me. 
 
    He crouched in the shadow of the elm for many minutes until a dark form stepped out of the tree. Then he straightened quickly.  
 
    The Nodefinder grabbed his arm and dragged him across the leis. 
 
    A breath of disorientation resolved through a lump in the spy’s stomach into the stormy insides of the fortress’s node chamber.  
 
    Carved obsidian skulls encircled every inch of the five-sided columns, which thrust upwards to impale the chamber’s groin-vaulted ceiling. The shadow-eels that concealed the arches undulated, seething with malice. As always, the spy shuddered upon seeing them. 
 
    He swallowed and looked to the Nodefinder. “Where is he?” 
 
    The man scrubbed at a bulbous nose, red with sores. “Am I his keeper?” He slunk off, shoulders hunched against the deadly shadows swirling among the vaults of the ceiling. 
 
    After a lengthy search—made the more so for the lack of a single man who could or would tell him where the warlord was—the spy found his quarry stalking the ramparts, shouting curses.  
 
    A clump of guards stood at the edge of a bastion, muttering amongst themselves, clearly unwilling to take up their watch positions on that portion of the wall.  
 
    “What’s his problem?” the spy asked the closest of them. 
 
    The Saldarian adjusted his helmet to sit better on his greasy head. “You wanna know, go ask him.” 
 
    The spy gave him a black look and pushed past the knot of soldiers. 
 
    “Your life,” one of them called after him. 
 
    “Ten says he ain’t gonna see the dawn,” another said.  
 
    “I wouldn’t waste a farthing on that bet.”   
 
    The spy could feel their eyes on his back as he walked a patchwork of light and darkness from torch to torch. No light yet shone in the east, but the stars were beginning to fade. The spy had to be back before dawn. 
 
    The warlord stalked a predatory section of the wall, turning abruptly shy of the torchlight at each end, tracing the boundaries of an invisible cage.  
 
    He wore only his cloak of finger and toe bones—a macabre contraption that clattered eerily with every motion, reminiscent of graveyard ward posts and a shaman’s staff—over his Merdanti black flesh. His words, shouted to the heavens on a rasping voice, echoed with a viper’s rattle. 
 
    Only a madman berated the stars, but the spy was used to dealing with madmen. They were chockablock to the chin in his line of work. 
 
    He paused just inside the torchlight, the better for the warlord to recognize him. The man had a tendency to strike at anything coming towards him, for he conceived of all as foes. 
 
    “Raliax,” the spy called into the night.  
 
    Occasionally the warlord would still answer to his name, mostly in lucid moments when the madness of his transformation wasn’t upon him too viciously. Sometimes the name alone would recall him to a place faintly resembling rationality, if not entirely to the fields of reason. 
 
    The warlord spun at the address, cloak of bones riling. Wholly black eyes looked over the spy. He felt them examining his composite parts, separating blood, water and bone, seeing not a man but a living organism quite alien to his own composition.  
 
    “What do you want?” Raliax spun away in a riffling of bones, muttering again. 
 
    “The wielder is coming. You’re to have his shipment ready.” 
 
     “Ready. Ready?” He speared a black glare over his shoulder. “Ready-ready-ready-ready. Ready, master! Oh-oh-oh, ready, are we? Are we ready?” 
 
    Abruptly he stood nose to nose with the spy.  
 
    The latter drew back with a sharp intake of breath. 
 
    “Reeeaaaaaddddyyyyyy,” Raliax hissed, black eyes boring into the spy’s beneath the hairless protrusion of his brow. Starlight glimmered off his lumpy bald head. He was hardly recognizable as the man he’d once been. “He didn’t ask if I was ready. No asking, just the taking. The taking…the dying.” 
 
    Even being in the same room with an eidola made a man acutely aware of his own mortality, of what a fragile grace death could be when compared to the living hell of conscription to a golem halflife.  
 
    But standing close enough to a macabre thing separated from living breath, without heartbeat or blood in its veins, yet obviously animated by some dark energy, speaking and moving as though still alive…these were not moments a man easily set aside in the vast storehouse of his experience. The spy often had nightmares about the creature standing before him—most often that he’d become one. 
 
    “What’s done is done.” He shoved the warlord out of his face, suppressing a shudder. The spy’s protesting muscles felt like they were shoving off a granite wall. “Quit your infernal moping. Your heart was rotted long before he raised you from the dead. No one cares.” 
 
    Looking up sullenly beneath his shadowed brow, the warlord snarl-rattled, “I care.”  
 
    “He’ll make you suffer worse if you anger him. Our master thinks the prince’s plans to surrender are a ruse. You must take preventive steps.” 
 
    “No-no-no-no-no-no!” The warlord thrummed a ratcheting protest. “Let him defy me and they all die. Die on my walls. Die below. Die above. Die in blood. Die-die-die!” He spun into another bout of pacing, shouting curses interspersed with Trell val Lorian and dieprinceydie. 
 
    The spy exhaled with exaggerated patience. “Raliax!”  
 
    The name that time brought instant silence and a brimstone stare.  
 
    The spy held to his patience and courage in equal portions. “The wielder is coming here,” he said slowly, as if to a child. “He wants the villagers prepared for travel. Have you done that?”  
 
    Raliax stalked towards him in footfalls of heavy stone. He stopped an inch from the spy’s nose. “I could tear your arms from your body, rip your legs off at the knees, and bite through your bones.” 
 
    The spy held the warlord’s black-eyed gaze, though he felt quivery inside. “If the prince’s army interferes with the wielder’s shipment,” he managed, sounding more calm than he felt, “he’ll have you on his table, Merdanti flesh or no.” 
 
    The warlord drew back at this. He appeared suddenly quite lucid, which was somehow more disturbing to witness.  
 
    His lips spread in a grim, grotesque smile of black-ridged bone. “The saintly Trell val Lorian will not risk five hundred souls for pride or honor.” He sounded very much the Saldarian leader he’d once been, suddenly. “I don’t need the likes of you to advise me in matters of war. The prince will come, and I will have my reckoning.”   
 
    Hearing the eloquent inflection of the Saldarian nobility coming out of that visage sent a chill coursing down the spy’s spine. He wetted his lips. “The wielder wants the prince alive and unsullied,” he reminded him. 
 
    Raliax barked a caustic laugh, threw open his arms and demanded of the heavens, “What more can he do to me?”  
 
    The inhuman cry roused gooseflesh on the spy’s entire body.  
 
    Abruptly Raliax affixed a cold stone hand around the spy’s throat and pulled his face close, nearly nose to nose with his own, near enough for the spy to see a dark glimmer in the depths of the warlord’s eyes—either that, or the choking hand was already pushing stars before his vision.  
 
    He pressed his cold mouth against the spy’s ear. “I feel nothing,” he whispered in a voice deceptively human, softly absent of the clattering ratchet brought about by words forced through petrified vocal cords. “Not the breath in my lungs or the beating of my heart. The sun is a cold thing in the sky. Touch, taste…they shun my advances. Lust abhors me. My flesh parts only to Merdanti, and even then I cannot feel the blade.”  
 
    He released the spy’s throat to stroke his fingers down his face instead. The mockery of intimacy made the spy shudder.  
 
    “He did this to me.” Raliax’s gaze instilled fear so deeply that the spy’s insides quivered. “He hauled me back from a clean death to enslave me in this hell. So I tell you…” he finished, still with that ghostly, almost-human voice, “if my actions anger him, I. Don’t. Care.” 
 
    Two palms thrust into the spy’s chest sent him flying backwards. He hit the stones, tumbled, rolled to a stop just shy of the knot of watching guards. Not a one bent to help him to his feet. 
 
    The warlord aimed a demon stare at him. “Dare to come here again, and by the dark power that fuels me, you will see the same fate.” He spun in a rattle of his bone cloak and stalked back down the wall. 
 
    Shaken, the spy struggled to stand, straightened his garments before the we-told-you-so and be-grateful-you-got-off-easy stares of the guards, and made a hasty retreat down the bastion stairs. Hours passed before he’d stopped trembling. He did not sleep that night, nor would he for many nights thereafter. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Trell had just roused from a couple hours’ sleep and departed his sleeping quarters, only to find Rami stretched out across the corridor. The boy scrambled to his feet as Trell emerged. 
 
    “Sidi, one of the al-Amir’s sentries is waiting outside for you.” 
 
    Trell immediately turned and headed for the front of his tent. 
 
    “I would’ve woken you,” the boy said, chasing after him while rubbing his eyes, “but Prince Lamodaar threatened to cut my throat if I woke you before the dawn, and my mother taught me to listen to my elders, especially when they’re capable of carrying out their threats without even the repercussions of conscience, and which certainly applies to Rolan Lamodaar, so I thought perhaps it was best if—” 
 
    Trell angled a smile over his shoulder. “I’m not upset, Rami.” 
 
    “Balé, Sidi. I thank the Seventeen for you daily.” 
 
    “Hopefully you’re praying to them for me, too.” 
 
    “By the hour, Sidi,” the boy expressed fervently. 
 
    Outside, Trell found Lazar’s sentry waiting beside his two guards. The former straightened to attention as Trell emerged. “A’dal, may I have a word?” 
 
    Trell motioned him inside and followed after him through the flaps. “What news?” 
 
    The sentry paused to report, “The al-Amir told us to be alert for anyone leaving camp and to follow them secretly if we saw someone. A man passed my partner and me—was about two turns of the glass ago now. We followed him into the trees, taking care he didn’t see us, as the al-Amir ordered, and we watched him vanish into an elm.” 
 
    “Vanish into a tree?”   
 
    “In Jai’Gar’s holy name, I swear it.”  
 
    “And you know which tree?” 
 
    “Assuredly, A’dal.” 
 
    Trell broke into a wide smile. They’d found their spy at last. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thirty-one 
 
      
 
    “What is possible is the domain of mortals.  
 
    Ours is the business of gods.” 
 
      
 
    –The Adept Nodefinder Voss di Alera, 
 
    to Cristien Tagliaferro  
 
      
 
    Tanis emerged through Khanjar’s portal into glaring daylight. The sun’s rays always seemed brighter and harsher in the desert, especially after spending all day in the inter-dimensional half-light of the Pattern of the World, and even more so from atop the butte where his uncle had built his command center.  
 
    As he walked away from the portal, Tanis pushed his hair from his eyes and scanned the heavens, but Pelas was nowhere in sight. 
 
    Where are you?   
 
    A moment’s pause, and then his bond-brother replied across their binding, Somewhere between the ninth and seventeenth meridians. 
 
    I’ll pretend that means something to me. 
 
    Pelas’s mental chuckle floated to him. I’ll be there shortly. 
 
    Tanis puffed a weary exhale and sank down on an obsidian bench to wait. He set his satchel in his lap, wishing it might’ve held a tasty snack instead of Pelas’s clothing.  
 
    He missed being in Shadow, where he could conjure a meal upon a whim, or better yet, have Sinárr do it for him. It didn’t matter that the food wasn’t real. It had always sated his hunger—or at least he believed that it had, which was practically the same thing. 
 
    Because he’d been flying with Pelas all night, Tanis had been forced to run to make his morning meeting on the Pattern of the World and had therefore missed breakfast. Then the Eltanese had been adamant that they finish the grid the four of them had been dredging, so Tanis had missed lunch. His stomach was holding him in high treason. 
 
    He was still on the world grid when Pelas contacted him to say that he was heading back. Tanis knew the Eltanese would want to see him in the form, but because he wanted to surprise them with the truth, he’d had to do some serious finagling to get them to follow him.  
 
    The lad pressed palms to tired eyes and suppressed a yawn. All things considered, he’d done good work that day. His anchor hadn’t slipped, even when Jude overshot his aim and bounced off a ley line into the aether.  
 
    But then, his mother had taught him how to construct his anchors, and Tanis doubted even the Great Master could cast a shadow over Isabel’s skill. 
 
    Anchoring to the pattern of the world was like pinning your attention to a particular point in a room, kind of the way you could keep your eye on a pretty girl at a party, even while circulating around and talking to others.  
 
    But a Nodefinder’s anchor had the added complexity of pinning something mental to something physical when the two were not of the same order of thing. Where they achieved symbiosis, where they connected, was that both the pattern’s physicality and the Nodefinder’s intent were formed of the same second strand energy.  
 
    It was important in establishing an anchor that such understanding informed a Nodefinder’s actions. Tanis could attach his anchors innately and had done so many times that day, but he knew he needed to understand the procedure both in practice and in theory—because very soon, he was going to be anchoring himself and three others on Alorin’s pattern, where they wouldn’t have harnesses if they lost consciousness, where they would be dredging lines into the aether between dimensions, and where his every choice would mean the difference between life and death.  
 
    The Eltanese were understandably apprehensive about his skills. They would be entrusting him with their lives, after all. So the four of them were spending as much time on T’khendar’s pattern as they could, building bonds of trust while Tanis built a foundation of experiential data, all within the safety zone of harnesses that would rescue any of them if things went awry. 
 
    “…don’t get why they’ll swarm the welds.” Jude was scratching his head as he and Gadovan stepped through the portal gate. 
 
    “It’s like the Second Vestal explained, Jude. As soon as we reconnect one of these welds to Shadow, the Powers That Be will notice what we’re doing. That’s why he said we have to be ready to face considerable opposition.” 
 
    Jude’s hand hung in his unruly auburn hair. “Yeah…I hear you, but I still don’t get it.” 
 
    “Criim, Jude, were you listening at all?” Gadovan led his cousin over to where Tanis was sitting. “Maybe you can explain it to him better, Tanis.” 
 
    Tanis shaded his eyes with his hand as he looked up at Jude. “It’s because the cosmic Balance is really just an equilibrium of energies constantly tugging and pulling on each other. By reopening the channels between Shadow and the Realms of Light, we’re going to be doing a lot of tugging and pulling in one direction. Basically, we’ll be shouting to the cosmos that we’re setting things to rights, and sort of pulling everything in on us at the same time.” 
 
    Jude sidestepped to block the sun from blinding Tanis’s eyes. “But we’ll be restoring Balance, Tanis, so why would it be like everyone is turning against us?” 
 
    Gadovan gave a frustrated exhale. “That’s not what the Vestal said—”  
 
    “That was the gist of his warning, Gad, you have to admit.” 
 
    Tanis tried to make the truth sound more encouraging than it really was. “Even though Balance will ultimately be restored by what we’re doing, the inertia that has been carrying the cosmos down a dwindling spiral still has to be overcome. That force will fight back at us.”  
 
    “Which will be evidenced by the arrival of those trying to stop us,” Gadovan emphasized. 
 
    “And then there are the opponents in the game playing out on the mortal tapestry,” said an arriving Mathias. “We mustn’t forget them. They’ll try to stop us because we’ll be interfering with their games, otherwise.”  
 
    “So, basically, people are going to be coming at us from all directions. That’s what you’re saying?” 
 
    His cousins nodded. 
 
    Jude blew out his breath. “Outstanding.” He squinted around at the soaring structures of solid obsidian. The sun shining through the volcanic glass glinted golden deep within the translucent stone. “Never can get used to this place—the whole bloody thing just raised right out of the rock?”  
 
    “Björn van Gelderan is a legend,” Mat said. “You think they just made everything up about him?” 
 
    “Well…yeah. It’s Illume Belliel.” 
 
    “Jude wasn’t there when the Vestal encased us all in celantias and disintegrated the floor to escape,” Gadovan reminded Mat.  
 
    “I wish I had been,” Jude said. 
 
    Mat snorted. “No you don’t. Getting stuck in celantias is hell.” He handed Tanis a wrapped linen bundle that was warm to the touch. “For you, lad. I noticed you were a little peaked during that last run.”  
 
    Tanis unwrapped the linen to find a sandwich of juicy roasted meat on a toasted bun hot from the oven. His eyes flew back to Mat’s. “You’re my hero.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely mine too, Mat.” Jude hugged Mathias sloppily. Mat absently shoved him away. 
 
    Gadovan shifted his gaze to Tanis. “So, we’re all collected, lad. What’s this important thing you have to show us?” 
 
    Devouring his sandwich with a fervor that would doubtless have elicited a raised eyebrow from his mother and probably a lecture from Madaé Giselle, Tanis murmured, “This way,” through a mouthful and walked them towards the obsidian wall. He cast the thought, Where are you? 
 
    Look up, little spy.   
 
    Tanis lifted his gaze to the heavens, instinctively knowing where to look for his bond-brother. The others followed his gaze. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Mathias moved in on Tanis’s right. 
 
    “Looks like it.” Gadovan joined his left. 
 
    Dagmar emerged from the shadows of the pavilion and noted them all staring up into the sky. “What do we have here?” He joined them also.  
 
    “Pelas is in the form,” Tanis told him. 
 
    “Whaaaaaaaat?” Jude shoved in between Mat and Tanis and stared out across the sea of dunes. “Where is he? Did I miss him?” 
 
    “I doubt even you could miss this, Jude,” Dagmar remarked.  
 
    Mathias moved down to give everyone room at the wall. “We’re talking about a dragon, remember?”  
 
    Dagmar nodded. “Yeah. A really big one.” 
 
    Whereupon all eyes affixed themselves to the speck of darkness rapidly growing larger as it speared down from on high. 
 
    Pelas’s Chaos form drank in the light without reflection, yet at the same time it shimmered with its own blue-black resonance, like starlight on the sea. Tanis had never seen anything so completely black outside of Shadow’s void. But what impressed him most about his bond-brother’s dragon form were the icicle spires slicing off of every plane.  
 
    Massive spires the size of ancient trees angled backwards from the foreplate of his elongated skull, while even larger ones formed a mane around his neck and along his spine. Other spires in varying lengths speared out from the planes of his arms, wings and body…all of them shedding power like Rafael dripped deyjiin.  
 
    Tanis envisioned those darkly formidable stalactites being formed by magnetic dust as the stars gave up their embers in unmaking. Pelas said he wasn’t far off the mark. He was still several miles distant, but these details of his form were already plain to the eye. 
 
    “So…they’re giant dragons, then.” Mathias was wearing an unreadable expression. Jude was staring in open-mouthed wonder. 
 
    “They were created to unmake stars, Mat.” Gadovan’s voice was low, threaded with wary respect. 
 
    “But Criim, Gad,” Mat threw him an incredulous look, “the thing’s got to be three hundred feet from nose to tail!” 
 
    Dagmar grunted. “More like five.” 
 
    “That’s what’s out there causing the storm?” Jude finally found his words. 
 
    “Rinokh is bigger than Pelas,” Tanis said absently. 
 
    Three sets of identical eyes locked onto him. 
 
    “Rinokh is the oldest,” the lad explained. “They keep growing as they unmake the cosmos…it’s some kind of differential Pelas tried to explain to me. Darshan is the only one close to Rinokh’s size.” 
 
    Like what you see, little spy? Pelas lifted a wing and dove into an impressive spiral. 
 
    Don’t vamp, Tanis chastised with a mental grin. They’re astounded enough as it is. 
 
    No, Tanis…this is for you. 
 
    Suddenly Pelas opened his mind to him and the lad knew the experience through Pelas’s perception—the whirling velocity of his spin; the wind electrifying his skin with magnetic resonance; the tension of the layered atmosphere supporting his flight; the air blasting around and beneath his wings and body, crystallizing with every exhalation. 
 
    “So…you’re bonded to…that,” Mat said. 
 
    “Bound, actually.” 
 
    Jude choked out, “Bound?”  
 
    “With the fifth?” Gadovan for once had lost his composure. He gaped openly at Tanis.   
 
    Tanis was still mostly hovering within Pelas’s awareness, so the conversation felt vague and slightly dreamlike to him. “What we call the Unbreakable Bond.” 
 
    Mathias regarded him in frank disbelief. “You’re bound forever and all time to an immortal birthed in Chaos?” 
 
    Tanis pulled at one ear. “Three, actually.” 
 
    Jude looked to Mathias. “Why would anyone need three unbreakable bonds?”  
 
    “Three immortals, you idiot,” Gadovan muttered. 
 
    “Technically, my binding with Sinárr isn’t eternal,” Tanis admitted, trying to focus on the conversation over the roar of wind echoing across the bond, “but it can’t be broken easily.” Or safely. 
 
    “Sinárr…” Gadovan looked him over. “The Warlock you mentioned.” 
 
    “You’re bound to a Warlock too?” Mathias was practically vibrating with stupefaction. 
 
    “It’s a mutual binding.” Tanis felt that was important to note. 
 
    Gadovan gave an incredulous exhale. “And who’s the other immortal? Cephrael Himself?” 
 
    “A zanthyr named Phaedor.” 
 
    “What’s a zanthyr?” Jude asked. 
 
    Tanis pulled his mind free of Pelas’s hold long enough to form some coherent thought. He looked between Gadovan and Mat. “Do you have an immortal race on your world which has a human and an animal form and is really insufferable?” 
 
    Gadovan crossed his arms. “We have something called a Lyr. Fifth strand. Every one of them’s a royal pain in the arse.” 
 
    “Green-eyed? Black? Winged?” Tanis asked. 
 
    “Pompous,” Mathias added. “Infuriating on principle.” 
 
    Tanis nodded. “That’s a zanthyr.” 
 
    Pelas chucked into Tanis’s mind. Phaedor would be so pleased by these descriptions. 
 
    Well, he has worked hard to cultivate them.  
 
    While the rest of them were watching Pelas do aeronautic feats for the benefit of Tanis’s perception, two figures approached from the far end of the plateau. Tanis knew them by their resonance on the currents as much as the way the Eltanese suddenly all stood up straighter. 
 
    His uncle was saying as they neared, “…key is not to elect him as an opponent, and to think in terms of consequences far in advance of today.” 
 
    Ean nodded his understanding. “How will I find him?” 
 
    “Oh,” Björn winked at him, “I think he’ll find you.” 
 
    Pelas just then flew in a lazy circle, and his dragon gaze surveyed Rinokh’s storm. Tanis saw the red clouds as layers of magnetically charged particles bouncing in polarity; and beyond these, high and far, the black line of a rift in the firmament, around which the sky had become fissured with cracks. It was the malignant contusion spreading disease into the host. He felt chilled just looking at it. 
 
    Ah, but it is much smaller after today’s work, little spy. You should’ve seen it this morning.  
 
    Tanis felt Ean come to stand behind him. Then he felt his wonder rippling the currents. “Is that…?” 
 
    “He made excellent progress today,” Björn noted agreeably. 
 
    “Only about a month’s effort in the space of a morning,” Dagmar rumbled. “Can’t we keep him a little longer?” 
 
    Björn eyed the other Vestal amusedly. “How could I deny you the opportunity to engage in daily death-defying feats of skill and still call myself your friend?” 
 
    Dagmar grunted to his point. 
 
    “So that’s what changed.” Ean laid a hand on Tanis’s shoulder as if to convey his appreciation to Pelas via the contact. “It isn’t the storm, it’s the tear itself.” 
 
    “He says it’s much smaller now.” Tanis looked to his uncle. “He says he tried to reason with his brother, but Rinokh won’t be turned from his efforts.” 
 
    “I expected no less, but I’m grateful he tried.” Björn nodded farewell to all of them, then looked meaningfully to Dagmar and the two headed off together. 
 
    “One last thing, my lord.” Ean called Björn’s eyes back to his. “That final topic we discussed…I can do it alone, but I can do it more quickly with your help.” 
 
    “And you assuredly will have it.” Björn nodded once more. Then he and Dagmar vanished into the shadows of the pavilion.  
 
    Pelas just then soared close.  
 
    Not a one of them at the wall didn’t catch their breath as the slicing lines of his form flew past. Menacing didn’t begin to describe him. Tanis caught other descriptions from the Eltanese: awe-inspiring, nightmarish, terrifying…  
 
    The wind of his passing buffeted them while still a mile distant.  
 
    “Is he landing?” Jude’s tone implied they might need to move away from the wall to give Pelas more room—as if the entire southern desert wasn’t wide enough to contain his form. 
 
    Jude is now my favorite of the three. Pelas had caught the echo of the Nodefinder’s comment across their bond.  
 
    Tanis shook his head. It was bad enough with Nadia. After this, I truly fear that none of your hats will fit. 
 
    It was time for new hats anyway. Pelas swooped around and came back towards them, low enough to the ground to rouse massive clouds of sand in his wake. 
 
    “He’s definitely landing,” Mat said helpfully. 
 
    Ean clapped a hand on Tanis’s shoulder. “Let’s go say hello. I want to see him up close.” He planted a hand on the wall and slung himself over the ledge. Tanis saw a pattern flash. 
 
    Are you coming, Tanis?   
 
    Tanis hesitated for the space of a breath, staring after his falling prince. Then he gave the Eltanese a smile that made all of them instantly lose theirs, climbed up on the wall and dove off after Ean. 
 
    Because Tanis was sharing a bond with them, he easily heard Jude say, He just did that. 
 
    Yep, Gadovan and Mathias answered. 
 
    Without elae-enhanced armor. 
 
    Yep. 
 
    But he’s not fifth strand. 
 
    Nope. 
 
    So he’s using the second? 
 
    I have no idea what he’s using, Mathias said. 
 
    It has to be the second, Jude protested. 
 
    I’ve never seen anyone attempt that with the second. Have you, Gad? 
 
    Not from this high up. Not past terminal velocity. 
 
    In all fairness, Tanis wasn’t sure that his idea would work, but he trusted Pelas would catch him if Ean didn’t. So he barely spared a thought for the fact that he was falling fifteen hundred feet at terminal velocity—which speed, as Gad had intimated, generally caused the second strand to go inert—and instead focused his intent. 
 
    He’d seen Ean’s pattern, but he couldn’t work the fifth as his father could. Still, it gave him an idea of a way to use gravity’s kinetic force, despite exceeding terminal velocity.  
 
    It was all about finding equilibrium.  
 
    He’d just witnessed the same concept while flying with Pelas. There was a balance you had to find between the tension in your wings and the tension in the air, and until you found it, you got tossed around. 
 
    Likewise with the second strand. The kinetic force of the Pattern of the World both pressed and pulled. In tapping into these pushing and pulling forces, Tanis could monitor how fast he fell and how hard he landed—theoretically.  
 
    It took about three seconds for Tanis to fully tap into the Pattern’s energy, and five more to find equilibrium between its push and pull. The ground was coming up very fast by the time he hauled back on the pulling side and energized the pushing side enough to rapidly slow his descent, but he did find a balance of forces just before he landed inelegantly in an explosion of red sand. 
 
    By the time the dust cloud settled, Ean was standing at his side, grinning broadly. “I never thought of using the second, Tanis. That was something to see.” 
 
    Tanis spat sand from his mouth and tried to will the grains out of his tearing eyes. “I clearly need more practice at it.” 
 
    Ean chuckled. “First attempts are rarely spectacular except in their degree of recklessness.” He lifted his gaze to the dark mountain before them—Pelas had landed. “Come. Let’s go admire this creature birthed at the fringes of the universe.” 
 
    Tanis sighed. “He’s going to be as inflated as Rafael if everyone keeps this up.” 
 
    Rafael would say, one can find no better company than his own healthy self-regard, Pelas offered cheekily. 
 
    Yes, my point exactly. 
 
    Ean worked the fifth and cleared the air of dust, whereupon a razor-edged wall of darkness suddenly loomed before them. They trudged through the sand together towards Pelas’s dragon form with the prince radiating incredulity and Tanis admiration. 
 
    You really are something to see, he admitted warmly. There’s no challenging that.  
 
    Tanis showed Pelas how he appeared in his eyes—a veritable mountain with deadly spires spearing off at every angle, all of them molting deyjiin as smoke; fiery copper eyes practically searing them from a mile distant; and every razor plane of his construction so dark as to fall into nothingness through it. Never mind the terrifying sense of world-ending doom his form engendered. 
 
    A Malorin’athgul in the form was the kind of behemoth that every man ran away from—no matter how many strands of elae he commanded—immediately, and with devout determination to be elsewhere as swiftly as humanly possible. 
 
    You honor me with your admiration, little spy.  
 
    Pelas turned his head as they approached. The effect was like watching a mountain suddenly rear up and look at you. 
 
    Ean walked right up to largest of the onyx-dark spires icicling down from Pelas’s chin. The center-most one was three times as long as Ean was tall. The spires were mirror smooth, like the glossy blackness of Shadow, and deyjiin’s violet-silver light encased them with a spectral glow.  
 
    The prince slowly laid his hand on the spire. A tiny ripple spread outwards from his touch, quickly absorbed.  
 
    “Pelas says to take care.” Tanis moved up beside the prince. “His form will drain you faster than you think.”  
 
    “No, I feel it already.” Ean quickly withdrew his hand and shook it, wincing slightly. He opened and closed his fingers a few times, then tried to massage some life back into his hand. “It’s very like the feeling I had when Rinokh pressed his thumb to my forehead and left me for dead in Rethynnea…or as you saw in my memory, Tanis, when Shail did the same.”  
 
    I am sorry for these events. Pelas’s thought bore the weight of deep apology. 
 
    “Pelas regrets that you had to experience that,” Tanis told his prince. “Unmaking is not something someone should experience and remember.” 
 
    Ean cast a culpable smile at the lad. “I tried to do the same to him in Tambarré. Neither of us should be casting stones.” He stepped back from the dragon to take in more of its form, but Pelas was so large, they couldn’t see anything above the stalactites hanging off his snout. 
 
    Do you think you could… 
 
    Catching Tanis’s thought, Pelas snorted an exhale that raised a cloud of sand an eighth of a mile long and accommodatingly lifted his head. It was like watching the entire imperial palace rise into the air. The great shadow of his snout fell long across the dunes.  
 
    As more of his neck was revealed beneath, Tanis saw huge onyx plates banding Pelas’s hide, as upon a snake’s underbelly, but still so smooth as to be nearly indistinguishable from each other. Even standing there directly in front of him, Tanis was hard-pressed to conceive of the dragon’s size.   
 
    Ean was shielding his thoughts from Tanis, but the lad could tell they were in a torrent.  
 
    Tanis suspected where that river was dragging his prince. It was one thing to see Pelas standing there in front of you in his human shell, all charmingly urbane, and think to yourself, ‘He’s a Malorin’athgul,’ and quite another experience altogether to stare into his burning eyes when he was in his true form. You never could think of him the same way thereafter. 
 
    And how has this changed your perception of me, Tanis? Pelas’s thought harbored the slightest hint of…perhaps not apprehension, but something similarly uneasy, an implication that while their bond might be eternal, it was also in some ways fragile. 
 
    Tanis was working his tongue to loosen a tuft of roast beef that had gotten stuck between his back molars. Well…for one thing, I’m less inclined to tease you about your appetite. 
 
    While his bond-brother was chuckling in his mind, Tanis looked to the prince. “Pelas says we should move back.” He tugged on Ean’s sleeve to draw him out of the dragon’s shadow. “He’s going to shift now.” 
 
     Ean let Tanis tug him a safe distance away. A five-minute walk later, the lad sank down at the base of a dune and pulled his satchel between his legs.  
 
    Ean settled down beside him. “What’s he saying now, Tanis?” 
 
    “He’s just preparing the pattern of his shell in his thoughts. He’s only ever done this once before.” 
 
    “When he came into Alorin?” 
 
    “That’s right.” Tanis gazed somewhat tightly at the dragon. They were still close enough that Pelas might’ve accidentally stepped on them.  
 
    I am acutely aware of spatial relatives. 
 
    Tanis cast him a mental grin. Sure, whatever that means. 
 
    It means I am not going to step on you. Pelas sounded minutely offended. 
 
    In the next moment, the hulking darkness that had been a dragon became a massive wall of wavering energy, as of heat but without the…well, heat. 
 
    Ean got quickly to his feet. “I’ve seen this before.” He looked like he wanted to approach the energy mass. 
 
    Tanis took him by the arm. “You shouldn’t—” 
 
    “No, I won’t. Trust me.” Ean flicked a wry glance at him. “In Tambarré, Darshan had Nadia contained behind a wall of energy exactly like this. I don’t know if you can see it as I do, Tanis. It’s formed of—” 
 
    “Deyjiin and elae in balanced polarity.” Pelas simply appeared ten paces in front of them as the energy vanished. 
 
    “And he’s naked.” Ean rapidly found something to inspect on the opposite horizon.   
 
    Tanis walked over and handed Pelas his clothes.  
 
    Pelas said as he was slipping on his pants, “That field of my brother’s which you destroyed so spectacularly in Tambarré, Ean, was one of several uses we have for our native composition. Similar fields can be conjured to surround a star. They’re capable of containing any energy, no matter how violent.”  
 
    Ean turned a frown back to him. “I wonder why Shail didn’t use something like that on me?” 
 
    Pelas looked up under his brows. “Darshan is fantastically adept with static fields. My younger brother, not so much.” 
 
     Ean’s brow furrowed. “I really had the wrong impression of Darshan. He’s…” he shook his head, seeking the right descriptive, “considering the power he commands, he’s actually rather…restrained.” 
 
    Pelas shoved one foot into a boot. “I count my blessings in that regard, believe me.” He received the other from Tanis and repeated the process. “That, and the fact that Darshan favors me over Shail.”  
 
    Straightening, he reached for his shirt, which Tanis handed to him. “In the long unfolding of eternity, all we immortals can really do is irritate one another. But irritation can take many torturous forms, especially beneath my younger brother’s ingenuity.”  
 
    Ean nodded vaguely to this. Tanis suspected he was still pondering Pelas’s transition from dragon to man. Knowing him, he was probably trying to extrapolate backwards to figure out how Pelas had done it.  
 
    Pelas shifted his gaze to Tanis. “Well, little spy, was our foray into the desert worth the effort?” 
 
    “That depends.” 
 
    Pelas clearly hadn’t been expecting that response. He gave him a curious look. “On?” 
 
    Tanis flashed a grin. “How quickly you can get us back again. I’m two meals short of today’s quota.” 
 
    “Far be it from me to stand between your stomach and its demand for sustenance. Which one of us did you say needs to monitor his consumption?” 
 
    “Not you. You eat stars for breakfast.”  
 
    Pelas shook his head. “Stars are more of a light meal, really.”  
 
    Tanis groaned. “The Lady save me from your terrible puns. Can you take us back now, please?” 
 
    Smiling, Pelas reached for Tanis and Ean’s arms and simultaneously hooked a ley line— 
 
    An instant later they were standing in the thick of the storm, protected from the swirling sands by Pelas’s shield. 
 
    Ean flung a disbelieving stare at him. “How in Cephrael’s name did you do that?”  
 
    “Magnetize to a ley line?” Pelas started them walking through the storm—much to Tanis’s relief, in the direction of the mess tent. “You haven’t tried that yet?” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” Ean said flatly, “oldest trick in the book.” 
 
    Pelas eyed him sidelong. “Actually, in a manner of speaking…it is. I learned the secret of the maneuver from reading a book.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Tanis could have shielded himself with Ean’s dubiety. 
 
    Pelas placed a hand over his heart. “On my honor, Ean. A book, in a library, in a lovely little chateau called Adonnai.” He winked at him.  
 
    Some understanding passed between their locked gazes then that quite eluded Tanis, but Ean seemed suddenly intensely intrigued. “What else did you read in that library?” 
 
    Pelas grinned. “Oh, I am pleased to tell you…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thirty-two 
 
      
 
    “Action is what drives the game forward. Even if you’re  
 
    unsure what action to take, taking any action in the direction  
 
    of purpose will cause life to align beneath your intent.” 
 
      
 
    –Náeb’nabdurin’náiir, Chaser of the Dawn 
 
      
 
    The rosy skies of dawn saw Loukas n’Abraxis standing on the highest point of their camp. The vantage overlooked scorched moors and the glimmering armor of nearly five hundred men marching in formation towards the warlord’s fortress.  
 
    Irresistible lines of soldier after soldier striping a hillside that the lieutenant Jasper val Renly had made his stumbling way down in the empty dark. 
 
    ‘…they have to make an irresistible target, Loukas…’ 
 
    Trell’s every order haunted Loukas on multiple levels.  
 
    As instructed, he’d spent most of the night calculating the lines of drift, those paths across the terrain that offered the least resistance and thereby became natural channels of flow down the steep hillside.  
 
    But he’d hardly had time to conduct a proper survey of the hillside’s topography. His calculations were all estimates, and too close to guesses for comfort when the lives of hundreds of men weighed in the balance. 
 
    Trell’s plan was brilliant…and terrifying. The prince was wagering his entire fortune on a hand of guesswork and had thrown the lot of them into the pot for good measure. 
 
    ‘A plan only lasts until the first arrow is fired, Loukas.’ 
 
    Trell’s words made a round in Loukas’s head, somehow still echoic of the prince’s unassailable dry humor despite the hundreds of times the phrase had replayed itself to his memory. Trell ever stood equally unafraid of Fate’s interest or disinterest, constantly playing his hand against Chance as if there were no better opponent.  
 
    It was enough to give Loukas ulcers. 
 
    He chewed ginger root that morning, but there was no settling his tempestuous stomach, which had an overabundance of trepidation still noxiously mixing with last night’s meager repast. 
 
    He stared at the lines of men and hoped they’d all been listening when he’d explained what to do and where to go when the proverbial walls came tumbling down.  
 
    He watched with a thumping heart and a dry throat as a lone figure emerged from the soldiery to make the final climb up the last part of the road alone. The man walked tall in a glinting helmet and armor, his dark blue cloak skimming his heels on that breezeless morn. He carried neither sword nor shield, only his courage—and a fethen mountain-load of faith. 
 
    Fiera’s ashes! Loukas wondered if he could ever be that brave. 
 
    Somewhere among the helmeted heads of the five hundred men of the honor guard stood Rolan and Raegus. Loukas consoled himself that they, at least, had been listening when he spoke of the lines of drift. They understood what was at stake. 
 
    This was always the worst part for him, when he’d done his work to the best of his skill and turned it over to others to put into action, standing by while better men than him risked their lives on the front lines of conflict, all to protect the prize of his educated brain. 
 
    ‘You’re in charge if I don’t return, Loukas. I trust no one better to see Naiadithine’s mandate accomplished.’ 
 
    Trell had never before said something that even remotely hinted that he might not return from a mission. Apprehension clenched Loukas’s entire body as a result. He felt a stick figure bound together with spider silk, apt to fall to clattering pieces at the slightest ill turn of the breeze. 
 
    Ahead on the hillside, the lone figure had reached the barricade. The same platform that had disgorged Jasper val Renly was being lowered down the wall. 
 
    The long rays of the rising sun hit the fortress at just the right angle to make a play of wavering light above the walls, as of heat rising from the stones, though it was too early yet for even the dew to have burned off.  
 
    Something about the sight roused Loukas’s hackles in alarm. 
 
    He suddenly knew deep in his core that things were not going to go as planned. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The warlord called Raliax, once a nobleman of Saldaria, stood atop the walls of his fortress, staring down at the lines of enemy soldiers growing clearer in the coming dawn, and grinning a black-gummed smile. This was going to go exactly as planned. 
 
    The prince had taken the bait, as he’d known he would. He’d been a self-righteous goody-two-shoes from the get-go, just like his know-best brother Sebastian. Neither one of them could ever resist being the fecking hero. If being relegated to this bloodless halflife had any silver lining, it was the chance to lay waste to the pristine Trell val Lorian once and for all. 
 
    With the patience of the dead, Raliax watched the lone figure striding up the hill. He only imagined his heart was beating fast, imagined that he felt the vitality that coursed through his veins when battle was nigh, imagined the dark, victorious ecstasy he would experience at the kill.   
 
    These were pale memories. He’d tried to keep their color from fading at first by chopping off the hands or feet of his prisoners—he knew firsthand that they’d hardly miss them, where they were going. The wielder had gotten all pissy about getting maimed and imperfect specimens, though, and Raliax’s experiment hadn’t much worked anyway, since the memories kept on fading, no matter how many finger and toe bones he tied to his cloak.  
 
    He’d kept doing it all the same, because, first of all, feck them. Secondly, he needed something to pass the time, and thirdly, it pissed off the wielder, who he hated even more than the val Lorians.  
 
    Raliax felt it the final insult to live without living, to be alive yet feel nothing, and to have even what few memories he’d retained from the life he’d once led bleed out until they were but faded sketches on sun-bleached parchment. 
 
    All the world had become a frost-bound monochrome except Trell val Lorian. Him, Raliax saw in color. He might thank him for that, right before he cleaved him from breastbone to groin. Or maybe after, because feck him, too. 
 
    His black eyes scanned the honor guard the prince had left behind on the hill. Near five hundred men just standing there waiting to be butchered. The image of their blood staining the grass brought glorious color to his thoughts.  
 
    He growl-clattered to the man beside him, his lieutenant, and the least incompetent asshole out of all of the sub-moronic asses the wielder had sent to serve him, “What’s happening in the camp, Dickweed?” 
 
    That wasn’t his real name. Raliax had never bothered to find out if a moron like Dickweed even had a real name. His slut of a mother had probably belched him out in a groaning squat into the mud and left him mewling in his own afterbirth while she stumbled her flea-bitten arse off to find the next cock to suck. 
 
    Dickweed was holding a spyglass to his eye. The damned things didn’t work for Raliax anymore. His dead eyes had one focal point. It was bloody impossible to see anything up close. It was a good thing he didn’t piss anymore, cause he’d have had to find his own cock by feel alone, and he couldn’t feel anything either. 
 
    “Nothing,” muttered Dickweed. The moron barely ever raised his voice above a mutter. 
 
    Raliax made a show of exhaling a ponderous sigh, though he’d long ago forgotten what it felt like to draw breath. “Could you possibly be more specific?” 
 
    “Didn’t see nobody. Camp’s empty, fires cold. They’re all asleep, I’d say.”  
 
    “In your qualified opinion, you’d say,” Raliax quipped drolly, even though derision was wasted on these morons. Gods damn it, he didn’t even get the pleasure of sarcasm anymore. He hated that fecking wielder with a passion. 
 
    It didn’t surprise him that the rest of the prince’s men were still abed. The Northmen had done nothing since arriving save to clear the moors of gorse, drink by their tents and shoot targets all day long. Clearly the prince had no plan of assault. 
 
    Oh, they’d burned a sweet little message, which he’d much enjoyed. He hoped the prince had enjoyed the ones he’d sent. Obviously they had created the desired effect, for here the prince walked to face his due. 
 
    Raliax had even dressed up for the occasion, wearing bleached bone armor and a mask formed from a puma’s skull and rib bones. He was so looking forward to seeing the prince’s face when he doffed his mask in the big reveal.  
 
    He had men lined up to take the prince in hand the moment he reached the top of the wall, and he had pitch hot and ready to use on the entire contingent of Dannish prisoners, which he’d crowded into the yard, the better for their prince to bear witness to their slaughter. Oh, what a grand day it was going to be! 
 
    According to his scouts and the spy both, Trell val Lorian commanded near a thousand men. With five hundred standing an honor guard to Death at the base of his walls, that meant the other five hundred were snoring in their tents. It would make much faster work of things to eliminate the honor guard while they were still on the hill, even though that hadn’t been his original plan. Raliax decided it was worth the risk to raze them where they stood. 
 
    Below him, the prince had reached the platform. 
 
    Raliax snap-clattered to Dickweed, “Launch the first attack.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tannour floated as mist in the dawn, each particle of his form married with one of Air’s, his corporeal self spread in communion among the trees.  
 
    Above, the sky glowed rose-gold. But beneath the forest canopy, a murky half-light sketched the grey-tinged outlines of foliage and tall trees. Morning’s damp breath still clung to everything, the air pregnant with a fragile moisture that would vanish when sunlight finally pierced down. 
 
    Though his perception reached far on Air’s shifting tides, Tannour remained alert and watchful of motion beside a particular elm tree.  
 
    ‘He’ll cross first to prepare the way. Then he’ll bring the attack…’ 
 
    Trell’s words were a lantern in Tannour’s thoughts, a bright flame around which he focused his awareness and his intent, preventing his dissolution into the usual disconnectedness he experienced during communion. He couldn’t afford even an instant’s unawareness that morning. An instant was all they would have. 
 
    Air brought him the quiet breath and heartbeats of nearly two hundred Converted hiding among the trees. Back at camp, he distantly perceived Lazar’s men and the rest of Trell’s Converted standing a vigilant watch, concealed among the tents and wagons.   
 
    They’d all been in place since an hour before the dawn, slipping away unnoticed, or concealing themselves from view, while all eyes at the fortress would be focused on the honor guard forming up ranks on the hillside. 
 
    They’d be chagrined indeed if the attack didn’t come as the A’dal expected, but Trell had a sense for these things…an almost uncanny ability to assume the enemy’s point of view. Tannour could literally stand in his opponent’s shoes but would still fall short of Trell’s talent for anticipating the enemy’s next move.   
 
    And this move Trell had predicted the moment he realized a leis lay close to their camp. 
 
    Air shifted almost imperceptibly—as a window sliding soundlessly open, causing less a ripple outward than a falling inward as Air moved in to fill a new space—and a man stepped out of the elm tree. 
 
    Tannour maintained communion. Concealed in the trees, the Converted held their breath. 
 
    The Nodefinder looked about, turning his bulbous red nose this way and that. Then he stepped back to the tree, as a man pressing himself against a door frame, and the elm disgorged a host of Saldarians, running four abreast. 
 
    They jogged out of the tree with hands on their swords, mail chinking softly. The exodus from the tree continued for some time. Lazar’s men would have their hands full. 
 
    The A’dal had debated this choice with Lazar and Raegus. Tannour could have stopped the Nodefinder from ever bringing the Saldarians across the leis, but they needed the battle at camp to serve as both distraction and vital misdirection, and they needed the fortress relatively unprotected.  
 
    Besides, Lazar and his wolfish crew were hungry enough to eat the warlord’s men two at a time.   
 
    As soon as the last of the Saldarians had moved off into the night, Tannour materialized behind the Nodefinder, posing a dark figure bound sightlessly in black silk. He inserted a skorpjun dagger between the man’s ribs before he could take his next breath.  
 
    The Nodefinder went rigid in Tannour’s embrace. 
 
    From that point forward, he would only breathe with Tannour’s permission. No man presumed even to think for himself with the needle-tip of a skorpjun dagger caressing his heart.  
 
    Tannour wrapped an arm around the Nodefinder’s chest and pulled him close, whispering intimately, “You will soon meet the Ghost Kings, brother. Choose wisely your last moments.” He tapped his dagger just so, and the Nodefinder’s entire body started fibrillating.  
 
    Tannour whistled. 
 
    An army of Converted materialized out of the trees. 
 
    “You’re going to take us into the fortress now,” Tannour said quietly into the Nodefinder’s ear. The man was already sweating badly and sucking in his breath in little frenzied gasps. “You and me first, then the rest. If anything untoward happens to any of us, you’ll suffer for it. Is this clear?” 
 
    The Nodefinder nodded fervently through a hiccupping inhale. 
 
    “Move then—but carefully, brother. We wouldn’t want this dagger accidentally killing you.” 
 
    The Nodefinder whimpered. He turned slowly, not even trying to pull away from Tannour—none of them ever tried to pull away; they knew Death had its hand around their heart—and opened the leis with his next shuffling step, bringing Tannour across the Pattern of the World with him. 
 
    Immediately the patterns warding the node chamber assaulted Tannour’s senses. It was like opening a door into a storm. Yet Air told him the chamber was empty.  
 
    Tannour whispered in the Nodefinder’s ear, “Now the rest.” 
 
    A heartbeat later, Converted started pouring into the room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hello, princey!” the warlord shouted from atop the wall to the figure standing below. “Get on the platform and we’ll haul you up!” 
 
    The prince wore helmet and armor beneath his royal blue cloak. The same style of armor that Raliax had burned a hundred or two villagers inside as his first amiable greeting for Trell val Lorian.  
 
    Sadly, despite Raliax’s hospitable welcome, the latter didn’t seem too inclined to step on the platform he’d lowered down for him. 
 
    “Where are my father’s men?” the prince called back, his voice slightly muffled by his helmet. “Our accord goes both ways!” 
 
    “Yes, yes. I’m a man of my word.” He snickered to himself as he straightened away from the crenel. A man of his word, yes…and the word was dieprinceydie. He turned to Dickweed. “Tell them to make some noise.” 
 
    Dickweed walked to the other side of the wall and called down to the men guarding the Dannish prisoners, “Make some noise!” 
 
    The guards started yelling halfheartedly. 
 
    Raliax ground the ridged stone gums that had once held teeth. He stalked to the other side of the wall, shoved Dickweed aside and shouted to the prisoners crammed shoulder to shoulder below, “Men of Dannym! Your prince has come for you! Let him know your gratitude!” 
 
    At first the bedraggled men appeared confused, then highly suspicious, but soon optimism won out—as it usually did with fools—and a cheer rose up. Tentative at first, it spread quickly through the assembled prisoners, such that the fortress walls soon resounded with the infernally obnoxious tones of hope. 
 
    If he conceived of it as a final salute from those who were about to die, it had a rather rousing cacophony to it. 
 
    Raliax thrust his head over the wall again. “Well, Prince of Dannym?” 
 
    The prince was staring up at him with arms crossed. “Open the gates. Set them free.” 
 
    He would set them free all right. They wouldn’t even be burdened with the effort of breathing. “My patience grows thin,” he shouted down. “Get on the platform, Your Highness!” 
 
    The prince stared up at him a moment longer. Then he stepped onto the platform. 
 
    Raliax signaled to his waiting men, and they starting hauling on the ropes.  
 
    Watching the prince rising slowly towards him, Raliax could barely contain his glee. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the Seventeen, the prince was right!  
 
    Lazar hal’Hamaadi stood concealed behind a supply wagon at the far north edge of camp, watching in wonder as men who could only be Saldarians slunk out of the trees, silently crossed the moat of empty grass separating forest from camp, and began filtering in among the tents. 
 
    He wouldn’t have believed for a moment that five hundred men were still abed while half their number was standing an honor guard to their prince, who himself was surrendering to a madman’s fancy, but Trell had once again proven that he’d had the right of it.  
 
    Those days spent lazing about the camp had presented their enemy the façade of an indolent and badly run corps, and the warlord was clearly capitalizing on their perceived ineptitude by attacking while the prince’s back was turned. Exactly what Trell said the man would do. 
 
    For the first time, Lazar began to see the warlord as Trell had long viewed him—as a stepping stone to their ultimate goal: Tal’Shira. 
 
    Lazar watched the Saldarians with a steely eye. These prowling coyotes thought they’d find chickens snoozing in their coops. In fact, Lazar and his men were the cougars stalking the coyotes, and the coops held empty air.  
 
    Wearing a predatory smile, Lazar raised a hand and signaled the attack.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When the platform lifting the prince was more than halfway up the wall, Raliax signaled to the guards down at the gates, and they hauled on the chains to raise the portcullis—the better to perpetuate the ruse of freeing the prince’s men. 
 
    It amused him to imagine the five hundred bedraggled and half-starved soldiers salivating for their freedom. His dead eyes practically watered with mirth at envisioning their red-rimmed gazes all agog for the rising portcullis, thinking their prince had secured their rescue—only to realize, when he gave the order, that the only walk they’d be taking was across the dead moors to Huhktu’s sepulchral gates. 
 
    Fecking hell, a part of him even envied them.   
 
    He was merciful, giving them an end, wasn’t he? They ought to bloody see that. He could’ve handed their asses over to the damned wielder. But he hadn’t, had he? 
 
    No, because nobody deserved that.  
 
    Not even Trell val Lorian? 
 
    He considered this option while masticating his blackened gums. But no, he would keep to the plan, because the fecking wielder wanted the prince, and feck him to bloody thirteen hells! He wasn’t giving him what he wanted.  
 
    The platform reached the top of the wall.  
 
    Grinning behind his mask, Raliax motioned to his men to grab the prince, but the slippery bastard jumped onto a merlon and out of their reach. 
 
    In the yard, the soldiers started cheering.  
 
    The prince looked quickly around. Raliax supposed he saw the vats of steaming pitch atop the walls. He would’ve had to have been a fool indeed not to see what was coming.  
 
    A smiling Raliax motioned to his nearby guards to surround the prince.  
 
    “You have me,” the latter growled as the men closed in, his cloak hanging limply at his heels, his helmeted face in shadow. “Now honor our contract. Release my father’s men.” 
 
    The sound of distant horns turned all eyes to the Northmen’s camp. Raliax couldn’t see the details well enough to tell how much carnage had resulted already, but he surmised the chaos from the droop in the prince’s shoulders.  
 
    Ah, the wound was deep. Now to rub some salt in it. Raliax shouted to the men down at the gates, “Loose the barricade!” 
 
    A score of guards rushed out beneath the portcullis. 
 
    “Traitorous bastard!” the prince thundered. He stared, clearly horrified, as Raliax’s men started loosing the various bars and ropes that would send the entire barricade tumbling down the hill on the prince’s honor guard, who wouldn’t have time to clear away before it took them. 
 
    It seemed a fitting time for the coup de grâce, their moment of sweet reunion. Raliax doffed his mask and gave the prince his best courtly bow, straightening with a triumphant grin. 
 
    Yet the chagrin he’d expected to see on the prince’s face failed to register. In fact, the man failed to register any recognition of him at all, save a slight wince of disgust. He didn’t even seem appropriately shocked by his blackened flesh, almost as if he’d been…expecting… 
 
    Raliax felt something ill turn inside him.   
 
    “Grab him!” he shouted in sudden panic. 
 
    The prince threw his helmet into the face of the nearest guard and sprinted away atop the wall. 
 
    Whereupon Raliax saw what had been plainly before his dead eyes all along.  
 
    That man was not Trell val Lorian.  
 
    Fecking val Lorians! 
 
    Fury infused his dead husk of a shell. He took off in thunderous chase, shouting in a clattering snarl, “SLAY THE PRETENDER!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Loukas watched from afar as the fortress barricade broke apart.  
 
    At first, separate sections began wavering like a banner in a tentative wind, but within heartbeats, the entire structure was coming apart at the seams.  
 
    Barrels bearing spearheads, iron rods, maces and other instruments of pain came toppling, tumbling down the hillside, spewing death as they bounced and rolled, gaining speed every second. Behind them bounded boulders, logs studded with spikes, and wagon wheels sporting lengthy stilettos. 
 
    Upon seeing such an avalanche of death bounding towards them, even the bravest force should have broken and fled for their lives, but Gideon’s honor guard stood their ground. 
 
    Loukas said a fervent prayer to Fiera.  
 
    That men could possess such faith—in him as much as in their A’dal—to simply stand there, trusting to Loukas’s directions and Trell’s orders…the enormity of it choked him. 
 
    ‘This is a man who favors a wild broadsword charge,’ Trell had explained as he’d given Loukas his orders. ‘He has no intention of forcing a siege, or of fighting behind the barricade. He’s going to use it against us…’ 
 
    And use it, the warlord had. If Trell’s army had rushed the barricade, as most armies would’ve been expected to do, they would’ve had no room to maneuver when the barricade was loosed. Their entire force would’ve been routed and crushed. But holding position where they had, beneath the first separation of drift… 
 
    Not yet…Loukas watched with bated breath, his chest constricted and his nails cutting into his palms. Hold just a bit longer… 
 
    They couldn’t have heard his desperate thought, but they had been listening when he’d given them directions, for the men held. Not a single one broke formation, despite the downpour of death tumbling towards them.  
 
    Loukas was nearly seeing stars from the anxiety when the downpour finally split into the lines of drift he’d predicted. 
 
    He blew out his breath in a fervent oath. 
 
    Then he did a little dance on his hilltop, which thankfully none of Lazar’s men in the camp observed, occupied as they were with giving the Saldarians a proper ass-whipping. 
 
    The moment the barricade split, Gideon’s men shifted formation to avoid those deadly cascades. They didn’t all make it between the downspouts in time. A tumbling cart caught half a dozen men beneath its charge. Others were ripped off the fringes and pulled into the downward fray. A spear flying off a wagon wheel caught a soldier through the leg. But these casualties aside, Gideon’s men avoided the worst of the destruction. 
 
    No one would have believed it—Loukas himself wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t watched it with his own eyes. Once again, Trell had demanded the impossible, and Loukas had somehow pulled through to make his orders reality. 
 
    The cascading barricade was expanding now into further lines of drift, covering the entire hillside, but well below Gideon’s honor guard. The first of the men were almost to the top of the hill, and nothing now stood in their path. Even the fortress portcullis stood open to receive them.  
 
    Loukas pressed incredulous hands to his temples and searched the heavens, uttering a half-whispered prayer. He almost expected Cephrael’s Hand to still be watching, but the constellation had vanished with the dawn. Perhaps it had seen enough to know the day would prove fortuitous after all. 
 
    Loukas grabbed his sword and rushed back to camp. 
 
      
 
     *** 
 
      
 
    Gideon val Mallonwey sprinted atop the wall, launching himself from merlon to merlon while that demon shouted obscenities in his wake. Thank all the gods in the known that Trell had told him what to expect when he met the creature, else seeing the ghoulish thing in the flesh might’ve really thrown him.  
 
    His brief survey of the fortress yard had shown His Majesty’s men bedraggled and chained and surrounded by at least a hundred heavily armed Saldarians. The soldiers wouldn’t be able to defend themselves should things go sour. Not in their condition, not without weapons. 
 
    To his left, the barricade broke apart and started tumbling down the hill, making a riotous roar, but it would still be many minutes before his honor guard could arrive, even assuming the Avataren engineer knew his business and all went according to plan.  
 
    But he couldn’t worry about that. His duty was to buy them time. Of primary importance was keeping that portcullis up. 
 
    Gideon eyeballed the closest vat of pitch. As he sprinted towards it, he reached behind his back and drew the short sword he’d concealed beneath his cloak. Down in the yard, His Majesty’s men were shouting.  
 
    No…cheering. 
 
    They thought him their prince. Well, that morning he would have to be. Gideon just hoped he could be daring enough to uphold the illusion until Trell actually arrived. 
 
    An arrow whizzed past his ear. Another ripped through his cloak. A third hit the stones a shoe’s length in front of him and pelted away. Gideon leaped another crenel and flung a glare towards the archers on the opposite wall. If only those arrows had been on fire. That would’ve been immensely helpful. 
 
    ‘Maximum havoc, Gideon, as fast as possible…’ 
 
    Trell’s order throbbed in his skull as Gideon leapt off a merlon, throwing himself into the nearest guard. They both tumbled into the supports holding the vat of pitch, which dislodged from its platform above the fire and tipped over, spilling everywhere. It instantly caught the fire’s flame. 
 
    Gideon climbed back on the wall while the guards were shouting and pushing to get out of the way of the burning pitch.   
 
    He dodged more arrows as he ran for the next vat. The warlord was shouting somewhere behind him, trying to rouse his men to take action against Gideon. Save for the archers safely on the opposite wall, the guards were sluggish to comply. They thought he was Trell val Lorian, graced of Sundragons and gods, and wanted nothing to do with him. His prince’s reputation was proving better protection than any shield. 
 
    Saldarians. The only thing more important than coin to them was their own self-preservation.  
 
    Well enough. Gideon would accept a boon from any quarter. 
 
    A change in the shouting from the yard drew his eye as he ran along the wall. Skirmishes were breaking out between His Majesty’s men and the guards. It didn’t take much to rouse the brave soldiers of Dannym to action—only their prince dashing along the ramparts, and the hope of rescue rising with the dawn.  
 
    ‘Unsettle him, Gideon. Make him think he’s lost the upper hand. Buy us the time we need…’ 
 
    The fortress portcullis and gates lay just ahead—still open, thank Epiphany. Gideon ran faster. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Raliax stood watching the man who wasn’t the prince boldly running atop his walls, while on the hillside below, the entire host of five hundred men had somehow miraculously avoided being bowled over by the barricade’s avalanche and were now rushing his fortress. Yet the only thought he could focus on was, Where is fecking Trell val Lorian? 
 
    If that insufferable snot had anticipated being double-crossed at the fortress, which seemed apparent, and if he’d also surmised the real purpose behind the barricade—obviously—then had he also anticipated Raliax’s raid on his camp?  
 
    And if so…if so, was he turning the tables back on Raliax right that moment? Was he coming for him using the same bloody-damn node? 
 
    Abruptly, Raliax saw blood—Trell val Lorian’s blood, preferably all over his black stone hands. Hell, he was going to fecking bathe in it!  
 
    The prisoners in revolt in the yard, the small army rushing his fortress, the fire spreading atop his walls, even the wielder due to arrive at any moment to pick up more sacrificial slaves—Raliax had eyes for none of these. 
 
    Only for Trell val Lorian.  
 
    He took a running leap off the rampart wall and fell like a stone into the rioting prisoners, crushing a few into the broken earth of his landing. Then he tore through the melee, shoving bodies to left and right, even mowing down a few of his own men, until he’d cleared the yard and was thundering down the fortress passages. His rapid footsteps pounded a rhythmic Trell-val-Lor-ian-Trell-val-Lor-ian. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Trell knew almost the instant he stepped into the node chamber that things were awry. 
 
    It was a feeling—perhaps that same feeling Tannour had tried to describe—that reality itself was changing, shifting, morphing with every heartbeat.  
 
    He’d long had a sense that this choice was both right and wrong. Now he had the perception of dual threads unwinding at different speeds, one a tight line binding to something unseen, the other unspooling out of control. He couldn’t decide which thread felt true and which felt false. Neither properly accounted for the strange unease that gripped him. 
 
    Tannour had the Saldarian Nodefinder pinioned by way of a curved blade thrust deep between his ribs. The man looked to be dangerously hyperventilating, but Trell assumed that Tannour knew his business. The Converted were filtering in behind them, silent as ghosts, quickly filling in the large obsidian-tiled chamber. Long lines of patterns in a language unknown were the only disruptions to the chamber’s otherwise glass-smooth surface. 
 
    Trell’s game was one of estimation. 
 
    How many men should he leave in camp to defend against the warlord’s ‘surprise’ attack?  
 
    How many men were needed to take the fortress? How many to secure his father’s men?  
 
    How many to trick the warlord into thinking he had Trell fooled, while in fact, Trell was fooling him? 
 
    Had he correctly estimated any of it?  
 
    That feeling pulsating from the walls would have him rethink every choice he’d ever made. It was like the chamber sang with uncertainty, trapping Trell’s thoughts in the web of its wavelength. 
 
    He looked around, seeking explanation for the feeling.  
 
    Five columns supported the pentagonal room. All five sides of each column were covered in obsidian skulls. The floor was a spotless ebony mirror. Above, shadows as dense as smoke consumed the groin-vaulted ceiling. The entire place looked like Death’s antechamber. 
 
    The men were still pouring in when Tannour suddenly stiffened. He turned his silk-shrouded head slowly to left and right. Cephrael alone knew how he saw anything at all. “Something’s off.” 
 
    Trell gripped his sword hilt tightly. “I know. I sense it, too.” He looked quickly to his men as the last of them crossed the node and said, low and tight, “Secure the fortress! Go!” 
 
    The Converted began rushing out through a pair of tall iron doors. 
 
    Trell returned his gaze to the black-shrouded form that was Tannour and the man he clutched close in a deadly embrace. “Is it Gideon? Has something happened to him?” He sought any rationale to account for the pervasive feeling of wrongness suddenly haranguing him. “Can you sense the captain?” 
 
    Tannour shook his head. “I only know that there’s battle—” 
 
    Abruptly the shadows directly above them started swirling like black eels. Other shadows lengthened towards them from elsewhere, sending undulating tentacles of gossamer smoke threading down from on high.  
 
    The last of Trell’s men cleared the room. 
 
    The nodefinder stammered, wide-eyed, “G-g-g-et of-f-ff the n-n—” 
 
    Trell and Tannour bolted to the side, the latter dragging the Nodefinder with him. 
 
    An instant later, a man appeared in the exact spot they’d just vacated.  
 
    The swirling shadows on the ceiling became a hurricane sea. 
 
    The newcomer wore a knee-length coat cut in the Agasi style but far too large for his cadaverous frame. His pure white hair was swept back from a wide forehead, the flesh of which was stretched so tightly across the bone as to be almost nonexistent. His eyes were dark pools beneath a jutting brow. 
 
    Tannour released the Nodefinder and stepped between the stranger and Trell. 
 
    On the far side of the chamber, the iron doors burst inward with such force that the upper hinges ripped off the wall in a tortured scream of metal. A black creature bolted through the parting. 
 
    “Looks like the gang’s all here,” Trell observed.  
 
    So many shadows were falling from the ceiling that the walls appeared to be seething. An unsettling duality of rightness and wrongness beset Trell, along with the certainty that both conditions occupied equal agency in that place.  
 
    Time held its breath in pause as Players and pieces assessed one another. 
 
    Then the warlord bolted across the room, shouting, “HE’S MIIIIIIINNNNNNEEEEE!” 
 
    Something wickedly dark sparked in the wielder’s eyes. 
 
    The floor rippled. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gideon wrenched his sword from the gut of the Saldarian he’d just run through and sidestepped as the mercenary slumped to his knees. On the other side of a locked iron gate, the fortress yard was in chaos. Gideon had managed to spill two vats of pitch along the ramparts, and now even the archers were either trying to help douse the flames or running scared. Without the warlord to direct them, the Saldarians had been easily scattered.  
 
    Emboldened by Gideon’s mad dash atop the walls, some of the men of Dannym had stolen blades from their captors, while others were holding the remaining Saldarians back by sheer force of bodies, even using their chains as defensive weapons and all the better if they broke in the doing.  
 
    A large host of Saldarians was making for the iron gate, beyond which Gideon was holding off the watch guard—six men, all told—with his short sword and another he’d stolen off an early opponent. Still on the wrong side of those locked gates, His Majesty’s soldiers were making a barricade of their bodies to hold back the Saldarian press. 
 
    They all seemed to understand what Gideon knew too well—they must keep the portcullis behind Gideon open at all costs, and that meant keeping their hundred or so Saldarian guards occupied and away from the fortress entrance.  
 
    Would that battles might be won by valor alone. 
 
    But the men of Dannym were overmatched, underfed, weakened from weeks of incarceration in despairing conditions, while their Saldarian opponents suffered shortages neither of weapons nor cruelty. Already several mercenary processions were cutting deep wedges through the mass of prisoners.  
 
    Soldiers of Dannym, make haste! Gideon thought as he blocked another sword from taking off his head. Somehow he kept his back to the chains that raised and lowered the portcullis, despite the many blades coming at him.  
 
    He could hear the war cry of his approaching honor guard, but he couldn’t yet see them over the lip of the hill. By the gods, men—hurry! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tannour knew the wielder walked mor’alir the instant the latter stepped off the node. Air spoke of patterns surrounding him like a massive web, layered and sticky, with the wielder a dark carnivore lurking at the web’s funneled core. Air showed Tannour how the wielder instantly reached out with his mind, seeking patterns of his own construction, and energized a further webwork of traps.  
 
    Tannour stepped between the wielder and Trell.  
 
    He’d never encountered a man who felt more like death warmed over. Even his instructors at the Sorceresy hadn’t emanated such pervasive evil. He supposed there was a difference between teaching the path of mor’alir and actually walking it. This man appeared to have been walking it for so long, even the Ghost Kings had turned their backs on him.  
 
    Then the doors ripped inward off their hinges and that black monstrosity that called himself a warlord barreled through the opening. 
 
    “Looks like the gang’s all here,” Trell quipped drily. 
 
    Tannour had no idea how the A’dal managed to keep his humor with evil pouring upon them like the desert sun, but he was grateful for the bit of light the A’dal cast among that preponderance of shadows.   
 
    In an instant caught out of time, they observed one another through whatever lens they used to assess their enemy’s weaknesses.  
 
    Then the warlord gave an inhuman, ratcheting scream and stormed across the node chamber.  
 
    The floor rippled beneath him. The warlord stumbled, recovered, and launched himself off the crest of a stone wave towards the wielder. 
 
    Patterns flared around the latter. He swatted the air as though batting away a moth, and the warlord flew sideways to slam across a column. Skulls sheered away in a deadly spray of volcanic glass.  
 
    The warlord’s stone body hit the floor and dredged a furrow through the tiles until he flung up against a wide step in a tangle of limbs. 
 
    Air showed Tannour that the wielder now stood in a vortex of swirling power. Tannour summoned his own and bound himself to Air, just a breath shy of communing. 
 
    The wielder all but ignored him. He fixed his gaze instead on the prince. “Trell val Lorian, I presume.” Something darkly proprietary threaded his tone. “At last we meet.”    
 
    Air showed Tannour threads of connection from the wielder to…elsewhere.  
 
    A violent foreboding roused inside him, and an even stronger instinct of protection, possession—Trell was his tether, not some malevolent man’s property.  
 
    Air responded instantly to his intent, raising its hackles, readying itself. 
 
    Across the room, the warlord was digging out of a mound of earth and obsidian tiles. “Feck you, Dore Madden,” he spat in a disturbing rattlesnake croak. He shoved a massive piece of rock off his legs and stood up with his shoulders hunched, a bull readying to charge. “You ain’t taking him.” 
 
    The wielder turned a black stare on the creature. “Go and ready my shipment.”  
 
    Incredibly, the warlord spun around in compliance, yet his cursing seemed to indicate a level of disagreement with the act. 
 
    Tannour perceived a black line of connection from the wielder to the warlord, surmised what the wielder was doing with it, and making scissors of his own power, snapped the line. 
 
    The wielder’s skull-like face swung to him.   
 
    “What the feck?” The warlord looked at his stone arms in wonder, then threw back his head with ratcheting laughter. “It’s gone! You can’t compel me anymore, you fecking lunatic!”  
 
    “Tannour,” Trell said in a tense whisper from behind him, “I can’t move.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Across the province of Abu’dhan, the Balance was shifting.  
 
    Two Players faced each other on the field, and the weight of their connection was changing the tapestry’s design—not merely for those fighting in the fortress of the warlord called Raliax, or even for those battling in the camp belonging to Trell val Lorian, but along every thread stitched to the two Players. 
 
    Threads shivered with intent. Some split and reached for new connections. Some combined.  
 
    The tapestry began weaving a new pattern of consequence. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gideon val Mallonwey was down to one leg—the right one bleeding from an arrow lodged deep in the muscle—and one arm—the left hanging uselessly at his side—but he only needed one arm to swing his blade at the three men still opposing him, and he only needed one leg to stand upright. 
 
    It had all happened so fast. Had it been even ten minutes since he’d jumped to the top of the wall? Necessity to buy time for the others made time into Gideon’s enemy. The constant apprehension of expecting his men to arrive any second drew every second into minutes. Pain made each minute an eternity.  
 
    When at last he heard his men’s thundering footsteps, such a wave of relief overcame him that for a moment his throat constricted and his breath wouldn’t come.  
 
    He watched the men of Dannym come streaming into the fortress, choked by emotions too numerous to list, and fell back against the chains of the portcullis to give them room to rush past. In moments, they had the interior iron gate open and were swarming into the yard. 
 
    Gideon fell back against the wall, feeling faint, swimming in a bloody ocean of pain…but he’d done it. They’d done it. Just as Trell had described.  
 
    Five hundred Dannish soldiers routed the Saldarians in a matter of minutes. 
 
    The fortress was theirs. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Down in the valley, Lazar hal’Hamaadi sensed the shifting tide of battle, as any well-seasoned commander could. It came when he scanned his gaze across the camp and was rewarded with the surety that more of his men remained standing than the enemy’s.  
 
    He lifted his gaze to the fortress and saw the barricade down and a long trail of men streaming through the gates. It that moment, he knew they’d won. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tannour felt new currents coursing through the room as he studied the wielder named Dore Madden through a lens of Air. He could feel whispers of the wielder’s intent like spears, alarmingly sharp and decidedly lethal. 
 
    The warlord’s laughter rang through the chamber. “You can’t compel me anymore, Dore Madden!” He was practically dancing with glee. 
 
    Patterns shifted and spun like leaves in a windstorm. Whenever they reached a tendril to taste of Tannour, he sent Air to diffuse and confuse them, such that he was constantly mentally batting at flies.  
 
    He knew the wielder was testing him, seeking his weaknesses, trying to learn his strengths. Tannour focused on finding the black thread of connection that the wielder had on Trell, which he was using to bind Trell to immobility. Finally finding it, he severed it with a thought. 
 
    Trell expelled his breath in relief behind him.  
 
    An instant before the warlord leaped at the A’dal. 
 
    A second before the wielder threw a pattern at Tannour. 
 
    A heartbeat before Tannour rushed the wielder. He caught Dore Madden’s pattern with a hook of air and flung it back at him while crossing the distance between them in a whisper of breath. 
 
    Madden drew a Merdanti dagger and deflected the swirling power aside. Then Tannour was upon him, brandishing two crescent-shaped blades, aiming for his throat.  
 
    Madden dodged between his slicing blades—fethe, but he moved fast for a corpse!—and struck for Tannour’s midriff. Tannour sidestepped and slashed again, right and left in deadly arcs. The wielder threw up a shield of some sort, and Tannour’s blades drew sparks as they scraped across it.  
 
    Madden spoke something in Agasi, spitting the words as he slashed at Tannour. A vortex of malice swarmed down from the ceiling. Tannour stepped to his left, letting the deadly energy whorl harmlessly past, eliciting a snarl from Madden.  
 
    Behind him, Trell was battling the warlord, tracing a rhythmic dance of blades across the polished floor.  
 
    “What manner of Adept are you?” Madden hissed. He dodged out of Tannour’s reach and slung a potent cocktail of death at him—half a dozen patterns fulminating in combination.   
 
    Tannour communed, heart racing. The vortex slammed into the column behind him, and the stones began crumbling into ash.   
 
    He materialized again beside the wielder, already striking for his throat. Madden must’ve anticipated him, though, because his blade stuck in midair. Tannour couldn’t dislodge the weapon from whatever force was holding it. Air told him nothing.  
 
    He released the blade to duck Madden’s swiping dagger, tossed his other blade from left to right and slashed for the wielder in return. The razor edge struck against Madden’s shield in another cascade of sparks, whereupon the latter danced out of Tannour’s reach. 
 
    Separated now by several paces, Tannour stalked the wielder while the wielder stalked him. Air told him Madden walked with a hunched gait as they circled one another. Fethe, but the very air revolted at touching the man. Tannour was having difficulty reading the vibrations, they were so tumultuous. And the toxic patterns kept darting at him relentlessly, requiring constant concentration to fend them off.   
 
    Even with his eyes bound beneath black silk, Tannour could feel Dore Madden’s death’s-face stare aimed at him. “Airwalker,” the man finally said through a decidedly sinister sneer. “But which path is yours?”  
 
    Elsewhere in the chamber, the warlord was clattering a constant stream of invective as he battled Trell.  
 
    “Mor’alir?” Madden asked himself. “Nay, too much light in your pattern. Chrys’alir?” He cocked his head to the side as he walked his shuffling circle, much the stalking hyena. “Is it the Mirror Path you walk, boy?” 
 
    Boy? Tannour hadn’t been called boy for nearly two decades. 
 
    Behind him, Trell gave a cry of pain. 
 
    Dore Madden’s face spread in a ghoulish smile. 
 
    And Tannour realized that the wielder had just been toying with him all along. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Trell danced the cortata as he fended off the warlord’s attack. The creature swung his blade with powerful strokes, forcing Trell on the defensive. Every clash of their blades felt like he was fighting a granite mountain. Their battle carried them quickly away from Tannour and the man the warlord had called Dore Madden. 
 
    Dore Madden!  
 
    The name carried power for Trell, and an unsettling apprehension.  
 
    Here in the flesh was the wielder who’d bound Sebastian into servitude, the man who’d stolen his brother’s mind, his memories—his very will—and turned them to his own desires. Dore Madden had compelled Sebastian to slay their brother Ean, and had so bound him to the task that Sebastian had been unable to stop himself from trying to destroy their little brother, even after his memories were restored. 
 
    In the wielder’s name, Trell understood why this Player wanted him alive, and what other Player he intended to use Trell against. 
 
    Foreboding seeped like rot along his bones.  
 
    Suddenly the path felt utterly wrong—everything he’d calculated; they could never prevail over a man of such power. He felt his conviction draining, his certainty growing clouded, and he stumbled in the cortata.  
 
    Trell knew these thoughts couldn’t be his own, yet he couldn’t shake them off. 
 
    The warlord pressed Trell back towards a column while the storm of power pouring from Tannour and Dore raged around them. Energies tore at Trell’s clothes and hair; explosions blinded him. A black wind blasted the column over Trell’s head. He threw himself to safety and watched from his knees as the power disintegrated the stone. Ash bloomed and was caught by the swirling energies, tracing disjointed patterns in the air.   
 
    Trell got to his feet, feeling dull-headed and uncharacteristically demoralized.  
 
    No matter how strongly he resisted, he couldn’t shake off what he knew had to be the wielder’s hold over his mind—disheartenment’s claws were sunk too deeply into him. All he could do was try to focus around the bleeding holes they left in his certainty.  
 
    Trell spat ash from his mouth and placed a column between himself and Tannour’s ongoing battle with the wielder, praying the Vestian could eliminate him from the equation.  
 
    The warlord walked out of the churning clouds. Ash stained his bone armor and clung to his black skin. He opened his arms and grinned malevolently. “Do you recognize me now?” 
 
    DEPTHS TO DIE PRIN 
 
    The face of the man who’d roped Trell to a trunk and dropped him into the Fire Sea stared blackly at him. His was the last face Trell had seen as he’d hit the waves, likewise his last fateful words: ‘Into the depths to die, princey!’  
 
    Trell tasted ash. “Raliax of Saldaria.”  
 
    The warlord barked a pleased laugh. “So you do remember!” He passed his sword between his hands while stalking Trell, black eyes gleaming. “When you were kissing our boots in the Kutsamak, you didn’t recall me at all. I was crushed.” 
 
    “It’s this new look of yours.” Trell pushed through the pain of his pounding head and waved at Raliax with his blade. “It suits you.” 
 
    The warlord clattered a curse and swung for him, and they danced back into battle.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tannour stood at a crossroads—no, at the point of two blades held to his throat. As he communed again to avoid another toxic whirlwind of patterns, he felt a discomfiting teetering of forces violently unbalanced, and an urgent need to get Trell out of there immediately.   
 
    Madden was holding too many black threads.  
 
    Tannour couldn’t cut them all. He was constantly dodging the ones striking for him, which was becoming as futile as trying to avoid being hit by leaves in a hurricane. He knew with resounding certainty that if he didn’t use all of his gifts, he was going to lose. They were going to lose.  
 
    But if he accessed all of his talent with the Sorceresy’s tattoos still binding him…fethe, he could lose more than everything. 
 
    The wielder had a line onto Trell that Tannour couldn’t snap. He knew what that line meant. He knew what would happen if he couldn’t sever it. The knowing made him utterly cold. 
 
    The wielder grinned wickedly and flung another matrix—fethe, but the vile man seemed to have an entire archive of patterns held readily to mind! Tannour communed too slowly, and a whisper of the pattern caught his arm before he disappeared. Pain seared him even as he dispersed each particle of himself into the aether.  
 
    Live to fight another day! Live to fight another day! 
 
    The tenets of his training confused his will, muddled his determination. For a moment, Tannour couldn’t reconvene. Couldn’t find form. The wielder was somehow interfering with his tether to Trell.  
 
    Tannour floated in the aether, unfocused, bouncing on the tumult of patterns that were making a stormy sea of Air, drowning in the tempest while pain seared his thoughts and his hold on his tether flickered in and out.  
 
    He could tell Madden was attacking him even while he communed—fethe, he had no idea how he was doing that. 
 
    What did he cling to on the edge of annihilation? If he went down, what chance would Trell have? 
 
    Tannour metaphorically gritted his teeth and forced himself back into form.  
 
    The wielder had anticipated his reappearance.  
 
    Blinding pain shot through Tannour as Dore Madden sliced his blade across Tannour’s throat and opened it from ear to ear. 
 
    Tannour’s head hit the floor in searing agony. He convulsed, choking on his own blood, unable to breathe, unable to bind with Air.  
 
    He had to commune—couldn’t commune—had to commune— 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    While Trell fought his old enemy Raliax, the real battle was happening in his head, where despairing thoughts bombarded the walls of his resolve.  
 
    I’ve failed.  
 
    This was a mistake. 
 
    My friends will die. 
 
    I’ve doomed them all… 
 
    They felt like his thoughts, yet the part of him still anchored to reason knew they couldn’t be. Even so, trying to focus on fighting while everything inside him was shouting surrender! required an incredible force of will. 
 
    Raliax swung for his head. Trell blocked his blade, but the power of the blow sent him staggering back. He fell to one knee dizzily, and was momentarily overcome by the invading thoughts.  
 
    The warlord swung again and sent Trell’s sword skittering out of his hand. He pinned his blade to Trell’s throat and forced him back, first to his hands, then to elbows, then flat on the ground.  
 
    Trell gazed blurrily up the length of the blade, up the man’s arm, and into his black eyes. That miasma of keening thoughts told him this was the end. 
 
    Yes, it is futile to resist.   
 
    Searing pokers of compulsion stabbed Trell’s mind. Tears sprang to his eyes, and for a moment, he couldn’t draw breath. He lay gasping, eyes watering, his head feeling like an anvil was crushing it against the broken stones. He had no idea how to make his body move. The strings controlling his limbs had been severed. 
 
    Across the room, Tannour’s wavering form collapsed. Trell strained his eyes, blinking tears as he watched a pool of blood spreading beneath the Vestian. His body flickered with refraction. 
 
    The warlord bent over Trell, studying him at the end of his blade, holding his blurring gaze. Trell’s head was pounding so viciously that he saw Raliax in triplicate. 
 
    The latter’s expression shifted from confusion into fury. He spun his head to the wielder. “Fecking let go of him! I said he’s mine!” 
 
    Dore Madden stepped over the pool of blood spreading beneath Tannour and came towards them. “Fetch my shipment, you fool creature.” His voice sounded a dry complaint, the whine of a river rock caught in a millstone. “Without that thread of binding, you’re not long for this world. Come, and I’ll see what can be done, though I vow you don’t deserve it. My fortress will soon fall to your enemies due to your monumental incompetence.” 
 
    Trell lay immobile, his vision blackening at the edges, all thoughts lost but the ones the wielder had given him, but he might’ve heard the warlord snarl, No! just before the wielder whisked his hand and flung the creature into a column. Stone and choking dust rained down on Trell. 
 
    Once he’d stopped coughing and blinked dusty tears from his eyes, he found the wielder standing over him. Trell had never seen a man who more resembled Death.  
 
    Oh, Sebastian…he closed his eyes for a brief moment while his skull continued to pound. He’d never admired his older brother more than in that moment’s understanding of what he’d endured for so many years.  
 
    The wielder smiled down at him. His lips were formed of spidery lines, his teeth twisted. Trell couldn’t even see his eyes, only the shadows his bony brow cast across them. But he could feel his radiating malice like heat on his skin. “Yes, please, prince of Dannym. Resist me. Make it hard for me to break you. I deeply enjoy a challenge.” 
 
    He took Trell by the collar of his cloak and started dragging him towards the node. Trell’s head struck a broken stone. Fiery pain flared briefly, and all thought died in blackness. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thirty-three 
 
      
 
    “A man must have a game. If he doesn’t have one,  
 
    he will make one. If that man is mentally unsound,  
 
    he will make an intensely irrational and destructive game.” 
 
      
 
    –The Fourth Vestal Raine D’Lacourte,  
 
    on Dore Madden  
 
      
 
    “…I do not know what will become of us all.” 
 
    Shailabanáchtran carefully laid aside the ancient journal he’d been reading and sank back in his chair. At long last he’d found the location of the Quorum of the Sixth Truth’s sacred Shaido Archives, the place where he would surely unearth an answer to his centuries-long quest to learn who or what had torn the fabric of the Realms of Light, opening those worlds to Chaos.  
 
    And to him and his brothers.  
 
    He already had Jaro seeking the temple that housed the archives. Because the Quorum built their temples atop welds, the ancient cataclysm had torn both weld and temple out of alignment with the world grid. Thanks to the Archimandrite’s journal that Jaro had found for him, however, Shail now knew where that weld should’ve been. With Jaro searching it out using his weirwarden’s craft, it was only a matter of time before Shail gained the archives. 
 
    A slight vibration trilled through the currents, echoes of a barely perceptible shudder from deep below. The lights in the obsidian temple flickered. 
 
    Few of the temples once belonging to the Quorum of the Sixth Truth were stable. The second cataclysm—for which the Quorum itself was likely responsible—had damaged most of the temples beyond repair, save by someone of his quality.  
 
    But no one of his quality would waste their time painstakingly reconstructing a thousands-of-years-old temple one crumbling crevice at a time when they could just as easily raise a new one from the chalk and ashes of the old. 
 
    With that said, Shail suspected the tremors threatening this particular structure came from a more nascent disturbance, yet one which would be just as cataclysmic once it reached maturity. 
 
    Ah…so many little rats upon their little tasks. It only took a few well directed ones gnawing at the foundation to set the whole structure toppling.  
 
    With Darshan hopefully buried by now under a mountain of suckling revenants, and Ean val Lorian, aka the magnificent Arion Tavestra, once again vanquished by his hand, Shail was—dare he admit it?—beginning to enjoy himself. 
 
    He’d sketched a picture of elaborate deception so exquisite that even Pelas at the height of his Immanuel di Nostri fame could not have drawn it better. Shail had but a few shadowed spaces yet to fill in, places needing illumination, delineation or a particular play of light, and the work would be complete.  
 
    He couldn’t sketch in these places yet because he didn’t know what image belonged there. They represented mysteries that had come to his attention in recent months.  
 
    One of those unfinished corners involved Alorin’s enigmatic Fifth Vestal.  
 
    Once, Shail had imagined Björn van Gelderan to be an unsuspecting ally. Now he saw that the wielder had fooled even him—perhaps…especially him. But no longer. This area of his drawing would be filled in with forceful strokes. 
 
    Across the room, darkness coalesced.  
 
    Violet-black eyes like a raven’s iridescent wing appeared among the swirling vapors, followed by a visage of shifting planes. The dark mist solidified into a man’s head and torso. Then more of the figure—tall, broad of shoulder—stepped out of the mist, trailing wings of smoke.  
 
    “Ah, perfect timing, Vleydis. Come with me.” Shail stood and swept from the chamber in a fluttering of silk robes, crimson flames to complement the Warlock’s shadowy vapors. “I have something that may be of interest to you.”  
 
    “I’m always interested in your creations, Shailabanáchtran.” 
 
    No doubt you are.  
 
    He well knew the Warlock’s secret desires—capitalized on them, in fact.  
 
    Shail had found Vleydis in the ruins of a Quorum temple, where the immortal had been lost for millennia, unable to coalesce. By force of will and an impressive display of power, Shail had summoned Vleydis back to consciousness and bound him in a troth of action. The Warlock had proven a reliable emissary between Shail and the Warlocks of Shadow, but Shail knew that Vleydis was ever seeking a way to be free of their accord.  
 
    It was a delicate and nuanced cuisine he concocted, stringing along an immortal on a thin diet of hope. 
 
    “What news from your brethren of Wylde?” Shail asked.   
 
    Vleydis walked amid a wreath of smoke, trailing tattered-mist wings. Shail had never yet seen him solidify even as much as Sinárr could manifest. He wondered, in fact, if Vleydis could find solidity at all.  
 
    A Warlock needed energy to make himself appear solid—the more power he commanded, the more solid he could appear. Such a one derived said energy within the Realms of Light by creating eidola to harvest elae. The revolting creatures engaged in a sort of predigestion that enabled the Warlock to work elae’s positively charged power.  
 
    But the only harvesters Vleydis had at his disposal were the ones Shail had created for him. 
 
    “My brethren are enjoying their time in Illume Belliel and are complimentary of your assistance,” Vleydis answered. 
 
    “I noticed Baelfeir found his way to Alorin.” Without invitation. Shail eyed Vleydis tetchily. “Will he be stringing a new chain of virgins to his loins any time soon?” 
 
    Vleydis’s features flickered in and out of form. “Lord Baelfeir does not share his mind with me.” 
 
     “Well…moving on. As you know, I’ve been testing different combinations of patterns to determine which can be used most efficaciously to create eidola. My recent efforts, while intellectually fruitful, all required a fortnight or so for the necrotic conversion of flesh into Merdanti stone.” 
 
    He turned onto a spiraling staircase and headed swiftly down, passing carved patterns in the obsidian walls that glowed faintly, even after thousands of years, even webbed with fractures.  
 
    The temple’s lower levels were constructed of granite and basalt, designed to withstand the Quorum’s darkest subversions of the lifeforce. Shail found those deep places perfectly suited to his own pursuits, for the forces of violent change would find fewer fractures to exploit.  
 
    Such is where he should’ve kept young Tanis, bound in goracrosta and a plethora of other torments, lost to the world. Had he known what the boy was capable of—had he known the destruction Tanis could wreak with a few misshapen thoughts—he never would’ve let him out of his grasp.  
 
    But by now Sinárr had doubtless made the youth his concubine, which threw a lovely kink in the mortal tapestry and almost made up for the error of letting Tanis slip through his fingers.  
 
    Shail led Vleydis into an octagonal room where a stone creature lay upon a plinth. He cast a hand towards it and his eyes towards Vleydis. “For your inspection, my friend.” 
 
    The Warlock looked over the eidola body while the angled planes of his face shifted beneath subtle refractions.  
 
    No, Shail determined, if Vleydis could have fully coalesced, he would have settled his features into a single countenance, not let them sputter like a candle.  
 
    This pleased him. Keeping a tight rein on the Warlock’s power was important to his plans. 
 
    After a moment, Vleydis lifted his raven gaze to Shail. “I fail to determine why this would be of interest to me, Shailabanáchtran.” 
 
    “No?” Shail’s mocking smile held a daggered edge. “A harvester you do not yourself have to animate? I thought this was your primary dilemma.”  
 
    The planes of Vleydis’s expression flickered through discomposure.   
 
    Shail looked the Warlock over critically. “Come now. Be honest with me. You could not have thrived in Alorin beyond the twisting off of the welds to Shadow. How many decades passed before you found yourself fading? You deny it, Vleydis, but I think you were witness to the fall of the Quorum of the Sixth Truth.” 
 
    Vleydis’s smoking wings riffled like a moth pinned to a specimen board. “I know you seek their secrets, Shailabanáchtran, but I’ve told you all that I recall.” He misted away from the Malorin’athgul. “Much memory was lost to me during those dry seasons of incongregation.” 
 
    “Yes, so you continue to claim. But no matter.” Shail’s thin smile implied forgiveness…of a fashion. “It is to this grave infirmity of yours that I’ve addressed my efforts—what use to me is a Warlock who cannot harness his power, eh? And the making of harvesters is a double-edged sword: one must have the power to congregate them out of the aether and still have enough power left to invest them with life. I’ve gone to considerable trouble to address this problem on your behalf.” 
 
    “Your benevolence honors me, Shailabanáchtran.” 
 
    Shail leveled him an excoriating stare. “I trust you will make it worth my while once your power is fully restored.”  
 
    Vleydis gestured to the thing on the table. “How will such as this be useful to me?” 
 
    “To start with, they’re untraceable.” Shail leveled him a cool smile. “Eidola can be followed back to the mind of their master by those skilled in elae’s fourth strand. These pawns cannot.” 
 
    “Yet they will draw power from me?” 
 
    “They’ll draw it through you.” 
 
    The briefest of startled pauses ensued. Then the Warlock gave a low chuckle, almost like a purr. “You make portals of them.” He looked Shail over with his iridescent violet-black eyes. “They draw power from Shadow.” 
 
    “Through their bond with you, to then fuel their conversion of elae. The flow creates a closed circuit. No power is lost in the conversion.” 
 
    The Warlock’s dark eyes gleamed. “Miraculous.” 
 
    “Some complications have not yet been solved, but the method is promising.” He looked to the black-stone body lashed to the table. “This eidola I raised quickly from ash and blood.”  
 
    Vleydis came closer to inspect it. “How will you animate it when you did not start with living flesh? This has been a necessary first step when constructing eidola in the Realms of Light.” 
 
    “That is the very question I posed to myself.” Shail cast his awareness elsewhere, seeking a particular mind. When he found it, he raised a dark smile to the Warlock. “Soon you will better appreciate what I’ve achieved on your behalf.”  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thirty-four 
 
      
 
    “Bravery is knowing the enemy you face  
 
    and facing him anyway.” 
 
      
 
    –Errodan val Lorian, Queen of Dannym and the Shoring Isles 
 
      
 
    Sebastian val Lorian, prince of Dannym, beloved of Princess Ehsan with-many-middle-names Haxamanis of Kandori, reined in his horse atop a hill overlooking the ruined city of Kyrrh, most of which lay beneath a dark lake of fog.  
 
    Far, that fog spread, blanketing the ruins—verily, the entire valley of fifteen square miles—between Sebastian and the distant, glowing alcázar of the Prophet Bethamin, high on its acropolis in Tambarré.  
 
    Above Sebastian, a gibbous moon watched languorously over the night, occasionally illuminating the lake of fog, but more often hiding behind scudding rainclouds whose recent showers had left still, dark pools between the broken pavement stones. The diamond points of Cephrael’s Hand hung like a crown over that moon, lording over the last piece of visible sky.  
 
    Of late, Sebastian had seen the constellation every time he ventured out into the dark. Ehsan said the constellation’s presence meant Fate was watching over him, but Sebastian thought this an ambiguous harbinger at best. In his experience, Fate was often vindictive, occasionally ambivalent and rarely benevolent.  
 
    Yet Fate all but dominated his thoughts these days: the fate of the First Lord’s game, of his brothers, of his father and mother, of the Eagle Throne, of his own path….   
 
    ‘As your paths are interwoven, so accordingly are the workings of the wielders Dore Madden and Viernan hal’Jaitar, the Duke of Morwyk, and your father…’  
 
    The Sundragon Rhakar’s words from months ago still rang in Sebastian’s head, chiming with portent.  
 
    ‘Your father withdrew his forces from M’Nador and sent them to the fortress of Nahavand, where they await his return ere they all depart for Dannym…Your middle brother forges towards the fortress of Khor Taran to rescue a thousand of your father’s men…Ean’s thread is tangled among darker strands…’  
 
    Sebastian practically felt the threads of the tapestry dragging upon him, too, binding tighter with his every step; yet for all he saw his brothers’ places in the game, he had no clear view of his own.  
 
    Or perhaps, as Ehsan had said, he could see it but wasn’t willing to accept it. 
 
    Swallowing the discomfort of this thought, he looked back to the valley. Sebastian had never yet seen it when it wasn’t covered in fog. If he hadn’t known better of Dore Madden’s capabilities, he would’ve thought the wielder had summoned the fog to hide the Prophet’s dark work. Or perhaps it reflected the miasma of guilt that ought to be suffered by the inhabitants of Tambarré, a cloak for their shame at turning a blind eye to the evil propagating north of the Prophet’s mountain. 
 
    ‘Plague has come to Tambarré…’     
 
    Thus had written Dareios’s spies from within the Prophet’s temple, repeating the urgently whispered word supported by black flags flying atop Tambarré’s ramparts.  
 
    The city had shut its gates to all, yet information continued pouring out of the Prophet’s temple almost daily—a rare paradox from a place usually so impermeable.  
 
    The first of what was to become many startling revelations told of the Prophet’s abrupt departure from Tambarré. Then had followed a sordid story of unraveling discipline and madness, culminating in droves of Marquiin throwing themselves from the acropolis rim, finding their deaths on rooftops, walls, streets. The city had been in turmoil. 
 
    Then, finally, the salt in the wound:  
 
    ‘A terrible illness is spreading through the refugee camp beyond the walls…an unnatural affliction that blackens the flesh, making it hard as stone. The Prophet’s Advisor recommended quarantine in the ruins of Kyrrh. Tambarré’s elders jumped to oblige…’ 
 
    Upon reading this report, Sebastian had looked up beneath his brows at a brooding Dareios. “Dore is making eidola out of those refugees. You know it, and I know it—a bloody army of them, just as Isabel predicted.” 
 
    “We don’t know that for certain.” 
 
    “What else could it be, Dareios?”   
 
    The Kandori prince had sat back in his chair and opened bejeweled hands in supplication. “It could be plague.”   
 
    Sebastian arched brows. “Dareios.” 
 
    The truthreader sighed. “I admit it is a farfetched conclusion when circumstances are viewed as a whole.” 
 
    “There’s only one way to be sure.”  
 
    Dareios winced. He traced an angular eyebrow with one finger while studiously not looking at Sebastian. “I cannot be complicit in another jeopardous val Lorian scheme. Ehsan would have me drawn and quartered, and that would just be the first course she served to her retribution.” 
 
    Sebastian leaned towards Dareios. “You know we need to test—” 
 
    “Don’t speak it.” Dareios lifted a hand to quiet him. “It’s bad enough I can read your thoughts. Allow me at least the pretense of deniability…” 
 
    Would that Sebastian had been able to deny his own suspicions, but three visits to the ruins of Kyrrh had proven them conclusively. Dore was making an army of eidola. How he was doing it with the Prophet gone from Tambarré was anyone’s guess, but as far as Sebastian and Dareios could tell, no one was doing a damned thing about it. 
 
    Sitting his horse beneath the dripping trees, Sebastian gave a decisive exhale and dismounted.  
 
    Soft footfalls behind him drew his gaze, whereupon Dareios’s Nodefinder cousin Bahman moved into the moonlight. Another towering shadow followed Bahman, a man whose visage brought a smile to Sebastian’s face every time he saw him: the Lord Captain Rhys val Kinkaide.  
 
    The captain had shorn his russet locks and cut his beard close, and in recent weeks he’d regained much of his legendary strength. Sebastian only wished Ean might’ve been there to see Rhys so hale, that he might know his sacrifices had been worthwhile.  
 
    Sebastian secured his horse to a branch and turned to meet the two men. 
 
    “Here.” Bahman handed Sebastian a leather thigh sheath bristling with daggers. “There’s seven in there. Try not to lose them all this time—or anything else, for that matter. Ehsan specifically told me she would prefer you kept both of your arms and legs.” 
 
    Sebastian gave him a blank look. “Could you possibly be referring to that tiny scratch I got last time?” 
 
    “You bled all over my horse.” 
 
    The Lord Captain rumbled, “This time I’m not letting him out of my sight.” 
 
    Bahman clapped a hand on Rhys’s shoulder. “Good luck with that.” He flashed a don’t-die-tonight look at Sebastian and melted back into the dark. 
 
    “He’s off to meet the others,” Rhys said, staring after him. Then he rested a hand on his sword hilt and turned his pale blue gaze out across the lake of fog. “What’s our plan this time, Your Highness?” 
 
    Sebastian secured the sheath of black daggers around his thigh, then drew one and looked over its double-edged blade. Bahman, who was a gifted metallurgist and blacksmith in addition to being a talented Nodefinder, had woven into the folded steel-stone the necessary patterns to kill an eidola on contact.  
 
    If Sebastian saw any silver lining to Dore’s dark work, it was in having nearly unlimited resources upon which to test their patterns. That they were granting release to these poor, doomed victims only marginally helped him sleep at night. It was a stone heart indeed that could witness all they’d seen and still enjoy a relaxing night’s rest. 
 
    “Free as many as we can, Captain,” Sebastian answered quietly, “that’s our plan.” He had to think of their actions in those terms, lest the killing lay too heavily upon his conscience to bear the weight.  
 
    ‘A Furie may see his fortune won or lost from an inability to adapt to the changing climate. Whether nature inclines him one way, or education, or faith, if the prince cannot deviate from the inclination of heart, honor or upbringing when circumstances require it, so is he ruined.’   
 
    The words from the Avataren treatise On the Politics of Princes were indelibly imprinted in Sebastian’s head, along with the voice of the Fire Princess Ysolde Remalkhen, who’d read the work to him a hundred times if it was once. Leave it to his mother’s Companion to teach him Avataren by way of the kingdom’s most controversial political discourse. 
 
    Yet the concepts had found their place in his thoughts, as ideas are wont to do when presented to youths of a particular age, especially if those ideas happen to be polemical, disreputable or arcane. An adolescent mind soaks up contentious topics as readily as a dry sea sponge and thereafter refuses to expel them again. 
 
    Pondering changing political climates and their relationship to ambiguous harbingers, Sebastian slung a quiver of Merdanti arrows diagonally across his chest and hooked a recurve bow on one shoulder. He wore the golden vest Dareios had made for him beneath his leather armor. Experience had proven it was anyone’s guess what enemies he would face down among that ruined city, but with the vest on, at least the craven bastards wouldn’t be able to stab or shoot him in the back. 
 
    The ruins of Kyrrh hugged three high hills, but the lanterns demarking the quarantine area made it easy for Sebastian to spot—even without the necrotic sludge oozing out of the place on elae’s currents.  
 
    Storm clouds moved across the moon, pitching the night into further darkness. Sebastian gathered his resolve. “Come, Captain.”   
 
    A sullen drizzle was their only herald as Sebastian and Rhys threaded down through the ruins, passing silently among high, moss-eaten walls and over the uneven stones that had once been cobbled streets.  
 
    As they drew nearer to the rearing wall of fog, Sebastian summoned the pattern of Ean’s variant trait, the one that enabled his brother to see patterns. Ean had derived the pattern for Sebastian’s use even while using it himself and had nearly given Dareios a heart attack in the process. Now Sebastian worked the pattern to ensure they didn’t fall prey to Dore Madden’s malice. 
 
    The prince and Rhys had come that way several times. Sebastian knew well of the route’s hazards, yet Dore could birth more deviant tricks in a day than the whole of the Vestian Sorceresy in a dark month of colluding.  
 
    They came upon the outermost sentry while the man was relieving himself against a wall. Sebastian let him finish and then speared him with compulsion—the same pattern he’d used in the Kutsamak, at the time never suspecting that the fierce fighter who’d been close to turning the tide of battle against Sebastian’s men was his own brother Trell.  
 
    Trell had fought Sebastian’s working all the way to his knees—it had felt like mentally wrestling a bear to the ground. The sentry merely collapsed. 
 
    Sebastian and Rhys propped the sentry against the wall, where Sebastian bound him with the belief that he couldn’t move. It was only prudent. In the heat of battle, it was often difficult to ensure you left a man alive for questioning. 
 
    Sebastian caught himself in this thought.  
 
    Where had he gotten this idea? From Ysolde and her ruthless book? From his father or one of his tutors? …From Dore?  
 
    Sometimes he felt he had too many masters, that too much of what he knew had been bred into him—or lanced, beaten or otherwise tortured—without his own evaluation. He still couldn’t remember all of who he’d been before N’ghorra; he couldn’t separate much of what Dore had taught him from his innate responses. It made any instinctive decision suspect. 
 
    So Sebastian took a moment to evaluate for himself this choice…and decided to leave the sentry safely pinned and out of sight. 
 
    He and Rhys entered the fogbound city and headed east.  
 
    ‘…Why are you doing this?’ Ehsan had asked him after his second trip to Kyrrh, when he’d returned with a slashed shoulder as the least of his wounds. ‘You’re free of Dore Madden now, if you choose to be. This isn’t your fight.’ 
 
    But it was his fight as much as it belonged to anyone. Dore was a necrotic sore on the body of humanity. If left untreated, that necrosis would spread until the entire host turned septic. It fell to Sebastian to do something about Dore Madden, merely because no one else was. 
 
    Even so, the darkhounds of hypocrisy dogged his heels as he moved silently through the fog, using elae’s currents to guide his sight and Ean’s fifth-strand pattern as a headlamp to illuminate deadly wards. How often had he chastised his littlest brother for recklessly putting himself into danger? And here he was walking a similar course, answering to no one as he chased down his own demons.  
 
    But he didn’t feel reckless. He knew his abilities. Irrespective of this, his honor simply demanded it.  
 
    It wasn’t lost on him that Ean had voiced the same. 
 
    Seeing the first of Dore’s warding patterns hanging like a lantern in the middle of the broken road, Sebastian turned off into an alley of weeds that wound eastward between high walls. The pathway spared them the sight of the worst of the unwitting dead, if not the smell of them. 
 
    Their first time in the city, lost in the fog with only the currents and a distant glow for a guide, they’d inadvertently followed the same path that all the other intruders had walked. These were looters and brigands mainly, though Sebastian suspected innocents had also fallen to Dore’s wards; those thrust from Tambarré’s polite society: the old and sick, the maimed, the deformed and the unwanted. Hearing that the Prophet’s Ascendants were tending to the infirm, they came to Kyrrh seeking aid. Their bodies now littered those broken streets like the refuse clogging the gutters of Lower Tambarré.  
 
    The cloying stench of rotting bodies ought to have been enough to convince anyone trying to reach the quarantine area to turn around and seek fairer pastures, yet as Sebastian and Rhys stepped out of the alley, the prince saw new faces strewn along the boulevard of the dead. 
 
    Dore’s patterns traced a lantern path down this wide road, which had somehow retained most of its paving stones through the ages and thus drew the unwary like lambs to the slaughter. As Sebastian steered Rhys safely around each pattern, staying well clear of its radiating power, he tried not to stare at the corpses of those who’d been ensnared by Dore’s wards.  
 
    Near one pattern, five men were lying in crumbling piles with their eyes rotted out. Further beyond, the staggered forms of a dozen men had been burned to a crisp lengthwise along the left side of their bodies. Sebastian got the unsettling sense that the pattern had forced the right half to watch as the left charred to ash. 
 
    Further down the boulevard, more bodies formed an uneven line at the end of a lengthy train of blood, as if they’d been trying to outrun whatever was bleeding them. Every one of their hands was missing. 
 
    It continued in this vein.  
 
    Dore was changing the patterns regularly, because each time Sebastian had come, new maladies were claiming the dead. It was like a weekly show of the gruesome and macabre, where no two performances were ever the same.  
 
    Sebastian felt certain that Dore was using the boulevard to test the efficacy of new patterns he was developing. Every few days, Dore’s goons would clear the boulevard of the dead so their bodies couldn’t hint to the location of the wards.  
 
    Sebastian tried not to think about the likelihood of him and Rhys surviving that place if he hadn’t had Ean’s ability to see patterns.  
 
    They reached a wide set of steps descending through the city and headed down, relieved to leave behind the zone of death. The fog bound the night to silence, so that the sound of their footsteps failed to travel, absorbed instead into the pervading sense of rot that permeated the place.  
 
    Just before they reached the first of three roads that terraced the long staircase, a wavering glow alerted Sebastian to a patrol coming. He motioned Rhys to one side, and they pressed themselves into the shadow of a moss-eaten wall.  
 
    The sentries stopped roughly ten paces away. The fog reshaped itself around them, sculpting murky silhouettes.  
 
    “Hold up that lantern,” growled the taller of the pair in the Saldarian dialect. 
 
    The other lifted the lantern indifferently. “Did you see something?” 
 
    The first opened the lantern and leaned in to light his smoke in its flame. He exhaled into the swirling mist and said after a moment’s pause, “I can’t stop thinking about her.” 
 
    The other closed and lowered the lantern. “You’re disgusting.” 
 
    “Tell me you didn’t think of doing her.” 
 
    “I didn’t think of doing her.” He shook his head and started off again. “Stick to sheep, you perverted jade.” 
 
    “Naw…all tied up that way, just waiting to be turned…” The first man made a fast licking sound. “Tell me you didn’t think of it.” 
 
    “I didn’t think of it.”  
 
    “But you did see her laid out, just ripe for the taking…” Their voices faded as the fog closed around them. 
 
    Clenching his jaw, Sebastian headed across the road and down the next flight of steps, towards the quarantine’s eldritch glow. By the time they reached the stairway base, they’d emerged into clear air beneath an eerily lit overcast. 
 
    From what Sebastian could tell, Dore had organized this ‘plague’ into zones. Victims were carted in to the east, administered poisons that mimicked sickness, ‘Healed’ with the pattern to turn them into eidola, and then left there for the agonizing days it took their bodies to die and the conversion to occur. Fully converted eidola were relocated to the west side of the ruins, presumably to await transport elsewhere. 
 
    Sebastian and Rhys always went east, to spare as many as they could from the horrors of a captive halflife. Bahman and his crew went west, where they could test the effectiveness of Dareios’ latest weapons on newly minted eidola.  
 
    For Bahman, the work was scientific, the impartial testing of deadly patterns on creatures who had lost all semblance of their humanity. For Sebastian and especially Rhys—who’d seen his own men sacrificed to that same fate—it was personal, a mission of mercy. They alone could stomach the work in the east. 
 
    The glowing overcast seemed close enough to touch as Sebastian stepped among the bones of a building and walked to its crumbling edge, which provided an expansive view of the hillside of terraced ruins. 
 
    One level down, torches stood at every doorway, lighting a patchwork grid for the Prophet’s Ascendants, who moved between the roofless houses tending to the ‘sick.’ At intervals along the winding lanes, large braziers burned sage and rosemary to mask the stench of death.   
 
    “Stay close to me,” Sebastian said low to the captain.  
 
    “I’ll have Your Highness’s back, as always.” 
 
    Sebastian cast Rhys a sidelong glance, half gratitude and half warning, planted his hand on the low wall and slung himself over.  
 
    He fell twenty steps in a whisper of the second strand and landed in a silent crouch. He waited there while the captain descended via the collapsed wall. Together, they slipped across a weedy courtyard and hugged the shadows of a plinth whose statue had long been repurposed, probably in some patrician’s riad.  
 
    They waited there while an Ascendant passed by. All around them, low moaning filled the night, perpetual as a river’s rushing flow. 
 
    Sebastian pulled a dagger from the selection at his thigh. Rhys drew his sword. Then they stole across the street and into the closest house. 
 
    The stench brought bile rising up in Sebastian’s throat. He forced a swallow and slipped down a hallway towards a light at the end, while Rhys took up a position just inside the house, out of sight but with a clear view of the street. 
 
    Inside the room at the end of the hall, Sebastian found half a dozen victims lying spread-eagle on the earth, wrists and ankles bound to stakes. In the wavering lamplight, their naked bodies showed a patchwork of oozing sores and scabby, necrotic flesh.  
 
    Sebastian had seen enough victims to have learned the process—how first the hands and feet turned black, then the outer flesh blistered, rotted and sloughed away—the longest step in the process, requiring victims be bound, lest they take their own lives—eventually revealing ropy muscle turned to stone beneath.  
 
    These people were fairly well along. They had already lost the ability to speak, but their vocal chords still resonated their pain in a unified keening, as the cry of a wounded hound. 
 
    If there had been any way to save them… 
 
    But there wasn’t, not this far into conversion. Sebastian swallowed around his conflict of conscience, gripped his dagger and started on his work.  
 
    The farther along in the process, the harder his job. The enchanted muscle became fibrous and difficult to part. In fact, he’d learned that due to the various enchantments at work, it was easier to kill them after they’d become eidola than during the half-life of conversion. But to leave so many languishing in torment…. 
 
    The first blade Sebastian brought down into the chest of a man sank midway and lodged there. He had to force it all the way into the heart by leaning his whole weight on it, and then he had to put a boot to the man’s shoulder to rip the blade out again. 
 
    He tried a different dagger on the next victim, a new combination of patterns. It went in easier but stuck thereafter. Sebastian had to stand on the woman’s chest and use both hands to free it. He was sweating by the time he moved to the third victim. Breathing hard by the fourth. 
 
    And so it went. Room after room. House after house. 
 
    If the lay of things allowed Rhys to help Sebastian while also keeping an eye on the street, he would do so. Otherwise, he stood steadfast guard over his prince’s work. 
 
    Eventually they cleared the row of houses and took refuge in an alley that sloped steeply down to the next street. Sebastian crouched beside the wall and laid his head against the stones while his heart slowed.  
 
    The physical work wasn’t as draining as the mental tasks involved—regularly monitoring the currents for danger, the constant working of Ean’s fifth-strand pattern—both of which made Sebastian’s head feel full of chaff after only a few hours.  
 
    He rolled his head around on the wall. “How many?”  
 
    Rhys was standing watch over the alley, immobile save for his roving gaze. “Fifty-two.” 
 
    “Fifty-two.” Sebastian clunked his head dispiritedly against the stones. If he thought of it as fifty-two tormented souls freed, it was a fine number. If he thought of it as fifty-two out of hundreds of eidola soldiers, the number hardly scratched the surface. “What’s he going to do with this army?” He lifted a weary gaze to Rhys. “Have you wondered about that?” 
 
    “Constantly, my prince.” 
 
    Sebastian pushed himself off. “We’ve got to do better than fifty-two.” 
 
    They headed down the alley to reach the next street. To their left, Ascendants prowled busily from house to house, but the houses to his right lay silent beneath the fog, ostensibly already visited for the night. Sebastian waited for the Ascendants to head inside their respective houses of interest, then darted across the street and into the closest dwelling. 
 
    Down a short hallway, a large room hosted a score of poor villagers lying on makeshift cots beneath a broken roof. Their moans and isolated weeping stabbed at Sebastian’s heart. Some villagers had bald patches on their scalps. Others lay with bleeding sores on their feet in place of missing toenails. Their hands were uniformly black.   
 
    Sebastian paused in the doorway. A man rolled his head to stare at him through eyes weeping blood. His cheeks were sunken, his lips crusted with sores. “Plague,” he managed hoarsely in the desert tongue. “Stay…back.”   
 
    A little girl lay on the cot next to him. She reached small black fingers and clasped the man’s hand. He closed his own black fingers fumblingly around hers. 
 
    Sebastian fell back from the room and into the corridor wall, his heart pounding. “Gods forgive me,” he groaned, “I can’t do it.” 
 
    Rhys laid a hand on his shoulder. “Death is as merciful now as at any time, my prince.”   
 
    Sebastian met his grim gaze with a desperate look. “They could still be saved, Rhys.” 
 
    “But they won’t be—except by you.” 
 
    Feeling sick, Sebastian pressed fists to his eyes and grappled with the accusations of his conscience.  
 
    Too easily he might’ve found reason to leave without doing the act. They couldn’t keep killing off the ranks of Dore’s army—even piecemeal—without garnering attention from some quarter. The eidola further along often died before the conversion was complete, and Sebastian counted on this fact to hide his activities. But these people were being monitored by Ascendants. Someone would notice. If only his purpose might’ve been fueled less by honor and more by self-preservation. 
 
    Dear Epiphany, I pray give me strength to do what must be done. I am sending these souls to you. I beg you grace my blade, that their deaths are quick. 
 
    Sebastian gave a determined exhale, dropped his hands to his sides and strode back into the room…yet his feet halted abruptly just beyond the opening, frozen once more. He stood locked in place, emotionally overcome by the faces of the men, women and children whose lives he was about to take.  
 
    He felt Rhys approach behind him.  
 
    Sebastian swallowed. “These deaths won’t go unnoticed.”  
 
    Rhys bent and selected a blade from among the seven sheathed on Sebastian’s thigh. “Then we’d better be quick.”  
 
    They set to it. 
 
    Rhys started at one end of the room, Sebastian at the other. They saved the corner with the little girl and her father until the last. Blessedly, no one else was conscious, and the work was fast, if grim. 
 
    Finally, only the little girl and her father remained. Sebastian stood over the child, feeling choked, gripping a bloody dagger in a white-knuckled fist, unable to move.  
 
    She opened her eyes and saw him standing over her, and used her black hands to push herself unsteadily up to sitting.  
 
    Sebastian, in all of his hatred of Dore Madden, had never felt more vehement fury than seeing the evil that man had done to this poor child. 
 
    Her brown eyes were very large, and her head seemed too big for the frail body supporting it as she lifted those eyes to Sebastian. She asked him in the desert tongue, “Am I going to die?”   
 
    Sebastian’s heart felt like it was breaking. He bent a knee beside her, then lifted his eyes to Rhys, who was standing resolutely over her father, having just ended his life. 
 
    Her lower lip trembled. She asked in a tiny, wavering voice, “Will you do it, please?” Then she threw her arms around his neck. “Please. It hurts so much…” 
 
    She must’ve been holding to him as tightly as she could, but he barely felt her weight.  
 
    Sebastian drew in a shuddering breath. He cupped her head gently but held it firmly against his chest and positioned his dagger at the base of her skull. Then, closing his eyes, he shoved—hard.  
 
    She sagged in his arms. 
 
    Sebastian laid her down on the cot, jaw clenched, his throat tight. He withdrew his dagger and slowly straightened above her. She looked peaceful in death. He took ill consolation in it. 
 
    Rhys met his gaze gravely. “That’s—” 
 
    A peal of bells rang a clamorous warning, which was soon compounded by shouting and the sounds of running feet.   
 
    The captain grunted. “Looks like they noticed us.”   
 
    Sebastian slung his bow off his shoulder and headed out of the room. He nocked an arrow to bow and paused just inside the broken bricks where an exterior door had once stood. A squad of Saldarians came charging around the corner, heading uphill. Ascendants had started rushing from house to house.   
 
    Sebastian was angry enough to kill all of them with a thought, but he lowered his bow and said tightly instead, “Out the back.”   
 
    No matter how much Sebastian wanted to destroy everything and everyone inhabiting that place, his agreement with Dareios—and Ehsan—was that they would get in and out without stirring up trouble. As Ehsan had so irrefutably yet infuriatingly pointed out to him, ‘Even a giant is no match for an anthill.’  
 
    That night, the ants were scouring the hill for them. 
 
    They fled through the ruined city beneath the ghostly, glowing fog, with Rhys guarding their backs and Sebastian working the fifth the entire way. By the time they’d climbed back into the fog bank, Sebastian’s head was throbbing and his vision was blurring at the edges, but it was either work the fifth constantly or run headfirst into one of Dore’s wards. 
 
    As the top of the steps came into view, Sebastian saw the Saldarian squad that had passed them earlier. They were standing with a dozen eidola, who were chattering angrily. The bells were still clanging a ubiquitous peal, which really wasn’t helping Sebastian’s head. 
 
    He took aim on the outermost eidola without breaking stride. His arrow slammed into the creature’s temple, and it tumbled sidelong even as his next arrow was taking the eidola beside it through the throat. The Saldarians finally noticed the creatures were being picked off one by one when the fourth eidola fell face-first in the dirt at their feet. 
 
    Sebastian downed three more creatures before the boiling mass of angry Saldarians reached them. Rhys went barreling up the steps while the Saldarians were still coming down and scattered their line.  
 
    The remaining eidola stalked towards Sebastian en masse, apparently expecting him to cower from the terrible dynamism of their intimidating stares.  
 
    Sebastian jumped onto a wall and shot two more of the creatures through their eyes. That deflated their pomp somewhat. He was lining up on the next one when two of them got smart and jumped up on the wall after him.  
 
    Sebastian put an arrow into the first one’s chest, then ran atop the wall, drawing the other in chase. He leapt the skeletal ruins to reach the edge of the house, where he launched himself across an alley onto the adjacent building. His feet landed on crumbling stones, making him stumble. The eidola chasing him took a running leap and caught Sebastian around the legs. They both tumbled down outside the ruins.  
 
    Sebastian shielded himself in the fifth. He rolled the instant he hit the grass and bounded roughly over the stones of a collapsed wall that would’ve broken bones aplenty without his shield.  
 
    The creature clambered after him. Sebastian drew a dagger from the sheath at his thigh and stabbed it into the eidola’s gut.   
 
    Suddenly three more eidola were rushing him out of the gloom. Sebastian somersaulted beneath their blades and flung one dagger as he rose, taking an eidola beneath the chin. He swiped another dagger through the closest eidola’s leg. It fell to one knee, whereupon he stabbed it in the side of its skull, just to be certain the blade had done its work.  
 
    A third eidola slashed at him. Sebastian rolled sideways, then launched up inside its guard to slam his shoulder into its chest and a dagger into its throat. He spun off the creature as it was collapsing and kicked another one in the head with some help from the second strand.  
 
    It cartwheeled into a Saldarian that had given chase, and the two of them crashed through a wall. More Saldarians appeared out of the fog. One threw a dagger at Sebastian, which he only noticed when it rebounded off the field generated by his vest.  
 
    The prince reclaimed his bow from the grass and put an arrow through the Saldarian and another through the last eidola, just as it was climbing out from the shattered wall. It fell backwards onto the rubble. 
 
    Sebastian stood for a moment in silence then, feeling his chest rise and fall and his breath shoot frost into the fog. Then he meticulously reclaimed his weapons from the fallen.  
 
    Rhys joined him shortly thereafter, stepping dispassionately over the dead, wiping his blade on a bit of cloth torn from someone’s cloak. “Well…that’s done.” 
 
    Sebastian’s head was pounding as hard as his heart. He secured the last of the daggers back in the sheath at his thigh—he’d made the mistake of leaving one behind once and had never heard the end of it from Bahman—and followed Rhys back to the steps, where he viewed the carnage littering the ruins.  
 
    “A dozen eidola and a squad of Saldarians to take us?” Sebastian shook his head. “That’s insulting.” 
 
    Rhys looked quietly over the dead. “This definitely won’t go unremarked. Next time they’ll be better prepared.” 
 
    Sebastian clapped him on the arm. “And so will we. Stay close, Captain.” He jogged off into the fog. 
 
    “Like a shadow, my prince.” Rhys returned softly as he followed. 
 
    Seeming as one, they melted away into the night. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thirty-five 
 
      
 
    “The future is an utterly empty canvas in these parts.  
 
    No one is doing anything with it.” 
 
      
 
    –The Warlock Rafael, to Ean val Lorian 
 
      
 
    Ean stood on a breezy rooftop in the Sacred City of Faroqhar, studying the copy he’d made of himself. The mirror image appeared completely solid to his perception; but while the autumn breeze pushed his actual cinnamon hair into his eyes, the copy’s hair in front of him remained perfectly coiffed.  
 
    Ean shifted his intent slightly. Patterns restructured, and the copy’s hair began to waver as if tossed by the breeze. Fortunately, he’d be inside that evening, so he wouldn’t have to constantly adjust his illusion to accurately reflect the weather. 
 
    Returning to Alorin had engendered a palpable relief. Ean had missed the unique chemistry of the realm’s lifeforce reacting with his innate composition, wakening elemental perceptions so different from those in T’khendar and impossible to perceive in Shadow. He drew deeply of the fifth and in one slow exhale reveled in the ubiquitous pull of gravity, the molecular elasticity of the air, the static charge building between layered clouds…and surprisingly, to the north, a persistent tugging that he recognized as his binding with Darshan. 
 
    He was so tempted to contact the Malorin’athgul, to tell him all that he’d learned in T’khendar—by Cephrael’s Great Book! Should Darshan ever become as invested in the game as Pelas, the Balance would shift overnight!—but he understood that Darshan had to come to terms with his own demons. Interrupting that process would only hinder them in the end. 
 
    And the game’s end loomed, Ean could sense that, too.  
 
    It hovered too near to make any more mistakes, for Isabel would not survive them. Everywhere he went now, Ean carried this cold pearl of certainty lodged uncomfortably against his heart. 
 
    He was somehow key to her salvation. Björn had hinted at it, Ean suspected it, and he’d seen a shadow of this belief mirrored in Isabel’s colorless eyes when he’d been kissing her goodbye.  
 
    Paradoxically, though Isabel’s problem lay in T’khendar, Ean felt strongly that its solution would be found in Alorin. 
 
    Her parting kiss still lingered on his lips, even as her thoughts lingered near his own, fingers of connection maintaining contact as long as possible as their owners walked their separate ways.  
 
    For some reason, the moment stirred a memory… 
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    Arion resisted the urge to use the second strand to quicken his steps as he hurried down the wide passageway, past lecture halls and seminar rooms, towards the auditorium at the end. A line of praetorians stood guard before the doors, while a lone figure paced behind the bars of their resolve. 
 
    Arion picked up his pace, wondering why the Emperor of Agasan’s personal legion would be guarding an innocuous Sormitáge lecture hall like the doors to the imperial vaults.  
 
    Behind the praetorians, Cristien Tagliaferro was pacing with his characteristic whiplash intensity. The moment he noticed Arion coming, the truthreader pushed past the praetorians and jogged down the corridor to meet him.  
 
    “What took you so long?” He took Arion’s arm and urged him towards the lecture hall, as if Arion wasn’t already walking as fast as his legs and propriety would allow. 
 
    “I was in the middle of an examination with the maestro. You try telling Markal Morrelaine you need to cut the lesson short to go see about a girl and see how well that goes over.” 
 
    Cristien angled him a look. “Attending a lecture given by the High Mage of the Citadel is ‘going to see about a girl’ to you?” 
 
    Arion aimed a culpable smile at him by way of his answer.  
 
    Seeming a granite pillar before the auditorium doors, the Praetorian Captain Marius di L'Arlesé stood with hands on sturdy hips, all ten fingers glinting with Sormitáge rings, his gaze keen to Arion’s approach.  
 
    But all Arion noted of the captain, honestly, were those patterned gold bands. He would have his first row soon—he was only two rings away and would’ve been just one ring shy if only the maestro would’ve let him test for his fourth-strand Doyen ring.  
 
    Doyen was the Sormitáge assignation for bracketed Adepts, such as himself and Cristien, who were trying to complete their first row. 
 
    “You’ve got to be at least five years off a full row yet,” Cristien muttered under his breath, picking up on Arion’s thought. “Hardly soon. And that’s if the maestro lets you test for your fourth Doyen this year.” 
 
    “Five years for a normal Adept,” Arion quipped with a grin.  
 
    “I agree you’re far from normal.” Cristien said this in the kind of derogatory tone that only close friends could lob at each other with impunity.  
 
    Then they reached Marius di L'Arlesé and prudently assumed more sedate and respectful countenances.  
 
    Marius looked the two of them over with excruciating scrutiny. To Cristien, he remarked, “Is this the man you’ve been waiting for, then?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    Marius shifted a steely gaze to Arion. “Show me your rings.” 
 
    “Captain, this is Arion Tavestra,” Cristien said, like that was supposed to mean something to the Emperor’s praetorians. 
 
    “I don’t care if he’s Björn van Gelderan,” Marius growled, proving Arion’s unspoken thought. His gaze darkened to the color of slag. “Show me your rings.” 
 
    Arion showed him his rings.  
 
    He felt a pinch of the fifth, and a snap, like a wet linen flicked against his palms. His rings glowed with a silver nimbus. 
 
    Apparently now satisfied that Arion was who he was supposed to be, Marius grunted and stepped aside. “The lecture’s already begun. No one else will be allowed to enter or exit. The doors will be barred with the fifth.” He said this looking directly at Arion.  
 
    Arion couldn’t tell if the captain had meant this as a warning, or if it was just information Marius thought he should have.  
 
    If it had been Markal standing there like the proverbial stone guarding the cave of riches, Arion would’ve thought of some pithy quip, but no one was so fool as to run his mouth off to the Praetorian Captain Marius di L'Arlesé—leastwise no one still regularly seeing the light of day. 
 
    Cristien grabbed Arion’s sleeve and dragged him past the praetorians and into the lecture hall. 
 
    The auditorium sat three hundred souls and was standing room only. Cristien wove past students and maestros packed into the rear of the hall as he led Arion towards the aisle where he’d saved their seats. The onlookers generally gave them irritated looks as they pushed past—that is, unless they recognized Arion, whereupon they gave way somewhat less begrudgingly.  
 
    Arion reflected that there were certain perks to nearly having your first row in the time it took most Adepts to gain a single bracket. 
 
    As they reached the leftmost aisle of stairs, the docent in charge of the day’s lecture finished her introductions, and the High Mage of the Citadel took the stage amid thunderous applause.  
 
    Isabel van Gelderan made an impressive figure in her iridescent High Mage’s robes, but with her chestnut hair caught up in a cascade of curls, and her eyes so gloriously crystalline, even from a distance, Arion found her beauty to be utterly transcendent and far more mesmerizing than the importance of her position.  
 
    For a moment, he stood transfixed.  
 
    He hadn’t seen her in several years—not since their stroll through the Giardino del Vento Ehst, where he’d spontaneously sworn some kind of ridiculous oath promising undying fealty. She’d laughed and said they weren’t making any knights that day, but perhaps Arion would accompany her on a walk through the gardens. 
 
    He’d written every word of their encounter in his journal and reread it far too many times to admit to anyone.  
 
    A persistent tugging finally summoned Arion’s awareness back to the moment, whereupon he found Cristien glaring at him. He mouthed sorry and pushed himself into motion again. 
 
    They found their seats at the far-left end of the fifth row. Arion sank quietly down, still wondering why the High Mage of the Citadel was teaching a master class to the Doyens. It was something on the order of the Emperor addressing a meeting of a village council. 
 
    Then he noticed the veiled girl sitting all by herself in the front row, surrounded by two entirely empty rows, and suddenly he understood the presence of both the High Mage and the Praetorian Guard. 
 
    It wasn’t every day that the Emperor’s daughter-heir attended a lecture at the Sormitáge. Then again, it wasn’t every day that the High Mage of the Citadel gave one.  
 
    Arion was so curious as to how this had all come about that he missed most of the High Mage’s introduction and only really focused in on her lecture when she brought up the Ninth Esoteric. 
 
    Pure concept always overwhelms linear translation. 
 
    “Illusion and the Ninth Es,” Cristien whispered significantly at his ear. “Isn’t that the exact premise you’re presenting to the maestro to convince him to let you test for your fourth Doyen ring?” 
 
    Arion nodded. He said low in reply, “But he claims I’m not ready.” 
 
    Cristien’s colorless gaze posed, Maybe this is your chance. 
 
    Arion frowned and looked back to the High Mage.   
 
    He’d been praying to every god in the known to make the maestro recant and let him test for his fourth Doyen ring, and here now the High Mage herself stood, barely five rows away from him. All he had to do was somehow show her what he could accomplish with illusions and he’d have earned his Doyen ring. 
 
    He sat through most of her talk barely listening. It was like she was reading his dissertation word for word, her rationale followed so closely to his own train of extrapolation. He was so engrossed in trying to figure out a way to approach her that he nearly missed his opportunity.  
 
    If not for Cristien elbowing him hard in the side and giving him an are-you-even-listening? stare, the chance would’ve passed him by completely. 
 
    Arion focused back in on silence. A glance around the lecture hall indicated that the High Mage had asked a question that no one wanted to answer, or else couldn’t answer.  
 
    Arion cleared his throat as he stood. “Your pardon, High Mage.” He broke the uncomfortable silence with a smile cast around the room. “Would it be too much to ask you to repeat the question?” 
 
    Shocked whispering whisked through the audience.  
 
    The High Mage turned her gaze to him. He felt her attention palpably fix upon his face, felt her mind enwrapping his own. She’d embraced Absolute Being, claiming the space of the entire room as her own.  
 
    Arion quickly did the same, which was both a break of protocol and terribly impudent. But otherwise, they couldn’t stand on equal ground—and he’d be damned if he’d allow Isabel van Gelderan to see him as anything less than an equal. 
 
    His classmates probably saw lightning in her eyes, but Arion could’ve sworn the shadow of amusement danced there. “Were you not listening, Signore Tavestra?” she inquired coolly. 
 
    Arion flashed a culpable smile. “I admit I was daydreaming a bit, High Mage.” 
 
    His classmates twittered at this like angry jaybirds at a tomcat. Arion barely heard them, though, for he was basking in the heat of Isabel van Gelderan’s attention.  
 
    She arched a brow infinitesimally. “Daydreaming.” The word held a husky quality that begged a very good explanation.  
 
    “Yes.” He offered a cavalier grin in lieu of excuses. “So I didn’t hear your question, but I’m sure I could provide an answer, if you wouldn’t mind repeating it.” 
 
    The maestros in the standing room rumbled their outrage. His classmates went all large eyes and hot whispers. Markal would have boxed his ears if he’d been there.  
 
    Cristien was staring open-mouthed at him.  
 
    Isabel considered his request with a finger poised beneath her chin. Arion thought she might’ve been suppressing a smile. He hoped to thirteen hells she wasn’t just thinking of some way to make an example out of his irreverence.  
 
    After what felt a lengthy consideration, yet in which probably only three grains of sand passed through the hourglass, Isabel clasped hands behind her back and returned her gaze to the audience. “Would someone who was paying attention please repeat my question for Signore Tavestra?”  
 
    In the front row, the woman who would one day become Agasan’s Empress stood and turned to face him. The hall fell silent. 
 
    “Signore Tavestra,” Princess Valentina nodded politely to him. 
 
    “Your Highness,” he bowed in return. 
 
    “The High Mage asked if anyone could explain how, if solidity is monitored by Absolute Being, per the Seventh Esoteric, and solidity monitors structure, per the Thirteenth Law, then, if a wielder has claimed Absolute Being fully, how could his illusions fail to achieve solidity?” 
 
    Arion bowed to the Princess Heir. “Thank you, Your Highness. I understand the question.”  
 
    She nodded to him and retook her seat. 
 
    Arion looked back to the High Mage.  
 
    There was challenge aplenty in her gaze, which she held unerringly upon him. “Have you an answer, Signore Tavestra?” 
 
    For you, my lady, always.  
 
    Cristien kicked Arion’s boot, his eyes wide.  
 
    But Arion couldn’t think the thought loud enough for Isabel to hear it without also sharing it with every truthreader within the radius of his intent. Fortunately, there were only three or so, all of whom turned in their seats to stare at him. 
 
    “It’s the Twenty-first and Twenty-second Esoteric that give us the answer, my lady,” Arion offered with a smile in his eyes. “Perhaps…if I might join the High Mage on the stage to give a demonstration?” 
 
    Half the class audibly gasped. The other half gaped. The maestros speared reprimand in grumbling complaint. The rest watched in a hum of curiosity to see how the High Mage would respond. 
 
    Arion supposed it was a bit bold to ask to join her on the stage. But from their admittedly limited interaction, he’d gotten the impression that boldness was the only way to win the High Mage of the Citadel’s attention.  
 
    As the hubbub of disbelief was ebbing, Isabel nodded faintly to give her permission, which elicited a whole new wave of speculative murmuring. 
 
    Arion flashed a grin at his classmates and started down the steps.  
 
    Every head swiveled to watch him make his descent. He didn’t question the outcome—he knew exactly the effect he intended—but he could tell from the whispered commentary bouncing through the audience that not a few of his classmates were hoping his little stunt would end in him lying flat on his face, and not in a metaphorical sense. 
 
    He stopped before the steps and summoned a rose into his hand. This, he offered with his most eloquent bow. 
 
    After a moment’s pause, Isabel took the rose with a what-are-you-up-to? look.  
 
    Arion smiled up at her. “If I might join the High Mage upon the platform?” 
 
    She waved the rose to give him leave. “By all means, Signore Tavestra. We’re all ears for your answer.” 
 
    Arion stepped up and turned to face the murmuring audience, who quieted quickly. Hundreds of eyes watched, as many with interest as with vengeful anticipation.  
 
    “I invite your attention to the rose I’ve just given our illustrious High Mage,” Arion told them. “Without studying it on the currents, who can tell if it is real or illusion?”  
 
    When no one immediately answered, he posed, “You all know I’m fifth strand. Did I conjure this rose out of aether or air, or is it merely a trick of the fourth? Who can say?”  
 
    “The High Mage motioned with it like it was real,” someone called from higher up.  
 
    “She’s obviously subject to the same illusion as the rest of us,” another man challenged.  
 
    “But it must be solid if she’s holding it,” a third rebutted from the other side of the room. 
 
    “Solid to the High Mage, in any event,” pronounced Princess Valentina, with a little smirk, from the front row. 
 
    “Solidity of illusion is monitored by what?” Arion asked the audience. 
 
    “Absolute Being,” his classmates replied. 
 
    Arion nodded. “You claim the space of thought and therefore have the capacity to control what the people influenced by that space are able to see within it.”  
 
    He made the rose vanish from Isabel’s hand and reappear in front of each person in the hall individually. The class gave a collective gasp. 
 
    This had basically been his plan for the Doyen Trial, the one he’d been begging the maestro to let him test for, the one that would’ve secured him his Fourth Doyen ring and left him one ring away from his first row.  
 
    He would summon a rose, then make it reappear in front of all of the Mages…he’d been practicing for weeks to be able to hold so many illusions solidly at once. 
 
    Louder murmuring erupted as various classmates each tried to take hold of the rose and their hands passed through it. 
 
    “An illusion, then,” Arion said, still smiling.  
 
    He caught Cristien’s gaze across the way. The truthreader’s wide-eyed expression said, The maestro is going to flay you alive, but keep at it, you’re doing great!  
 
    To the class, Arion posed, “So, earlier, why was it solid to the High Mage’s perception but not to all of yours?” 
 
    “Absolute Being,” many replied again. 
 
    “Yes but why?” 
 
    Princess Valentina offered, “You were imposing Absolute Being to different degrees on the High Mage versus the audience at large.” 
 
    “That’s true, Your Highness, but it’s a point more germane to the Twenty-first Esoteric,” Arion replied. Then he quoted, “Actuality is monitored by the wielder’s point of view. Reality is monitored by collective thought agreement.” He glanced over his shoulder to add, towards Isabel, “which is also the answer to the High Mage’s question.” 
 
    After a sudden silence near to bursting with anticipation, the High Mage nodded. “Signore Tavestra is correct.” She was definitely suppressing a smile now.  “Please explain why this is the case.” 
 
    Arion bowed politely to her. “As the High Mage wills.”  
 
    The audience was silent and hanging on his every word.  
 
    Arion opened his arms. “It’s a matter of perspective. Of viewpoint—the watchword when crafting illusions. Hence the caution of the Ninth Esoteric: pure concept always overwhelms linear translation. Wielders tend to think too linearly when crafting illusions. Typically they begin crafting an illusion based on what they are themselves observing, but this violates the Ninth Esoteric.”  
 
    “How are we to conceptualize something fully without first observing it linearly, Signore Tavestra?” Valentina inquired with a hint of dubiety in her sultry voice. “Our eyes do not see in three hundred and sixty degrees.” 
 
    Chuckles drifted around the hall. 
 
    “A valid question, Your Highness.” He nodded to acknowledge her. “I propose the answer again lies in Absolute Being—there’s rarely an answer that doesn’t, in fact.”  
 
    Returning his attention to the audience, Arion told them, “A wielder must craft the illusion by assuming multiple viewpoints at once. Take the rose you all see before you. Creating it is not simply a matter of my imagining what the rose will look like from many possible angles. Rather, I must ask myself, how will another person see the rose from their perspective? and then assume Absolute Being to actually put myself in their viewpoint—” 
 
    “Which you should be able to do,” Valentina inserted thoughtfully, “because those viewpoints lie within the space you’ve claimed as your own, through Absolute Being.”  
 
    “Your Highness has the point exactly.” Arion nodded to her again. “Let me give you all a demonstration of my point, as promised. So…if I were to create an illusion of Arion Tavestra as I see myself, said illusion might look something like this.” 
 
    Arion vanished the roses and formed his intent between himself and Isabel.  
 
    This was another part of the demonstration he’d prepared for the Mages, only now Arion took it in a new direction, re-scripted for the High Mage’s amusement—he hoped. 
 
    A copy of his likeness appeared on stage—dashingly attractive, if he said so himself, with his dark blond hair slightly disheveled, hands in pockets, blue eyes literally twinkling and offering the room his famous come-hither smile. 
 
    His classmates murmured or laughed. A few made derogatory comments, probably well deserved. 
 
    Isabel cleared her throat. “A bit overdone, wouldn’t you say, Signore Tavestra?” 
 
    Arion bowed to her point, then flashed a self-deprecating smile at the audience and told his classmates, “Clearly I failed to assume all viewpoints within Absolute Being. So…if I were to create the illusion of myself as, say, the High Mage of the Citadel might see me…” 
 
    Abruptly the illusion changed to a knight in shining, white-gold armor. 
 
    Everyone laughed. 
 
    Isabel cast him a look of veiled amusement. “The marauding black knight more suits you at present.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Arion scrubbed at his chin. “I could’ve sworn…well, no matter.” 
 
    Abruptly his knight bent a penitent knee and a bouquet of flowers appeared in his hands, which he held above his bowed head. 
 
    More laughter from the audience. 
 
    Arion returned his attention to his classmates. “As our High Mage so adroitly pointed out, perhaps others don’t see me as quite as starry-eyed as I see myself, but the only way you’ll learn these kinds of truths is through application of the Twenty-first Esoteric.” 
 
    He opened his palms towards the room at large. “Actuality is monitored by the wielder’s point of view. Reality is monitored by collective thought agreement.’ What is actual is what you make become. What is real is what others believe has become.  
 
    “With any illusion, you adopt Absolute Being around the area you intend to influence—in my case, this hall—then create actuality through your intent. In my case, a rose, or a knight in shining armor. Finally, you influence the collective reality of everyone in the hall by overwriting their points of view, using the fourth strand.  
 
    “Without first assuming another’s viewpoint to see what they see, however, your illusion will be lacking. The Twenty-first Esoteric provides the reason: reality is monitored by collective thought agreement. You cannot impinge across another’s reality—even within the auspices of Absolute Being—until you’ve first adopted that person’s viewpoint via Absolute Being. Adopted their viewpoint so that you can change it.  
 
    “Reality and its counterpart, solidity, are achieved through agreement, which in our case, you’re trying to alter with your illusion. Thus, your illusion won’t be solid unless you can change the collective agreement of what is real in that moment.”  
 
    During the interested murmur that followed, Arion vanished his kneeling knight and himself bent a knee before Isabel. He summoned a new rose into his hand, which he offered to the High Mage with a gallant, “My lady.” 
 
    Isabel took it from him with veiled amusement. She pressed the petals to her nose, whereupon the smile Arion had been courting all afternoon finally manifested. “This one is real,” she told the audience.   
 
    Laughter and applause met the revelation. 
 
    Arion got back to his feet and acknowledged their applause with a modest smile.  
 
    The High Mage said to the class, “Please thank Signore Tavestra for his informative demonstration.”   
 
    Their applause grew in volume and intensity. Arion thanked them and hastened off the stage, lest what goodwill he’d gained be quickly lost again.  
 
    As he was heading back up the steps to his seat, Isabel spoke into the space of his thoughts, Was it your intent all along to gain my attention today, Signore Tavestra? 
 
    Arion froze.  
 
    The docent finished her final remarks, and the class stood and started clapping for the High Mage. No one knew Isabel had asked Arion a question directly, mind to mind.  
 
    He turned back to face her.  
 
    Isabel’s gaze, passing across the audience, found his at the periphery. He saw in her eyes that she was waiting for an answer.  
 
    Did I hope to gain the High Mage’s attention? he replied into the same space of his thoughts, all too aware that he was conversing with a truthreader who, like her brother, was rumored to have gained so many rows of rings that her fingers weren’t long enough to wear them all.  
 
    Arion held her gaze across the distance. He smiled. No.  
 
    No? He felt her puzzlement on the other end, though her serene expression betrayed nothing as she graciously accepted the continuing applause. You weren’t hoping to gain a ring here today? 
 
    No, my lady. The maestro and I can battle that out fairly between us. But you haven’t asked—did I desire the woman Isabel’s attention? He posed this question with all the sincerity he could muster.  
 
    Her roaming gaze found its way back to his. And did you, Signore Tavestra? 
 
    Arion gave her a meaningful smile. Without question, Lady Isabel. 
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    Ean focused back on his illusion of himself, smiling with the memory. Then, with thoughts of Isabel still in his head, he moved to the roof’s edge and fixed his attention on the two men taking luncheon in the courtyard, four stories below.  
 
    He’d claimed Absolute Being around their entire townhome, enabling him to adopt each of their points of view. It also helped him ensure they didn’t notice him watching them from the rooftop of the adjoining townhouse. 
 
    Now, as he studied the man of his interest, Ean changed his intent and with it the facial structure of the copy standing near him. The illusion took on the countenance of the man sitting below. 
 
    Wearing a look of intense concentration, Ean stepped into the static, fourth-strand energy that comprised the copy. He positioned his real arms to match the illusion’s, placed his head in the same position as his copy’s. Then he concentrated on a complexity of intent and willed both body and illusion to become. 
 
    A shift of perception, and the illusion of the stranger’s face melded to his living flesh—still illusion but pinned now to his lips, cheeks and eyes so that they moved as one. 
 
    Satisfied, the prince walked to the roof’s walled edge again and peered down at the two men enjoying their luncheon. He now resembled the taller of the two down to his every eyelash, freckle and frown.  
 
    Because Ean perceived both men’s awarenesses within Absolute Being, he knew they shared a close camaraderie. They spoke freely to one another and laughed often. Ean knew they were lovers. He knew everything about them. All day he’d been going through their thoughts with a fine-toothed comb, sifting the ones he needed to the forefront of their awareness, stirring conversation which he then heard with both mental and occasionally physical ears. 
 
    He could’ve easily compelled their thoughts. He could’ve sent the second into their limbs to control their motion. He could’ve made dolls of them with barely any effort. They had but one Nodefinder’s ring between them. They had no protection from his power.  
 
    These thoughts disturbed him as much as their truth surprised him. 
 
    Was it being bound to a Warlock that had revealed so clearly the hair-thin line between humankind and the revenants made from the aether to populate a Warlock’s worlds?  
 
    Ean found it too easy now to conceive of na’turna as puppets. And this was the way Warlocks thought of most creatures they encountered—even Adepts—for few were capable of resisting their power. They rarely troubled themselves to differentiate between their own constructs, like eidola, and living beings made by…some other. In the mind of a Warlock, no real difference existed. 
 
    So the Warlocks of Shadow had made the Realms of Light their playground for millennia, treating the residents as if they thrived by their leave within the universes of their own construction rather than in a shared universe of many, and rarely bothering to notice that all entities subject to a Warlock’s power were not the same order of being. 
 
    After many hours spent in discussion with Björn in T’khendar, Ean understood the balance the Warlocks provided to the cosmic structure of the lifeforce. But from his binding with Rafael, Ean also understood that a massive change of perspective would be necessary if everyone was going to learn to harmoniously coexist the way Björn envisioned.   
 
    He felt Rafael coalescing behind him. 
 
    As an Adept, Ean could no more perceive the massive cloud of power collecting itself into form than a na’turna could sense the thermal forces that produced actual clouds in the sky. But since Rafael rarely bothered to screen or shield his thoughts—not being used to sharing his mind with anyone—his every perception echoed back to Ean via their binding, pretty much all the time.  
 
    Ean had spent the last few hours juggling intensely disparate planes of awareness. It had been an interesting morning. 
 
    “Which do you prefer, Ean?” Rafael asked as he solidified. 
 
    Ean turned to find the Warlock holding an outfit of men’s eveningwear in each hand. 
 
    Upon coalescing, Rafael’s flaming hair assumed a pattern of soft, dark waves that teased at his collar and complemented his aqua-blue eyes. He’d kept the same attractive features he wore in Shadow, though now his complexion appeared more flaxen than gold. 
 
    He was wearing a long topaz coat of shimmering silk, a stiff-collared white shirt, elegantly embroidered, with long cuffs that flared just above the large ruby he wore on his middle finger—a subtle replacement for the one usually adorning his brow. The garments on the hangers he was holding were of the same cut and design as his, but one outfit was predominantely eggplant in hue, and the other robin-egg blue.  
 
    “These coats seem to be the height of fashion, Ean,” the Warlock said blithely. “Everyone is wearing them.” 
 
    As he shifted his gaze between the outfits, Ean admitted a sense of wonder interwoven with immense unease. To be standing before a Warlock who appeared so incredibly human in their own world—from all accounts, Rafael should have at least been misting at the edges. 
 
    “Focus, Ean.” Rafael held up one coat and then the next. “The aubergine or the cerulean? I think the blue suits Cristiano’s eyes better, but then our clothing might be too conspicuously similar. Admirable work on this illusion, by the way.” He smiled as he nodded towards the illusory face Ean was wearing. “You are Cristiano Sargazzo in everything but flesh.” 
 
    Ean couldn’t quite find comfort in the compliment. He pressed a hand to his face, cognizant that a part of his awareness was holding the illusion solidly in place at all times. “Do you think it will fool Shail? That’s the test I have to pass.” 
 
    Rafael grunted deprecatingly.  
 
    Ean perceived this was in reference to Shail.  
 
    The Warlock held up the aubergine coat in front of Ean’s body and then removed it and held up the blue coat instead, back and forth. He caught one corner of his bottom lip between perfect teeth while his aqua eyes studied the damask fabric with a concentration as complete as if he was inspecting the divine constitution of the cosmos.  
 
    “Aubergine it is,” he finally decided. He placed the outfit in Ean’s hands. “It’s less ostentatious. And Signore Sargazzo doesn’t strike me as ostentatious anywhere but on the—what’s it called, this game he’s so famous for?” 
 
    “Quai.” 
 
    Rafael snapped his fingers. “That’s it. The Quai field.”  
 
    Thus decided, he did something with the blue outfit—Ean couldn’t quite determine if he’d disintegrated it into minute energy particles, or somehow returned it intact to an unseen closet, or effaced it into nothingness as if its energy had never existed. All he knew for sure was that the clothing vanished. 
 
    Some part of Ean just screamed with wrongness at this.  
 
    Maybe it was the child who’d listened with horrified awe to the terrible tales of Warlocks from the Age of Fable. Or maybe it was just the present surreality of being bound to one.   
 
    Ean would’ve had to work half a dozen patterns to banish those clothes. The Warlock had simply gathered deyjiin beneath his will and focused it through his intent—innately, much as Ean worked the fifth—and poof.  
 
    Perhaps Ean would’ve seen inverteré patterns associated with the working if deyjiin had flowed in channels as elae did, but the negative power was closer to air than water. It filled and surrounded everything, yet was completely invisible to almost everyone’s perception. Like Shadow, it existed everywhere yet nowhere. 
 
    Rafael used deyjiin exclusively; and deyjiin was boundless, formless, without the restrictions of codification and thus absent even the restrictions of expectation. It could be anything, do anything.  
 
    It occurred to Ean in that moment that there was a whole other side to the magic of their realm that no one had ever studied because no human could produce it or compel its action. Deyjiin was considered evil mainly because no one could do anything with it.  
 
    Yet the more he witnessed Rafael’s power, the more Ean felt like he had a dragon leashed by the toe with fraying twine; the more he felt the weight of his responsibility in having brought a Warlock into his fragile realm, and through their binding given him free access to his own power; the more he knew an urgent duty to engender a mutual future they could all survive. 
 
    Trying to settle his own spiraling thoughts, Ean set the clothing on the low wall and looked down at Cristiano Sargazzo and his lover, Roberto di Castronicci. The two Quai players were just then rising from their table, still animatedly discussing yesterday’s championship game in which Cristiano had scored the winning goal for Faroqhar.  
 
    Verily, wearing Cristiano Sargazzo’s face, Ean would be welcome in any ballroom, gala or fête in the city. 
 
    And a gala was their destination that evening.  
 
    The party of his interest was being held in the building that had once housed the residence of the Literato N’abranaacht, but which had, in the space of a recent fortnight, been renovated into a two-story museum displaying the many artifacts the Literato had discovered in his searches of crumbling Cyrene temples, Myacenean pyramids and Avataren lava caves. 
 
    From what Ean could tell, the renovations had begun shortly after Pelas’s unwelcome visit to Shail’s laboratory.  
 
    Ean suspected this new museum expansion was less about honoring the literato than about extending a safety perimeter around Shail’s private quarters; said perimeter being the double-floored museum, at the center of which remained the literato’s original residence, undisturbed, and around which Shail had placed warding patterns as thick as stars in a galaxy core.   
 
    This of course suggested to Ean that Shail was still using the hidden laboratory—or at least storing something important there—hence his own determination to snoop around, despite Pelas’s unfortunate accident.  
 
    But the galaxy of warding patterns meant Ean had to get inside, unnoticed, without using the fifth. Which is where Cristiano’s face came into play. 
 
    Below him, the two unsuspecting men went inside the house.  
 
    Ean bound every door and window with the fifth.  
 
    He set the bindings to the sun’s revolution and tied them fast with magnetic strings that would break when the heavenly orb rose again in the east. Cristiano would not be leaving his apartments that night. 
 
    Then, his disguise assured, Ean inhaled deyjiin, tore the realm’s fabric and moved himself and Rafael through Shadow and out again inside the rooms he’d taken at an uptown hotel.  
 
    With the silver-edged portal hissing in his thoughts like silk scraped over rough glass, Ean exited Shadow, feeling tense and alert and too highly susceptible to Rafael’s impressions and thoughts. He tossed the outfit onto a chaise and sent the fifth to open the doors of his rooftop patio.  
 
    Beyond lay Faroqhar in all its splendor. The city’s domes and spires sparked fire in the late afternoon sun; likewise the glittering cerulean sea, which lay further south. On Ean’s right, a stripe of river traced the footprint of the palatine hill, whose bulk was encased in trees.  
 
    Ean could see neither the Imperial Palace nor the Sormitáge, for both were shrouded by the hilltop forest, but he had an excellent view of the Piazza dei Elura directly below his balcony. The latter hosted a cathedral dedicated to the angiel Epiphany on its north side and the shrine-turned-popular-public-attraction of the Literato N’abranaacht on the west. 
 
    Ean doubted this arrangement was a coincidence. 
 
    He’d gone that morning to visit the shrine where the literato’s body lay immortalized beneath preservation patterns. The line of admirers hoping to pay their respects had snaked out into the piazza—as it was doing even still—so Ean had cloaked himself in night and slipped inside unnoticed. 
 
    He had certainly admitted the irony at the time in using a trick taught to him by a Malorin’athgul in order to hide all trace of his presence from yet another Malorin’athgul.   
 
    Unfortunately, Shail would be wise to any craft Pelas might use, so the nightcloak wouldn’t serve Ean in getting inside Shail’s residence.  
 
    It had worked well in the piazza though. 
 
    He’d walked unseen along the line of people and stood back of the bier, staring at the body draped in patterns like sunlight, seeing a man that looked exactly like Shail lying there, yet knowing it absolutely wasn’t him.   
 
    What in Tiern’aval was Shail hoping to accomplish with this charade? 
 
    Ean had cast a discerning gaze across the many patterns surrounding the body—patterns of preservation, as well as fourth-strand illusions that made the sun appear to be ever-shining—and tried to imagine how the fake literato could possibly be serving the real literato.  
 
    Then, with the flick of an irreverent thought—and maybe the slightest hint of pique—he started every one of those patterns unraveling.  
 
    He’d suppressed a smile as he left the shrine. 
 
    Now, as he stood watching the sun setting over the crowd standing in line in the Piazza dei Elura, Ean couldn’t help wondering how many more hours would need to pass before the literato’s attendants noticed their hero wasn’t as fresh as he’d once been. He bet that would significantly cut down on the number of people waiting to pay him their respects.  
 
    “I took the liberty of calling for a coach, Ean.” Rafael came up beside him and curled elegant fingers around the wrought iron railing. His ruby ring gleamed as alluringly as his gaze. “I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    Ean turned him a look. “Why would I mind?” 
 
    “I perceive your concern about me.” 
 
    Ean stifled a wince. He at least ought to be able to shield his thoughts in consideration of Rafael. He exhaled a slow sigh and rubbed his temples. “Not you specifically, Rafael.” 
 
    One corner of Rafael’s mouth twitched with a smile. “No? It doesn’t bother you, having brought a Warlock into your realm, seeing now what I am juxtaposed against this world you love so dearly?”  
 
    He cast a veiled challenge in the arch of one brow. “This doesn’t bother you then?” and Ean felt Rafael shift his intent. Deyjiin realigned beneath the Warlock’s will, and Cristiano’s lover, Roberto di Castronicci, appeared in place of Rafael.  
 
    The prince had no doubt that were he to run his hand through Rafael-as-Roberto’s hair, as he’d watched Cristiano do so many times that afternoon, those tousled locks would respond with the same soft perfection as had the real Roberto’s. 
 
    But Rafael wasn’t using elae to craft this illusion. Ean had no idea how he was doing it—and he was sharing Rafael’s mind. 
 
    Ean swallowed and looked back to the city. 
 
    Yes, it bothered him. On many levels.  
 
    But right then, he had to focus on holding his own illusion of Cristiano in place—never mind that Rafael could probably have done it for him much more readily and simply—and on the imminent task to hand.  
 
    His thoughts turned to his conversations with Björn, the guiding stars by which he would navigate the vast ocean of his pattern of cause and consequence. He wondered how long it had taken the First Lord to come to terms with the realities that he himself was just then beginning to understand. 
 
    As he gazed out across the city, the prince summoned his pattern and watched its arabesques take flight, spiraling outwards over domes and roofs towards the horizon of his thoughts. 
 
    This pattern was the key to unlocking every riddle of the game. Even though he understood only a fraction of its intent, Ean knew this unequivocally.  
 
    And he knew that the more he studied each strand of the pattern, the more he would come to understand what other parts of the pattern those strands were affecting, and perhaps more importantly, which Player was taking those actions.  
 
    For clearly, every strand represented a choice made by an individual, spawning future consequence. If Ean could isolate the largest strands in the pattern—those that bound many other threads to them—he would be able to watch the actions of other Players in the game.  
 
    Unbalance the field. That was his charge, the one guiding star that burned longer and more brightly than all others.  
 
    This charge would necessarily bring him into opposition with Shail and Baelfeir. These immortals wove no strands in his pattern of consequence, and their steps were invisible in the mortal tapestry, but this didn’t mean their actions couldn’t be observed.  
 
    It was one of many ways Ean stood head and shoulders taller than his earlier iterations of self. For Arion hadn’t known how to identify a Malorin’athgul’s influence on the pattern, but Ean did. 
 
    And he saw it so clearly as he gazed towards the pattern’s far horizon: a distortion influencing a large section, as discernable as a squall shadowing the sea. He was heading into the fog of that storm that very night. 
 
    Only…Ean knew exactly why the fog was hovering there. 
 
    He would be the wind that blew it away. 
 
    Unbalance the field.  
 
    His role in the game had just become so much bigger.   
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thirty-six 
 
      
 
    “Anything a man cannot adapt to  
 
    suit his needs he will destroy.” 
 
      
 
    –The philosopher Aristotle of Cyrene, cir. 109aF 
 
      
 
    Without form, Tannour’s disbanded particles of self floated in the aether on currents of blood-tinged memory, currents of pain…   
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    The fire felt hot on his face, hot on his knees where he sat cross-legged before the hearth. His linen pants couldn’t protect his skin from the fire’s heat. 
 
    The Sorceresy was that fire in his life. His mind found no insulation against their flame. He stood before their scalding forge, naked, unprotected, sometimes bleeding…often weeping. 
 
    Mercuric patterns manacled Tannour’s wrists, deceptively two-dimensional; yet ephemeral chains linked those tattoos inalterably to his life pattern. He could dunk his body in acid, melt away his flesh, yet so long as he lived, his tattoos would return to haunt whatever tortured relic of his body remained. 
 
    In addition to the silver cuffs shackling his wrists, similar inked vestments adorned his chest, his neck, his back and upper arms—telltale armor of operatives of the Vestian Sorceresy. The tattoos shackled him to his masters, bound him to their malice. Through the swirling designs, his masters observed his every choice, followed him everywhere. Watched him always.  
 
    And he’d failed them. 
 
    They’d sent him out with another task to accomplish. Always this was their way, to send him into the world alone, with a mission objective, a specific task, and if he failed to achieve it…well, he just couldn’t let himself fail. Five years of missions and he hadn’t failed one.  
 
    Until now.  
 
    Tannour worked the muscles of his jaw. Fury burned like banked coals behind his gaze. Beneath his skin, his tattoos writhed.  
 
    There had been no way to finish the task without Loukas learning things he was never supposed to know, without him figuring out Tannour’s nature. That part was always mission critical: no one could ever know anything about him or the mission itself. 
 
    And damn it all, Tannour cared too much for Loukas already. He was desperate to keep his masters from knowing just how much he cared. It was so difficult to maintain that duality of mind and heart, to gaze upon his friend and not feel anything in the moment, to share his company and not want to… 
 
    Even now, he dared not think the thought.  
 
    A dark despair suffused him. In some ways, he was glad he’d failed. They would punish him badly for it, yes, but to have gone forward with his mission as directed…  
 
    If Loukas ever found out, he would never believe any of it had been real. 
 
    Loukas already hated how reserved Tannour had become; the Avataren felt spurned by Tannour’s unwillingness to share any details of his life. Tannour knew his friend desired more from him—fethe, Loukas desired him plain enough. And Loukas had surely earned Tannour’s trust if nothing else. But he held himself back to protect them both.    
 
    To the Sorceresy, every path was considered valid; yet Sorceresy instructors uniformly walked mor’alir. When Tannour returned after each assignment, lightbenders took up residence in his mind and scraped a razor file across his memories to see what new information it would bleed.  
 
    Tannour was all but helpless to these inspections. They used the patterns binding him to review his every action and decision. The weeks or months since he’d last checked in would replay across the canvas of his mind without his conscious participation. Any mistake, any infraction, the least misjudgment incurred exacting punishment.  
 
    And if in these replayings they found something important to him, some new person or thing he’d come to treasure…they would twist it until it became unrecognizable.  
 
    He’d learned early on, if there was something he loved, something he wanted to keep, he mustn’t ever let them find out. He couldn’t tell Loukas how much he cared for him, because the minute he confessed this truth to Loukas, he would be confessing it to his masters also. 
 
    A sudden banging on the front door of his lodge roused Tannour with a start. No one knew the lodge existed save Loukas, yet the Furie was the last person he’d expected to see again that night.  
 
    Tannour hastened to open the door and found Loukas dripping on his doorstep, shirtless, his auburn hair plastered to his head and his lips faintly blue. At Tannour’s startled expression, he murmured, “I had nowhere else to go,” and staggered inside. 
 
    Tannour shut the door and turned to follow him. That’s when he saw the bloody welts on his friend’s back. He knew precisely why Loukas had been flogged; Tannour felt as if he’d done it to him personally. 
 
    “Fethe, Loukas,” he cursed before he could catch himself. 
 
    Loukas stiffened.  
 
    His head whipped around to face Tannour, his expression clouded with shock. He demanded in breathless accusation, “How do you know my name?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Loukas n’Abraxis stood in the empty node chamber of the warlord’s stronghold in Abu’dhan, feeling cold.  
 
    It had been five hours since Loukas and Lazar saw the signal from the fortress confirming that their forces had taken the day.  
 
    Four hours since Gideon val Mallonwey’s men had stormed the fortress node chamber.  
 
    Three hours since they’d exhumed the warlord from beneath a mountain of stone and bound him with every chain they could find.  
 
    Two hours since they’d pieced together the story of what had happened out of the creature’s mad ravings.  
 
    One hour that Loukas had been standing in the node chamber, staring at Tannour’s blood on the floor.  
 
    Moments since he’d realized Tannour wasn’t coming back. 
 
    ‘If we went to our deaths still…like this, would you feel any regret at all?’ 
 
    Tannour’s words suffocated him.  
 
    Loukas dropped to his knees, suddenly unable to breathe. The idea of losing Tannour made his entire body clench up. The feeling reminded him with painful acuity of that fateful night almost a decade ago… 
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    When Loukas returned to his father’s estate after his three-day absence, things went far worse than he’d anticipated. The estate had been in turmoil, with search parties canvassing land and river in search of him, and a third party dispatched to the city.  
 
    From the dark expressions his father’s men wore upon seeing Loukas safely returned, Loukas thought his father must’ve offered a bigger reward for finding him dead than alive. No one looked pleased to see him. 
 
    Least of all his father.  
 
    The estate’s seneschal hauled Loukas before the smoldering hulk that was the Lord n’Abraxis, whereupon Loukas offered a stammering explanation for his absence—as truthful as he could make it, for his father’s baddha satya was lording over his every word, inspecting his verisimilitude like a sommelier dissecting wine.   
 
    When Loukas had finished his explanation, instead of offering him a warm bath and a nourishing meal, they thrust him into a dank chamber in the cellars and left him there, alone, hungry and trembling with cold, while the sun made a lonesome passage across the sky and his father determined what to do with him. 
 
    After sundown, his father’s baddha satya appeared.  
 
    The Adept was a thin-faced man with a long nose and colorless eyes set too close together, such that his expression always looked pinched. He wore his long blond hair pulled severely back into gold bands linked together with thin chains, an accoutrement of all baddhas in the Fire Courts. Loukas had always thought the headpiece resembled miniature gold manacles and found the tradition unsettling.  
 
    “Come with me,” the baddha intoned from the doorway.  
 
    Loukas pushed shakily to his feet and followed.  
 
    The baddha satya wore flowing robes of iridescent silk that whispered with his every step. Instead of leading Loukas upstairs, he took him through the cellars to a room Loukas had never seen before but would in short order never forget. 
 
    It was a large, stone-lined chamber, octagonal in shape, its austere walls lit by braziers and a roaring fire in an oversized hearth, none of which helped in chasing away the chill of the place. 
 
    A single armchair sat by the fire, facing dangling chains on the other end of the room. To Loukas’s horror, the baddha satya shoved him towards the latter. 
 
    The Adept had just finished bolting manacles around Loukas’s wrists and hauling his arms over his head when the Lord n’Abraxis entered. 
 
    “Father—” Loukas entreated. 
 
    “Do not speak.”  
 
    Loukas’s father was tall and broad-chested. His bulk had resettled in his later years to extend his waistline by several inches. He wore his auburn hair plaited tight and close against his head, a pragmatic tradition when attending court—the better to sit beneath the headpieces all Furies were expected to wear—but his father wore the braids all the time. Loukas looked much like a younger version of his father, but he never saw any of himself in the Lord n’Abraxis’s gaze. 
 
    Loukas had no idea why they had him strung up. He’d expected his father would be wroth with him, but he’d never imagined he would treat him like a common thief. 
 
    The Lord n’Abraxis settled down in the armchair. “You will answer my questions truthfully, or this will be the last conversation we ever have.” 
 
    Loukas stared wordlessly at him. “Yes, Furie,” he finally whispered, deciding his father’s title a safer address than any other he might’ve used. 
 
    His father nodded to the baddha satya. 
 
    “Why did you not return after the storm?” the Adept asked sharply. 
 
    Loukas didn’t understand why they were asking this question, as he’d already told them what happened. “I…was stranded on the other side of the Ver, as I said.” 
 
    “You could not swim?” sniped the baddha. 
 
    Loukas looked at him in bewilderment. “The waters were dangerously high, as I said before.” 
 
    “You might’ve made it safely.” 
 
    “Or I might’ve drowned,” Loukas rejoined, trying to keep his voice from rising in anger.  
 
    “So you spent three days in Vest with this boy who helped you from the river.” 
 
    “He saved my life. Yes.” 
 
    “He saved your life.” The baddha exchanged a look with the Lord n’Abraxis. For some reason, they seemed to doubt this truth.  
 
    Looking back to Loukas, the baddha ground out derisively, “And you claim you never learned his name?”  
 
    “I told you already I did not.” 
 
    “After three days spent with him?” 
 
    Loukas heard an intimation in this statement that he very much misliked. He stared angrily at the baddha—Fiera’s ashes, the man had to know he was telling the truth!  
 
    “All he ever said was that he was a prince of Vest. I’ve already told you all of this.” Loukas looked back to his father entreatingly. “Furie, it was the truth then and the truth it remains. Ask the baddha if I lie.” 
 
    The baddha looked again to his father, and again they exchanged a look that was anything but reassuring. 
 
    His father rose slowly from his chair. “We searched for you the entire three days you were taking your leisure in Vest. We were about to dredge the river for your body.”  
 
    He chose an iron poker from a hook and jabbed at the logs in the fire. “My men investigated your story today,” he said without looking at Loukas. “The youngest son of Prince Orinth of Valeri has been training at the Sorceresy since he was thirteen—Tannour is his name.”  
 
    He spied Loukas hawkishly as he said this, seeking any hint of familiarity in Loukas’s expression. “The family hasn’t seen or heard from the boy in five years.” 
 
    Tannour Valeri.  
 
    Loukas kept a straight face, but his heart did a little leap upon hearing the name. To know it finally, after so long, somehow made him feel closer to the Vestian, as though they’d been sharing a secret bond all this time. He supposed that, in a sense, they had.  
 
    Yet mention of the Sorceresy…these words cast a pall upon his heart. He understood now where the Vestian had been going when he vanished for weeks at a time. And he was a baddha, as Loukas had recently suspected, though he found it a painful truth to accept.  
 
    The Lord n’Abraxis turned from the fire, his face reddened—by flames or by anger, Loukas couldn’t say. “You will give me the name of this boy who pulled you from the Ver, Loukas.” 
 
    Loukas gaped at him. “But father—” 
 
    “Was it this Tannour who saved you? A Vestian baddha?” he snarled the word with disgust.  
 
    Loukas whispered, growing ever more fearful, “I don’t know, father.” But he did, of course. His friend had to be Tannour. 
 
    “Baddhas are freaks of nature,” the Lord n’Abraxis spat, as if one of them wasn’t standing right there, “and the Vestian baddhas are the lowest of all. Useful, yes. A six-legged horse is useful when you need to get somewhere fast, but nothing changes the fact that it’s unnatural. Was it this boy, this Tannour, who saved you, and in whose dubious dwelling you spent three days?” 
 
    Oh, how careful Loukas had to be in skirting this truth! He managed weakly, “I never knew his name, father.” 
 
    The Lord n’Abraxis shifted a boiling gaze to the Adept. “Beat him until he admits it.” He turned back to the fire.  
 
    Loukas was staring at his father in disbelief when the baddha ripped off his shirt and the first blow of the cane landed across his bare back. After that, he had his eyes shut so tightly that all he saw were stars.  
 
    “What is his name?” The cane striped him again, spreading fire and lancing pain. “Is his name Tannour?” Chilling heat ripped through him. 
 
    “I don’t know!” Loukas cried. 
 
    “What is his name? Is his name Tannour?”  
 
    And so it continued until Loukas was weeping—from the agony radiating through his back, or from his father’s distrust, or the contempt in his gaze…any or all of these.  
 
    Seven blazing lashes, eight…nine…each one just shy of breaking the skin, expertly wielded to raise welts the size of snakes from shoulders to hip bones. 
 
    “What is his name?” Lancing fire shot through him. His knees buckled and his breath left him, but the swaying chains held him up. “Is his name Tannour?”  
 
    Loukas’s arms felt ready to rip from their sockets. His back burned a solid flame. He thought he might throw up. “I don’t know!”   
 
    “Enough.” His father’s voice came low and brusque, yet Loukas thought it the dulcet tone of an angel in that moment.  
 
    A whimper escaped on his shuddering exhale. 
 
    The Lord n’Abraxis turned from the fire to stare at the baddha. “What say you, Ianver?” 
 
    The baddha satya lowered the cane to his side. “He did not know the boy’s name, en Furie…”  
 
    Loukas felt huge relief upon hearing this statement.  
 
    “…but he maintains some deep, undue loyalty to the boy, whoever he is.” 
 
    Loukas heard this with rousing desperation. “He saved my life!” he protested. Surely they could see he owed even a Vestian his gratitude!  
 
    He kept this idea at the forefront of his thoughts, pushed it there like a mound of sand against a leaking dam. For he truly feared that the baddha could read his other thoughts, the deeper truth: that he wouldn’t have given Tannour’s name to his father, no matter what they did to him.  
 
    Not all of this determination spawned from loyalty to the Vestian. A fair chunk of it derived from self-preservation. And while honor surely played some part, so did sheer willfulness.  
 
    Loukas knew his father’s prejudices. The Lord n’Abraxis would leap on any excuse to start a blood feud with a prince of Vest. Loukas wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction. 
 
    “Perhaps they have become lovers,” the baddha suggested. 
 
    His father’s gaze narrowed upon him. “Did you lay with that boy?” 
 
    Loukas blanched. “No, father!” 
 
    His father’s gaze grew darker still. “If I ever learn that you’ve stuck your cock in a Vestian baddha, Loukas, the only thing you’ll fethe thereafter is the dog!” His dark gaze shifted appallingly to Ianver and back to Loukas, and he added in an acid snarl, “Livestock will be all you’re fit for.” 
 
    Loukas stared at him, feeling raw. 
 
    His father waved absently. “Release him.” He flung the poker at the hearth and made for the door. 
 
    “Shall I send for the baddha bhisaj to heal him, en Furie?” 
 
    His father turned in the doorway. He looked Loukas up and down, and a hundred shades of disdain shadowed his gaze. He clearly didn’t believe Loukas’s story, even with the baddha standing right there to confirm it.  
 
    And perhaps…well, Loukas admitted his father would’ve had every right to doubt him—every right to beat him—if he’d known the whole truth of his interaction with Tannour. But the Furie didn’t know the whole truth. He only suspected it. Thus this beating was wholly unjustified by the codes of their land. Loukas vowed never to forgive him for that.  
 
    As if seeing his guilt mirrored in Loukas’s accusing gaze, the Lord n’Abraxis said contemptuously, “Let my son stew in his misdeeds. Lock him in his rooms—a ten-day should be time enough.” 
 
    A ten-day. It was the standard punishment for first-time offenders…but Loukas’s only offense was surviving the flood on the wrong side of the Ver.  
 
    His father left with a slam of the door. 
 
    Ianver unshackled his wrists, and Loukas dropped to his hands and knees. He stayed there while the baddha called a pair of guards to haul him away. He went without complaint, though his back was a fiery agony, he could barely move his arms, and his legs felt like jelly. They carried him to his rooms and dumped him inside. He lay on the floor breathing shallowly until he heard the click of the lock in the door. 
 
    Yet the tumblers of Loukas’s defiance had already locked into place.  
 
    What kind of man beat his child for returning safely home? What deep-rooted iniquity would drive a man to start a war with the family of the boy who kept his son safe?  
 
    Loukas’s father suddenly seemed the epitome of everything he despised about the Fire Courts. And he certainly wasn’t spending ten days rotting in his rooms because his father couldn’t see out of the trench of his prejudices. 
 
    He knew his way across the rooftops as readily as Tannour…and with Tannour was suddenly the only place Loukas wanted to be.  
 
    Tannour, who understood him, who would be happy to see him, who shared his views on the idiocy of their two kingdoms’ mutual enmity. 
 
    Tannour Valeri.  
 
    His friend’s name rang in Loukas’s head like summoning bells, rang with clarity, as if now he knew everything there was to know about the Vestian. Ten days with Tannour…the very idea seemed heavensent.  
 
    As Loukas secreted himself out of his father’s estate, he recognized the choice he was making and how it would appear. They would eventually know he’d left his rooms, but what could they do? So long as they didn’t catch him sneaking out, he’d be free to spend the time as he chose. And after the requisite ten-day period of punishment, his father couldn’t punish him again for the same crime. The Lord n’Abraxis would need a new accuser and new proof to call his son to heel, and Loukas would take steps to ensure he never got them.   
 
    Before long, he was running awkwardly for the river, with his back a solid, searing mass of fire and his breath coming raggedly. Every step angered his tortured flesh, sent painful chills into his limbs and weakness into his legs. But to stay and endure the denigrating days of his father’s displeasure would’ve been much worse. 
 
    He knew exactly how to slip unnoticed past his father’s guards and precisely where to jump into the Ver so the current would carry him to the far bank without ever having to lift an arm out of the water. On the Vestian side, he dragged himself into the cover of long grass and lay still in the moonlight while his back ached and his breath returned.  
 
    Then he found his staggering way to Tannour’s lodge. 
 
    The Vestian looked stunned when he opened his door, but not as stunned as Loukas felt when he heard Tannour say his name. 
 
    Suddenly frozen to the bone, Loukas turned a wide-eyed look over his shoulder. “How did you know my name?” 
 
    Tannour was staring at him as if every welt on Loukas’s back had his name written on it. Regret shadowed his gaze. He answered hollowly, “I’ve known your name for a long time, Loukas.” 
 
    Loukas felt the energy of defiance suddenly draining out of him. His arms trembled at his sides. “I only just learned yours tonight.” He met Tannour’s gaze haltingly. “Tannour Valeri.” 
 
    Tannour flinched. “Names aren’t supposed to matter to us.” 
 
    “My father beat me for your name,” Loukas whispered.  
 
    “It’s a good thing you didn’t know it then.” 
 
    Loukas dropped his chin to his chest. “Look at me,” he choked out, hating how broken he sounded. “Look what he did to me.” 
 
    Tannour arched brows resignedly. “What would he have done if he’d learned the truth?” He took Loukas’s arm gently and steered him towards the table, where he sat him down. “These wounds at least will heal.” He walked into his pantry, ostensibly to get something to treat said wounds. 
 
    “My father told me you’ve been at the Sorceresy, that your family hasn’t seen you in years.” 
 
    Tannour emerged from the pantry carrying several jars. “My family doesn’t know I’m here.” He set the jars on the table and opened them all, releasing pungent scents to mingle with the smells lingering from his evening meal. “The Sorceresy sends me out with specific tasks to accomplish. I can’t return until they’re completed.” 
 
    Loukas looked over his shoulder at him. “What kind of tasks?” 
 
    Tannour exhaled a slow breath. “Dangerous ones. Fethe, I shouldn’t be telling you any of this.”  
 
    Loukas’s brow furrowed. “Why are you, then?” 
 
    Tannour looked down at the jar in his hands. “Because I want to?” His blue-rimmed eyes lifted and held on Loukas. “Because I’ve wanted to for a long time. Because your father beat you for my name and you didn’t give it to him, and I owe you for that at least.” 
 
    “How do you know I didn’t tell him your name?” 
 
    Tannour blew out his breath. “By the Two Paths, Loukas, you sure wouldn’t be here if you had.” With a few quick, competent strokes he mixed an unguent out of the various concoctions, then began smearing it on Loukas’s back with his fingers. 
 
    Loukas sucked in his breath with a hiss. “Fiera’s ashes, that stings.” 
 
    Tannour just gave him a shadowy smile and kept at his work. His touch was uncommonly skilled, careful, and unless Loukas was reading him wrong…tender. As the unguent took effect, cooling the heat searing his flesh, soothing his aggrieved muscles, Loukas felt a different kind of heat stirring.  
 
    He made fists of his hands and tried to focus on something else. “If you can come and go so freely, why don’t you go home?” 
 
    “It’s forbidden.” Tannour smoothed the unguent over a welt behind Loukas’s shoulder blade, then moved to one along his spine. His thumbs caressed, his fingers soothed. Heat and pain vanished beneath his touch. “No ties. No family. No friends.” 
 
    Loukas turned his head to capture his gaze. “What are we then?” 
 
    The ghost of a smile hinted on Tannour’s lips. “Dead, if they discover us.”  
 
    Loukas frowned at him. “That’s comforting.” He turned away again, feeling hostile towards the world in general and his father and the Sorceresy in particular. 
 
    But Tannour’s unguent took rapid effect, and by the time the Vestian finished coating all of the welts, the pain in Loukas’s back had greatly diminished.  
 
    Tannour brought him dry pants and set his boots by the fire. Then he served up a plate for him with the remains from his dinner and opened a new bottle of wine. A meal and three glasses of wine later, Loukas felt mostly restored of body and much restored of spirit.  
 
    For a long time then, they sat in silence, staring at each other across the table, and not staring at each other across the table, and staring while trying to seem like they weren’t staring, all the while equally aware of each other’s presence, of their self-imposed silence, and of the unspoken thing dominating the space between them.  
 
    Loukas ran a hand along the back of one shoulder and felt the welt nearly gone. The ointment that came away on his fingers smelled of lavender and rosemary and had an opaline sheen.  
 
    He looked to Tannour.  
 
    The Vestian felt Loukas’s eyes upon him and met them with his own.  
 
    Loukas saw as much expectation as apprehension in Tannour’s gaze. He wondered which part of the unspoken thing between them made the Vestian apprehensive and which part made him hopeful, but he asked him only, “Is there magic in this stuff?” 
 
    Tannour sipped his wine. “What would be the point of a healing salve that didn’t heal?” 
 
    “That’s not an answer.” 
 
    Tannour smirked. “It’s a kind of answer.” 
 
    “If by answer you mean not answering the actual question, then sure.” 
 
    Tannour’s eyes tightened, and their brief moment of levity faded. “Loukas…it might seem like we’re alone here, but we’re not. There are things I can’t say, and things I shouldn’t say, and things I simply won’t say. You have to make your peace with that if we ever have a hope of staying…friends.” 
 
    He said friends, but Loukas heard together. 
 
    Loukas ran his thumb along the lip of his goblet. “Because of the Sorceresy?” 
 
    Tannour just looked at him. 
 
    “Surely you could’ve told me that much at least.” 
 
    “Better to say nothing than lie to you.” 
 
    Loukas dropped his gaze to his wine. After a time, he offered quietly, “My father accused us of being lovers.” 
 
    Tannour for once actually looked astonished. “Why would he think that?” 
 
    “His baddha satya claimed I was showing an undue level of loyalty towards the boy who saved my life.” 
 
    “Undue loyalty…” Tannour fell back in his chair. “You didn’t tell him anything about us while he was beating you? With a lightbender—I mean, a baddha satya standing right there?” 
 
    Loukas shook his head. 
 
    Tannour stared at him. “Why?” 
 
    “It’s none of his business.” 
 
    Tannour cracked an incredulous smile. “I think the Lord n’Abraxis would probably disagree with that.” 
 
    “Fethe him,” Loukas growled into his wine. “He had me beaten for not dying.”  
 
    A shadow passed over Tannour’s expression. He studied Loukas with deep silence in his gaze. He was utterly unreadable when he looked like that. “So what now?” 
 
    Loukas shrugged. “I have ten days before I have to go back.” 
 
    Tannour again looked surprised. “And you think to spend them here?” 
 
    “Unless you don’t want me to.” 
 
    He opened his mouth and closed it again. Then he stared at Loukas, clearly wanting to say something, and finally pushed out of his chair. “I’m not sure you really know what you’re doing.” 
 
    Loukas followed him with his gaze. “What am I doing?” 
 
    Tannour used a new log to adjust the ones already burning, then tossed it on top of the rest, releasing a flurry of sparks. Loukas could tell he was stalling—five years they’d spent with each other. He knew him better than anyone, even though he sometimes felt he didn’t know him at all. 
 
    Finally, Tannour straightened, wearing a troubled look. “Do you really want to risk your father’s wrath?” 
 
    He didn’t say for me, but Loukas heard it clearly enough. So they were coming to the unspoken thing at last. 
 
    Loukas’s heart started beating faster. He set down his goblet and rose from his chair. Tannour watched him crossing the room towards him with an unreadable veil across his gaze but apprehension in his breath. 
 
    Loukas stopped close enough to feel the fire’s heat trapped between them. They stood eye to eye. “Leave my father out of this,” he said, but what he meant was, This is between us.   
 
    The Vestian’s dark silver tattoos seemed alive in the firelight. He watched Loukas closely, reading well the unspoken communication in his gaze. Tannour had always read him well.  
 
    Then he shook his head, looking partly mystified and partly pleased, not so much uncertain as undecided. “You would take me for your lover.” He looked Loukas over intently. “Why? To get back at your father?” 
 
    Loukas held his gaze. “I won’t deny it would anger him.” 
 
    “Anger him. He might kill you.” 
 
    “He would definitely kill you,” Loukas said. 
 
    Tannour shook his head. “That’s harder to do than you think, Loukas, but you’ll be in real danger if we do this…” his brow furrowed, “and not just from your father.”  
 
    Loukas shrugged. “He already believes it of me, so why not be what he thinks I am when…” he exhaled a slow breath, “when it’s something I’ve wanted for a long time?” Longer than he cared to admit, in truth. 
 
    Tannour had the grace to look surprised. “And here I always thought I’d be the one seducing you.” 
 
    “Tannour, you’ve been seducing me since the day you fired an arrow across the Ver.” 
 
    The Vestian’s mouth curved in a dark smile. “True.” 
 
    Their eyes held for a moment before dropping to each other’s lips, and then Tannour had his hand fixed around Loukas’s head and his mouth on his…and neither of them needed words to know where to take things next. 
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    Loukas roused from the memory with that selfsame ache in his heart that always accompanied thoughts of Tannour, painful for the loss of their fraternity and for the betrayal that followed.  
 
    Yet, even seeing the shockingly large pool of blood on the floor, Loukas couldn’t bring himself to believe that Tannour was gone. Tannour could heal himself from nearly anything if he communed.  
 
    But had he been able to commune in time? 
 
    Maybe Loukas was deluding himself, refusing to see the truth. Lazar certainly seemed to think so. But Loukas couldn’t get past the belief that if Tannour was truly gone, he should’ve felt…different.  
 
    Once he’d been Tannour’s tether. Tannour had always said that this meant something. Loukas didn’t really understand it, but even if he wasn’t Tannour’s tether anymore, they still had an earlier bond that definitely meant something—at least to Loukas. 
 
    Granted, he hadn’t shown it in a long time. He hadn’t been able to forgive Tannour for what he did and had spent years punishing him for it. But in the face of losing him forever….  
 
    Loukas lifted his gaze to the room at large. Determination was suddenly in him like he hadn’t felt since the night he snuck out of his father’s estate, the night he chose Tannour over—fethe, over everything. 
 
    “Gods damn you, Tannour,” Loukas growled under his breath. “You’re not dead. I know you’re not.” He got to his feet. “Tannour!”  
 
    His words echoed in the dim chamber, bouncing off broken stones.  
 
    “Tannour!” Loukas shouted into the empty air. “Get back here and take form!” 
 
    Fiera’s breath, they were going to think he was mad. And he was supposed to be in charge now. But he’d be damned if he was going to lead this company without Tannour’s fethen help. 
 
    Loukas pushed both hands through his hair and then flung open his arms, baring his heart and soul to the room at large. “Tannour! I know you can hear me!” He lifted his gaze to the shadowed ceiling. “I know you’re out there. Congregate, damn you!” 
 
    Silence, save for the echo of his own voice in his ears.  
 
    Loukas paced a tight circle. Footsteps from beyond the chamber drew his gaze as Lazar hal’Hamaadi appeared in the opening. Loukas cast him a warning look to hold his tongue. 
 
    “Tannour Valeri!” Loukas scooped up a piece of broken stone and flung it at a column. It broke into shards against the obsidian skulls. “Tannour, get back here now!” 
 
    “N’Abraxis—” Lazar said softly. 
 
    Loukas shot him a scathing glare before looking to the ceiling again. He heard the al-Amir coming towards him but had no attention to spare for Lazar, for he was summoning every ounce of will he possessed.  
 
    “Tannour,” he growled into the seemingly empty air, “the wielder took Trell! He needs you—Fiera’s ashes, I need you! There, you see? I’ve admitted it finally. Now, if you don’t congregate, I swear I’ll make a blood offering to the Ghost Kings in your name!”  
 
    Silence. 
 
    Lazar placed a hand on Loukas’s shoulder. Loukas shoved it off. 
 
    “N’Abraxis…” 
 
    “Not now,” Loukas growled, still staring at the ceiling. 
 
    The al-Amir posed a powerful presence beside him. “Loukas…Valeri’s gone. The warlord saw the wielder cut his throat. You’re standing in—” 
 
    “Respectfully, al-Amir,” Loukas ground out, “you have no idea what he’s capable of.” 
 
    Lazar shook his head, though his gaze offered compassion. “No man evades Death when He’s staring him in the face.” 
 
    “…I suppose…I’m not a man then…hal’Hamaadi.” 
 
    Loukas spun with a sharp intake of breath.  
 
    Tannour was standing a few paces away—which was fortuitous, as it happened. If he’d been closer, Loukas wasn’t sure if he would’ve hugged him or punched him. 
 
    Lazar said something very unbecoming of a pious man. 
 
    Loukas took three steps and grabbed Tannour into an embrace. 
 
    “Fethe, Loukas…” the Vestian pressed his forehead against Loukas’s shoulder, and for that split second it was like… 
 
    Then he took a step back and pushed a hand through his dark hair, looking around. He wavered unsteadily and his expression was ragged, but his neck, his clothes…nothing about him indicated he’d lost a battle for his life.  
 
    Tannour’s ice-pale gaze found Loukas’s again. “Did the wielder really take the A’dal?” 
 
    “To a place called Ivarnen, according to the warlord.” 
 
    “By the Two Paths…” Tannour pushed palms to his eyes. He was clearly out of sorts and not yet himself. “How did you get me back?” He dropped his hands to stare hard at Loukas. “You shouldn’t have been able to summon me. They severed our tether.”   
 
    “You said they lie about everything. Maybe they just made you think they severed it. But we can’t worry about it now, Tannour. You’ve got to go save Trell. The wielder left with him hours ago.”  
 
    Loukas took Tannour’s arm and made him look him in the eye. He wasn’t sure all of Tannour had returned yet. “Are you with me?” 
 
    Tannour seemed to suddenly reconvene in that moment. His expression turned wondering, then rather infuriatingly triumphant as he focused on Loukas again. “Do you realize what this means?”  
 
    “Yes, I realize it,” Loukas growled at him. “Now get out of here.” 
 
    Tannour gave him one of his brutally handsome smiles—the one that always left Loukas devastated and desirous. Then he vanished before Loukas could strangle him. 
 
    Lazar grunted. “I stand corrected.” 
 
    Loukas looked resolutely to him. “Come, al-Amir.” He picked up Trell’s sword, which he’d found beneath the rubble, and started for the door. “We have an army to gather.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thirty-seven 
 
      
 
    “Which is the weaker link? The mortals recycling  
 
    endlessly through the tapestry, or the absentee landlord  
 
    who is supposedly their god?” 
 
      
 
    –The zanthyr Leyd 
 
      
 
    Baelfeir walked the crowded stalls of Tambarré’s Shadû el-Fnaa, following the path of the gold thread of his interest, observing the denizens of Tambarré and wondering what had brought the golden thread named Ean val Lorian to this cosmopolitan city, mankind’s smelting pot.  
 
    He let a little girl sell him a confection from a tray nearly too large for her thin arms to carry and turned a gang of well-dressed thieves upon each other when they tried to lure him into a trap. The people of Tambarré thought him just another nobleman strolling the market. How little they understood of their own origins. 
 
    Free will. It was the mortal ruin.  
 
    Those thieves were exerting their free will in terrorizing the good travelers of Tambarré, bearing guile and treachery beneath silk robes and attractive smiles.  
 
    Compulsion would not exist as a word without its counterpart, free will, yet no one had compelled the thieves into their larceny, unless it be said free will itself had done so. 
 
    The concept was so adulterated by the inhabitants of the Realms of Light that it had come to mean do whatever the hell you bloody please, while simultaneously demonizing compulsion into the devil’s work…the Demon Lord’s work. 
 
    Well, he admitted that his enterprise to that end had somewhat misfired.  
 
    He supposed he shouldn’t harp so upon the matter. The Realms of Light had been reopened to his race. And yet, this very fact niggled at him. 
 
    Was his return a result solely of his own causation—his intricate game carried out across the eons to achieve final fruition—or had his opponent had a hand in orchestrating his return? And if so…to what end? 
 
    Baelfeir strolled the market, pondering the mystery. 
 
    The gold thread he was following through the tapestry led him across the city, past numerous sidewalk cafés boasting identical menus, down broader boulevards with storefronts of sparkling glass, along cobbled lanes bound by the high walls of riads overflowing with foliage, whose dry droppings littered the stony streets.  
 
    Occasionally he would plant his name in a mortal’s head to see what fruits the subject would bear. He was rarely pleased by what he tasted. His legacy had lost its flavor through the eons. No one delved deeply into the vat of his legend anymore. They seemed content to partake only of the bland yield floating at the top. 
 
    The juiciest topic instead concerned the city’s mysterious Prophet Bethamin. Baelfeir hardly encountered a conversation that didn’t somehow find its way around to this Prophet. The denizens of Tambarré were especially electrified by the apparent mass suicide of many of Bethamin’s disciples. Yet for all of the widespread rumor, few words describing the event rang with any truth. 
 
    Whoever the Prophet Bethamin really was, he commanded the power to alter the tapestry. So dark and twisted were the threads woven around Tambarré that the fabric was practically pitted. 
 
    Baelfeir suspected that this maelstrom had drawn his gold thread there, but to what end, he didn’t yet know. 
 
    The path of the golden thread eventually led Baelfeir to the acropolis known as the Prophet’s alcázar and its crown of temples, where Bethamin apparently made his home.  
 
    Baelfeir would’ve liked to have questioned this Prophet Bethamin to find out what sort of being made such a mark on the mortal tapestry, but the hum everywhere from the markets to the upper city said the man had left his alcázar many moons ago, with no word of when he would return. This rumor rang of truth. 
 
    A webwork of patterns surrounded the acropolis. The dark harmony of these patterns pleased him, yet it was the patterns tattooed upon the Prophet’s followers that truly captured Baelfeir’s fascination. 
 
    These patterns were not germane to the Realms of Light—nor to his own dimension, for that matter. Unless someone had invented some new form of magic while he was biding his time in Shadow, these had to be patterns of Chaos.  
 
    Could he be crossing here the path of another Malorin’athgul?   
 
    Baelfeir had never asked Shail about his brothers. Shail would only be forthcoming in whatever way best served Shail, and it was safe to assume that this would not best serve Baelfeir.  
 
    He knew that at least one other Malorin’athgul had found his way into Shadow and into the fancy of Rafael. Baelfeir had heard of them building universes together, though the three of their universes had never aligned.  
 
    He filed all of these observations for later speculation and coalesced in the Prophet’s residence. 
 
    The patterns there were startlingly elegant, an alignment of purpose and intent so perfect in their construction that they could only have been fashioned innately. This supported his theory that their originator was another immortal. 
 
    In fact, no sooner had he coalesced than he became aware of the presence of one such, whose life pattern he was surprised to recognize. 
 
    Baelfeir dispersed and re-coalesced in a pavilion atop the residence. The afternoon sun, hitting the pavilion’s columns, was casting long shadows beneath its roof. Baelfeir felt the star’s warmth on his face as he walked from shadow into light, but he cast no darkness himself across the limestone tiles. 
 
    The immortal of his interest was lying on a lounge chair soaking up the sun, apparently asleep. Two men—ostensibly the Prophet’s servants—were kneeling on the stones nearby, looking miserable. 
 
    It never would have occurred to Baelfeir to suspect a zanthyr had created the patterns he’d seen. Zanthyrs played a specific role in the order of the cosmos and to his knowledge were bound to the Realms of Light as surely as the Malorin’athgul had been bound to Chaos. Yet a zanthyr conceivably could have designed those patterns, for they could swim the tides of unmaking just as Malorin’athgul could. 
 
    Baelfeir cleared his throat to make his presence known.  
 
    The zanthyr shot to his feet, already dragging the fifth into a daggered thought, but he dropped it as his green eyes widened.  
 
    “Baelfeir?” He shoved a hand through his raven hair and ran a slicing gaze across Baelfeir’s form. “Stars, it is you.” 
 
    The zanthyr looked honestly surprised to see him—and pleasantly so, if Baelfeir was reading him correctly. Quite a change of pace to meet someone genuinely fain to see him. How suitably ironic. 
 
    “Hello, Leyd.” A half-smile hitched one corner of Baelfeir’s mouth as his eyes swept the zanthyr. Three millennia, and the creature still looked as though he hadn’t once managed to bathe. What else could it be but the outward reflection of his inward malcontent?  
 
    Leyd turned his head and pinned a flat stare on the kneeling servants. “Beat it.” 
 
    They fled. 
 
    As the two Adepts were disappearing down the steps, the zanthyr sprouted a grin that was one part friendly and nine parts condescending, which was one part more amiable than he generally offered.  
 
    He waggled a finger at Baelfeir’s shell. “This is a new look for you. Can’t say I’d have gone in this direction with the face. A bit too ‘all hail the blessed angiel,’ but to each his own.” He shrugged. “For what it’s worth, I always thought the bull’s head suited you.” 
 
    “Thank you, I think.” 
 
    Leyd pushed hands in his pockets. His white shirt was unbuttoned, and loose pants hung low on his hips. The sun was making shadows beneath the planes of his chest. His teeth were very white behind his grin.  
 
    He rocked back and forth on his heels. “Back to inspect the old digs, eh?” 
 
    “I’ve been hearing so much about this city’s prophet.” Baelfeir tilted his head to the right. “It cannot be you.” 
 
    “Stars, no. This disaster is all Darshan.” He aimed a dismissive look around. “Last I heard, Shailabanáchtran had tossed our illustrious Prophet Bethamin into Wylde. Must’ve been about the same time you returned. Hell of a coincidence.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    Leyd ambled over to a table where a decanter of wine sat among a forest of dirty glasses and a half-eaten tray of antipasto. “Wine?”  
 
    “Yes, thank you.”  
 
    Leyd hunted around for a clean glass, gave up and summoned one into his hand instead. “So what are you doing here—in Tambarré, that is?” 
 
    “Just following some footsteps in the tapestry.” 
 
    Leyd eyed him over his shoulder. “Then you’ve seen what a shite-show it’s become. I’ll take some solace in that at least.” He looked back to the wine he was pouring. “I have to say, it took you bloody long enough to get back here. You have no idea how bored I’ve been.” 
 
    “Not much interests you in any case.” 
 
    “Not since you left.” He crossed the roof to hand Baelfeir a glass. “You know, I was on your side during that whole debacle.” 
 
    Baelfeir’s gaze imperceptibly tightened. The zanthyrs were the cosmic referees. Things went badly when they chose sides. “Yes, well…I admit, it didn’t end as I’d anticipated.” 
 
    Leyd snorted. “Cephrael was pissed. I wish I could’ve been there to see that mountain come down on his head.” 
 
    Baelfeir sipped his wine and pondered the host of perceptions he was gaining from sharing the zanthyr’s starpoints.  
 
    Leyd waved airily with his goblet meanwhile. “So…now that you’re back…?” 
 
    Was that a spark of hope he perceived in the creature’s universe? The highest hope Leyd seemed capable of manifesting was a vindictive resentment.  
 
    Baelfeir looked up under his brows. “Now that I’m back…” 
 
    “You’re following a thread.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “A gold thread, I suppose?” 
 
    “You seem to have a handle on the facts, Leyd.” 
 
    Leyd snorted. “It doesn’t take much to guess who you’re after. Ean val Lorian. Björn’s golden boy.” 
 
    “Björn?” 
 
    “The Fifth Vestal.” He snapped his fingers a few times. “Oh-oh, right, you missed that whole Council of Realms shite. Or…I suppose, not all of it. Didn’t they have something to do with kicking you out?”  
 
    Baelfeir traced the line of one eyebrow with his forefinger. “By extension.” 
 
    “Look, something’s got to be done though, right?” Leyd searched Baelfeir’s gaze with his own. “That’s why you’re back? Stewarding the realms out of the shite? That’s your purview.” 
 
    “I thought stewardship was all of our purview.” 
 
    Leyd threw open his arms. “Have you seen the tapestry, man? Maybe once when there were wolves aplenty harassing the sheep, it took a number of us to keep them corralled, but the worst that happens now is the sheep bite each other’s tails and who gives a bat’s fart about that?” 
 
    Radiating agitation, Leyd scooped up a handful of olives and shoved them into his mouth. He wandered to the roof’s edge, where a low wall demarked a thousand-foot drop. “Let me ask you something.” 
 
    Baelfeir arched brows inquiringly.  
 
    “If Cephrael actually cares for these fools…” Leyd paused to spit an olive pit out over the abyss, “why the hell doesn’t he do more to care for them, to oversee them, to do what a god’s bloody supposed to do and put some order into the fecking universe?”  
 
    Baelfeir tugged at one ear. “Is this a rhetorical question?” 
 
    “You and I both know the answer.” Leyd spat another olive pit over the wall. “Clearly he doesn’t care one solid feck, because he lets these fools do whatever they bloody want, and lo and behold, they’ve made a gods-damned thunder mug out of the tapestry!” 
 
    Baelfeir eyed him amusedly. “A touching sentiment. I never knew you cared.” 
 
    Leyd hopped up onto the low wall and stood there with his bare feet curling over the edge, wavering back and forth. “Take that one down there, for instance.” 
 
    Baelfeir idled closer to the wall and peered over. A body lay brokenly upon the rocks at the base of the acropolis. It looked like it had been there for quite some time. 
 
    “He called himself a servant of the Prophet. All hail his godliness.” Leyd snorted. “In their god’s absence, I offered the fool and his cohorts the choice of serving me or getting up close and personal with the rocks at the base of the mountain. That’s the only fool who chose the mountain. Such is the extent of a mortal’s loyalty to his gods.” 
 
    “What’s your point, Leyd?” 
 
    Leyd sat down, straddling the wall. “My point, Baelfeir, is that Cephrael—stars, but he can be a self-righteous prick, can’t he?—had no bloody right to be wroth with you. So you turned these fools away from self-determined action. So you used them as pieces in your little art projects. Who bloody cares? Clearly not Cephrael, or he would’ve done something to stop you.” 
 
    “He did, in point of fact.” 
 
    “No, no, no—that was because you buried him under a mountain.” 
 
    Baelfeir turned a slight frown out over the landscape of rolling hills, city and sand. He sighed. “I may have overreacted.” 
 
    Leyd leaned back on his hands and stared openly at him. “Fancy hearing that from your mouth.” 
 
    “It’s easier to say without the tusks.” Baelfeir sipped his wine. “On another topic, I saw your brother recently.” 
 
    Leyd gave a snort of contempt. He pushed off the wall and threw himself down on the lounge chair again, where he drank his wine in immoderate gulps. “My little brother Phaedor’s doing what he always has, playing lackey to noble causes and some shite.” Suddenly he focused an intense look on him. “Have you seen my sister?” 
 
    Baelfeir shook his head.  
 
    Leyd deflated. “She’s the steward of the Fifth Vestal’s sa’reyth. Did you hear that? A gods-damned caretaker. My sister. Playing bloody babysitter to the fecking drachwyr. Maybe now that you’re back you can repurpose her towards something worthwhile.” 
 
    Worthwhile, was the word he’d used, but the haunted, bitter look in his eyes said, something worth living for. 
 
    Baelfeir frowned.  
 
    While it angered him that the tapestry’s thousands of gilded threads had been so reduced, he had warned Cephrael of such an eventuality. By that time, of course, Cephrael was no longer listening to him.  
 
    But Leyd’s state of mind…this was a consequence he hadn’t envisioned, any more than he’d imagined he would return to the realm to find his opponent’s hand all but missing from the tapestry. 
 
    Cephrael couldn’t have abandoned this world. To imagine it possible would be to underestimate him, and underestimation of an opponent was a prime error. The only prudent assumption would be to decide the angiel’s absence from the tapestry was by design. 
 
    Yet…that would imply an omniscience his opponent had never assumed before, lest neither of them have a game to play. There is no game in knowing everything. 
 
    When Baelfeir first sensed Leyd’s presence in that place, he’d entertained a hope that the zanthyr might have some insight into Cephrael’s whereabouts; but Leyd was clearly too mired in hopelessness to offer more than despair.   
 
    Baelfeir set down his glass. “Thank you for the wine.” 
 
    Leyd rolled his head around on the cushion to look up at him. “Give her my regards, when you see her.” 
 
    Baelfeir nodded and turned to go. 
 
    “Don’t wait too long to pay her a visit,” Leyd called after him. His smile was cold, and empty, and reflective of a psyche that was terribly, undeniably fractured. “As they say in Hallovia…a storm’s a’comin.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thirty-eight 
 
      
 
    “If what applies to one applies to all…which came first,  
 
    Shadow or the egg?” 
 
      
 
    –A popular joke among Warlocks 
 
      
 
    Reading the minds of the populace is simply a matter of matching starpoints. 
 
    Ean mulled over Rafael’s words while weaving among the guests crowding the main floor of the museum dedicated ‘to the life and works of the Literato N’abranaacht, Martyr of Myacene.’ 
 
    Shail’s latest, probably self-titled epithet grated on Ean’s credulity, while the number of people actually using it grated on his patience. 
 
    Their coach had dropped them before the residence-turned-museum during the enchanted hour of dusk. Wielder’s lights lit the large manor, such that it glowed against the backdrop of tree-lined paths that crisscrossed the Sormitáge campus. A red carpet had been rolled out from the museum’s porticoed entrance, and a long line of elegantly dressed guests waited along its length to be admitted. 
 
    The moment Ean and Rafael emerged from the coach in the guise of Cristiano Sargazzo and Roberto di Castronicci, the guests started applauding. Ean had embraced Absolute Being around the entire museum to ensure the solidity of his illusion, but he still admitted a trill of apprehension as he walked past the line of people. Adept and na’turna alike stepped aside to let him and Rafael move to the front. Not a one appeared to have any sense that Ean wasn’t who he was pretending to be. 
 
    Something in this reality unsettled him. 
 
    He wished suddenly that he’d followed the ramifications of this choice to impersonate Cristiano to its furthest ends. Might he be placing an innocent man in danger by wearing his face to the fête of a dragon?  
 
    Ean knew the potential ramifications of his decision as it could affect his pattern of consequence. Why hadn’t he sought equally to explore the consequences to less important threads in the mortal tapestry, namely those of Cristiano and Roberto themselves? It seemed like a conscientiousness he would’ve employed, before… 
 
    Before you bound yourself to a Warlock? 
 
    Ean could tell that his binding with Rafael was changing him. He could sense it in shifting viewpoints—ideas he’d never envisioned envisioning would suddenly impose themselves on his consciousness. Unwelcome ideas, some of them. 
 
    And he perceived it in the way certain consequences no longer held the same looming sense of peril. Close association with immortality did that to a being, Ean supposed, even be he mortal himself. 
 
    Moreover, the more Ean saw Rafael use deyjiin, the more those workings altered the confines of his expectations, the more he could conceive of shifting the boundaries of the possible…the more he found himself clutching to beliefs and mores that he’d thought would be forever inviolate. And he’d barely been back in the world for three days. 
 
    Arion had argued endlessly with Markal over ethicality and the First Law. The maestro had maintained that sometimes a wielder couldn’t foresee all consequences relating to the effect he intended to create; therefore his decision needed extensive ethical deliberation. Arion had maintained that a wielder shouldn’t act without KNOWING the effect he intended. They’d worn ruts in the floors of Malthus Hall, circling each other on the matter. 
 
    Ean wished he might’ve deliberated this choice a bit longer.  
 
    It only took three lifetimes, but he was finally seeing Markal’s point of view. Never had he found their old argument more critical, for Rafael conceived of no innate sense of right and wrong. His morality was as boundless as deyjiin, and his thoughts couldn’t help but impinge on Ean’s when the universes of their minds were constantly overlapped. 
 
    Ean wondered if Arion would ever have been so bold as to wear another man’s face into a Malorin’athgul’s lair… 
 
    He wondered if Arion would have been so naïve, so unscrupulous with another man’s life… 
 
    He wondered if his old self would look at him now and think his hubris unconscionable, or if Arion would’ve sought the same justifications that Ean was using to live with his choices… 
 
    With all of these wonderings spiraling in the part of his mind not focused on holding his illusion solidly in place, the prince continued along the red carpet towards the doors of the museum. Rafael-as-Roberto walked at his side, waving and nodding politely to the crowd, who’d all stepped back to clear their way while applauding their progress down the aisle.  
 
    Ean did his best to copy Cristiano’s manner and ease of movement. When he tossed back his hair from his eyes and smiled in a way he’d seen Cristiano do many times that afternoon, the crowd cheered. 
 
    The attendant at the door stepped aside to let them enter, blabbering words of praise. Ean clapped a hand on his shoulder as he passed, and the attendant froze with an awe-struck expression. 
 
    They moved inside with the man still staring after them, until a woman waiting to be admitted said something sharp and uncomplimentary to regain his attention. 
 
    Beyond an archway, an atrium spiraled upwards via a grand staircase, the walls of which hosted portraits of famous Arcane Scholars.  
 
    Guests milled on the chequerboard floor as well as on the marble stairs. As Ean entered, many of them were leaning over the ornate balustrade to see who was causing such a commotion with their arrival. 
 
    A waiter approached, bearing crystal goblets.  
 
    Reading the minds of the populace is simply a matter of matching starpoints. 
 
    As he accepted the offered wine, Ean murmured to Rafael, “Matching starpoints…” 
 
    Rafael took a glass from the tray and shifted his gaze to Ean. “Yes?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about this.” 
 
    “So I gathered. And what new conclusion have you reached today?” 
 
    Rafael thought Ean spent too much time involved in thinking that only resulted in concluding. The Warlock considered this was a waste of time better spent doing—apparently without thinking or concluding first.  
 
    Ean resisted the urge to gulp his wine. In the back of his thoughts, his fourth strand illusion hummed. 
 
    “I’ve been wondering if this is how truthreaders read the thoughts of others,” Ean said. “Could they be matching starpoints without knowing it?”  
 
    “It’s an intriguing theory.” Rafael sipped his wine and considered its merits—the idea or the wine, Ean couldn’t quite tell which. After a bit of this, he remarked, “Tanis certainly seemed to have some native understanding of Shadow. Sinárr said the lad matched his starpoints instinctively.” 
 
    “Tanis being Tanis, it might just be coincident to Tanis,” Ean noted, “but it would make sense if the action of matching starpoints was ingrained in the patterns of a truthreader’s thinking.” 
 
    Rafael-as-Roberto regarded him with admiration in his gaze—the highest of compliments from a Warlock. Ean had no idea why Rafael was suddenly looking at him that way.   
 
    “You do realize we’ve embarked upon unexplored seas?” the Warlock observed musingly as he sipped his wine. “Boundaries have been crossed. New vistas opened. You fear that our connection is changing you, but do you not imagine it is also changing me?” 
 
    Ean studied him. Their mental energies were bound in a complexity of magic that he barely understood. He’d matched starpoints with the Warlock and now shared an intimacy of connection that he couldn’t even define, much less fully explain to anyone. Yet he still couldn’t tell that Rafael wasn’t Roberto di Castronicci. 
 
    Ean inquired quietly, “Is it changing you?” 
 
    Rafael gave a noncommittal smile. “It might be. As they say, how deep does the alabaster go?” 
 
    Ean did a double-take on him. “Where did you hear that?” 
 
    Rafael waved carelessly with his goblet. “You think too much.” He looked to the staircase. “I believe the residence is upstairs. Shall we, as they say, proceed into the dragon’s lair?” Then he flashed a devilish grin and confessed, “I’ve always wanted to say that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Upstairs, what had once been several residences had been remodeled into one large gallery, ostentatious with marble and glass, forming a U-shape around the former residence of the literato. The place still smelled of plaster and paint and the less subtle aroma of the perfumed elite milling around. 
 
    New white walls hosted a lengthy series of framed writings. Plaques hanging beneath each one explained their enormous historic value, using words like epochal, quintessential, iconic, and climacteric. Glass-enclosed cases displaying varied artifacts dotted the rest of the expansive space. Plaques on stanchions beside each case described their contents with equal melodrama. 
 
    Far more arresting to Ean were the patterns infesting the room like invisible jellyfish, promising a toxic sting to anyone with an innate affinity to elae’s fifth strand.  
 
    Ean wasn’t sure how Rafael perceived the space, but the Warlock’s exhale was telling of his opinion of it.  
 
    “Shailabanáchtran has certainly gone to great lengths to mark his territory,” he noted in that flat, slightly aggrieved tone he reserved uniformly for Pelas’s younger brother. “Perhaps you could simply disperse your particles and reconvene before the doorway?”  
 
    Ean gave him a look. “Disperse my particles?” 
 
    Rafael sighed anew. “Over two thousand years since Cephrael gave humanity the secrets to building universes and what have all of you done with it but bury the work in the sand and march your toys across its cover?” He exhaled forlornly. “I suppose you have some plan to deal with these patterns?” 
 
    “Yes.” Ean turned a tight look back to the room at large. “I intend to avoid them.”  
 
    Across the gallery, the doors to Shail’s former residence opened to expel a blond man. He turned and locked the doors behind himself, then smiled at the guests who’d begun gravitating towards him. He looked barely five years Ean’s senior and was wearing a white evening jacket and waistcoat, elegantly tailored, over black pants.  
 
    Ean instantly recognized him as the man he’d followed through the piazza. Though the man had been wearing a Palmer’s hood at the time, Ean would’ve known him in any guise from the patterns webbing his consciousness.  
 
    In spite of himself, Ean felt a trill of alarm. The last time he’d collided with this man, Shailabanáchtran had stepped out of Shadow and shortly thereafter tossed Ean into it. 
 
    The museum-goers were enthusiastically greeting the newcomer and creating such a mob around him that he’d barely made it two steps away from the residence doors.  
 
    Rafael said privately across their binding, That, I believe, is our host…but perhaps you knew this already? 
 
    He’s Shail’s puppet, Ean returned tightly.   
 
    Ah… Rafael looked back to the man. That would explain why his thoughts are like flies caught in a web. I cannot stir them without the entire mass sticking together. I don’t perceive Shailabanáchtran’s aura about this man, however. Do you? 
 
    I can’t tell if he’s in there or not—leastwise not from this distance.  
 
    Rafael clasped hands behind his back. How do you want to play this, Ean? 
 
    Ean fixed a cutting gaze on Shail’s puppet. Surgically. 
 
    A narrow corridor of safety wove between Shail’s wards. Ean had suspected he would find something of this nature; otherwise Shail himself could not have entered or left without tripping his own alarms. Ean rapidly memorized the design of the path. Then he released the fifth from his awareness entirely.  
 
    The patterns disappeared from view. Shail’s puppet appeared a normal man. 
 
    Ean swallowed and started forward. 
 
    It was a harrowing twenty steps crossing that room trusting to memory alone, feeling the sudden absence of the fifth like the hot summer sun vanished behind a cloud, knowing at any moment that one misstep would trip him right into one of Shail’s wards.  
 
    It wasn’t until that moment that Ean realized how closely he held the fifth in his consciousness at all times. He never took a step without scanning for patterns. Even in T’khendar, he’d kept the strand close. And though he held his fourth-strand illusion solidly in place, he felt barren without the fifth, and vulnerable lacking its protection. He’d have felt more comfortable walking naked across that room. 
 
    As they neared their host, the man caught sight of them and excused himself from the throng of guests. He smiled as he neared and extended his hand warmly to Ean.  
 
    “Welcome! Oh, you do us great honor, Signore Sargazzo!” Guileless hazel eyes gazed at them from a face with the strong cheekbones of the Danes. “I cannot thank you enough for attending our opening gala.” 
 
    Rafael whispered into his thoughts, This man has never met either of us. 
 
    Ean took the man’s offered hand and smiled politely. “The honor is ours, Signore…”  
 
    “Keil van Olmsted.” 
 
    “A pleasure to make your acquaintance. May I present to you Roberto di Castronicci.” 
 
    Keil bowed to Rafael. “An honor, signore.” 
 
    “You’re the museum curator?” Rafael asked.  
 
    “I am, sir.” Keil beamed with the honor. “I was once the literato’s assistant and archivist and the executor of his estate, and now, as you noted, I’m honored to become the curator of his memorial museum as well.” He opened palms that they might appreciate the wonders of the space around them.  
 
    Keil’s words, his manner, his very being resonated sincerity.  
 
    How unconscionably vicious Shail seemed in that moment, to have chosen such a man for his pawn. Ean felt his hands trying to curl into fists—every instinct shouted for him to balance the scales somehow and free an innocent man from Shail’s misappropriation. 
 
    “The Palmers generously purchased this building from the university and donated it to our foundation,” Keil was telling Rafael while Ean was waging a difficult battle with his conscience, “along with the funds to make the necessary renovations, and the Order of Arcane Scholars donated additional artifacts for our collection.” He shook his head, looking proud yet thoughtfully bemused, as if marveling at the abounding miracle of philanthropy. “The community has truly rallied in support of our dearly departed literato, who was, I must say, a friend to many.” 
 
    Ean was staring tragically at him. 
 
    Instead of a whitewashed museum, he was seeing a moonlit gallery choked with smoke, hearing fourth-strand alarms resounding around him, and tasting the blood that stained the currents as deeply as his own hands; recalling that night when Arion had waged an inner battle between fury and futility while his sword claimed the lives of brilliant men and women—lest the Enemy use them as pawns against their cause. Arion had been drenched to his elbows in the blood of the Hundred Mages, but his conscience had been drowning in it. He’d seen the Enemy in every one of those gazes as he’d fought them, bested them, decimated them… 
 
    And here the bastard was again, piping his way down the exact same path, leading who knew how many countless innocents in blithe ignorance towards the abyss.  
 
    Ean’s nail’s cut into his palms—a sharp, clean pain compared to the ache in his chest. How many more innocents would Shail be commandeering into ruin?   
 
    Disintegrating this poor wretch will only intensify your guilt, Ean. 
 
    Rafael’s gentle interjection drew Ean’s attention back to the present, whereupon he realized the currents were swarming around him and he was holding elae and deyjiin within a flint spark of combustion.  
 
    Shocked—and simultaneously relieved that he was still within the safety corridor and out of reach of Shail’s wards—Ean forced a slow exhale and let his power drain off. 
 
    But the drawing of such power must’ve set off some kind of unseen alarm, because in the same moment that Ean was releasing elae, the prince saw a shift in Keil’s eyes.   
 
    Rafael mentally sighed. Sloppy. And he thinks to be our gatekeeper?  
 
    And just like that, Ean knew Shail was now lurking behind the curator’s gaze. He couldn’t keep the contempt out of his own. “Keil—” the prince tilted his head slightly. “You don’t mind if I call you Keil, do you?” 
 
    The curator’s modest smile was suddenly lacking for warmth. “Please, Signore Sargazzo. I am but a servant to a great man’s memory.” 
 
    “Yes, about that…” Ean tapped a finger to his lips as he affected a thoughtful frown. “I visited the literato’s shrine recently, and he looked rather appallingly grey. I fear the preservation patterns have somehow been compromised.” 
 
    A flash of outrage disrupted the guileless mask. “That is…a tragedy, if it is true.”  
 
    “You must know, as I was leaving, people were even beginning to speak ill of the literato.” Ean clicked his tongue, the very image of shocked concern. “It was as if some charm had been removed from the people’s hero and they were suddenly seeing an unsettling new truth in his rotting corpse.”  
 
    Keil’s expression grew strained. “I cannot imagine how something like that might’ve happened.”   
 
    Ean smiled consolingly. 
 
    “Pranksters,” Rafael clucked. “The city is too full of entitled young wielders in need of distraction.” 
 
    Shail-as-Keil’s gaze switched to Rafael. He continued to regard them circumspectly—especially Ean—ostensibly trying to decide which one of them had dared interfere in his business.  
 
    Which is when Ean realized Shail’s dilemma. For some unfathomable reason, the Malorin’athgul had chosen a na’turna for his puppet. Since Keil could not perceive the lifeforce, Shail had no access to elae while wearing his body.  
 
    How wonderfully frustrated he must’ve been in that moment! 
 
    Eventually Shail gave up trying to intimidate them with his silence and said brusquely, “I regret that the residence will not be open during the gala.” He slid that razor gaze across them anew, but finding nothing objectionable in their makeup, his smile became forced. “Perhaps you both would accept a private tour at another time of your choosing?” Whereupon he opened his arms to evidently escort them back downstairs.  
 
    The direction he started walking would have put Ean squarely through the tentacles of a warding pattern, which, no doubt, was Shail’s intent, but Rafael adroitly slipped an arm through Keil’s and drew him flirtatiously close, allowing Ean to keep to the safer path. 
 
    Rafael asked as they were heading back towards the staircase, “Might you tell me of yourself, Signore van Olmsted?” 
 
    Keil turned a stare over his shoulder to espy Ean, who clasped hands behind his back and smiled benignly as he followed. “There isn’t much to tell, I’m afraid.” Keil sounded irritated as he looked back to Rafael.  
 
    “Nonsense.” Rafael patted his arm. “There is much to tell. For instance, how long did you serve the literato? Did you perchance see him working the famous pattern that purportedly woke the fifth in his constitution?”  
 
    Perhaps it was the dubiety in Rafael’s tone, but Keil seemed to take offense at the question. “It assuredly was the fifth the literato worked.”  
 
    “Oh, I believe of that there can be no doubt,” Rafael replied amusedly.  
 
    Ean was just wondering if Rafael was going to let Shail drag them all the way back downstairs when a rush of footsteps on the staircase preceded a servant’s appearance around its curve.  
 
    The man drew up short just shy of the landing. “Signore van Olmsted! I’m so glad I found you!” He glanced uncertainly to Rafael, who was still attached to Keil’s arm, and then to Ean, who was following behind them, and gave an apologetic wince. “I hate to trouble you, but there’s a disturbance downstairs. I fear you are most needed.”  
 
    Keil brusquely disengaged his arm from Rafael’s. “What kind of disturbance?” He turned a stare at Rafael as if he was somehow to blame. 
 
    Rafael’s smile said he absolutely was. 
 
    “An heiress at the door, Signore,” the servant answered, low and fast and blushing, possibly from the way Rafael was looking at Keil, as if quite taken with him. “She claims she handed her invitation to the attendant, but he’s refusing to admit her.” 
 
    Rafael clucked at the outrage. “Please, attend to your other guests, Signore van Olmsted.” He seemed the pinnacle of innocent concern, and perhaps…suggestive of more.  
 
    The servant cleared his throat. “That is, unless you’re…busy.” 
 
    Keil silenced him with a glare. He shifted an excoriating look back to Rafael and Ean, clearly wanting to accuse them of somehow orchestrating the disturbance but lacking any evidence whatsoever. 
 
    Oh, how Shail must’ve been fuming!   
 
    Spearing through the hum of conversation rising from downstairs, a woman’s voice could be heard waging a shrill protest. The servant stared hard at his toes but was as jittery and agitated as a mouse with its tail pinned, while the woman’s protest quickly reached a discordant peal.  
 
    Ean imagined he and Rafael had to seem the lesser of two evils in that moment, though Shail’s instincts were likely shrieking louder than the duchess’s indignation.  
 
    “Go, go,” Rafael encouraged benignly. He walked him to the landing. “We can continue our conversation another time.” 
 
    Keil forced a tight smile. “A pleasure to meet you both.” Then he hurried down the stairs, with the servant all but fleeing before him. 
 
    Rafael turned to Ean. 
 
    Ean gave him an approving smile. “Nicely handled.” He’d perceived Rafael handily planting the thought in the porter’s mind that he mustn’t admit the woman at any cost.   
 
    “But the work of a moment.” Rafael stood on the landing, staring thoughtfully after Keil, who’d moved out of sight beyond the turn of the stairs. 
 
    They had a finite window of time now. If Shail could’ve instantly abandoned his puppet, he surely would’ve done so. Thus, he must’ve had some purpose to accomplish at the gala in the guise of Keil van Olmsted.   
 
    From the relative safety of the edge of the room, Ean called the fifth and studied the currents washing through the residence again. “Where would Shail leave his body while he cast his mind into his puppet? Do you think he’s in there?”  
 
    “Doubtful.” Rafael turned away from the stairs. “The way this space is warded, he expects it to be invaded. He wouldn’t leave his shell unprotected in such a place.” 
 
    Ean gave him a look. “You call this unprotected?” 
 
    Rafael eyed him sidelong. “And how much difficulty will you have getting inside?”  
 
    Ean admitted he had a point. 
 
    Rafael exhaled a discontented sigh and started back towards the residence. “Perhaps it is the passage of the eons,” he observed in a disparaging tone, “or perhaps it is due to our mutual adversary abusing power to such a degree, but I find the argument for free will increasingly relevant.”  
 
    Ean tilted his head at him. “There’s an argument for free will?” 
 
    Rafael eyed him sidelong as they neared the residence doors. “Baelfeir and Cephrael have been debating it for eons.” 
 
    Ean froze. 
 
    Rafael continued on and stopped before the residence.  
 
    Quite suddenly, every one of the milling guests became intensely interested in the artifact farthest from the residence doors.  
 
    Rafael glanced to the prince. “Coming, Ean?” He melted through the wood.  
 
    An instant later, the doors opened to reveal the Warlock in the parting, looking his imposing, black-winged self again. 
 
    Ean eyed him as he passed inside.  
 
    He perceived via their binding that the Warlock conceived of no discernable difference between the forms he’d chosen that day. His sense of self was no more related to the gilded, black-winged demigod than to the human iteration of himself that he’d presented to Ean, or the guise of Roberto he’d crafted for the gala guests…in Rafael’s mind, they were all of them equally illusions.  
 
    Did he conceive of any form as his native self? 
 
    ‘We are none of us the shells we wear.’ Isabel’s words took on an entirely new context. 
 
    Rafael closed the doors and spun the key in the lock. “Warlocks are always experimenting with different combinations of forms, Ean.”  
 
    As he turned to face the prince, Rafael’s wings towered so high above them that their tops vanished through the ceiling. Ean got the sudden idea of someone on the level above—had there been a level above—watching in wonder as mysterious dark shapes glided across their floors, following Rafael’s unseen movements beneath.  
 
    “As with a painting, where certain elements inexplicably appeal to one,” Rafael said, “the forms I choose simply appeal to me.” 
 
    “I suppose that makes a kind of sense.”  
 
    Pushing aside the subject for the moment, Ean summoned the fifth and looked around. Seeing no patterns that would find him specifically objectionable, Ean started slowly down the hallway, alert to sleeping Malorin’athgul.  
 
    Rafael noted idly from behind, “You could do the same with your shell, you know.” 
 
    Ean glanced over his shoulder. “Do what with my shell?” 
 
    “Disperse it. Recombine it.” He gave Ean a pointed smile. “That shell of yours is simply a combination of collected energies, solidified into specific forms and functions. You could rearrange them to take a different shape.” 
 
    Ean paused and looked to him. “You’re saying I could create a new shell?” 
 
    Rafael opened gilded palms. “To use your vernacular, that shell is simply a pattern. The Malorin’athgul have crafted their own. Anyone who can wield has that ability.”  
 
    He resumed his stroll down the hall and added with an airy wave of one gold foil hand, “Admittedly, it is more difficult to rearrange the pattern of one’s shell while occupying it. You would ideally disperse into the aether first.” 
 
    Ean stood staring after him. He dodged his wings as they floated past. “But how do I craft a shell without a body to do it?” 
 
    Rafael reached the end of the hall and looked back at him with one eyebrow arched artfully. “How indeed, Ean? Who is working the lifeforce? You or your body?”  
 
    Then he smiled significantly and melted through the wall. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Baelfeir chose a glass of wine from the tray of an offering steward and sipped it idly while surveying the guests attending the fête at the Literato N’abranaacht’s museum.  
 
    Was it coincidence that his golden thread had drawn him there like a moth to a flame?  
 
    He’d been studying Ean’s mercurial thread in the tapestry for some moons now. The prince would plant a few stitches here, a few more there, always appearing only for a short time, then vanishing again.  
 
    And everywhere his gilded stitch flared, the pattern shifted. Sometimes subtly, sometimes dramatically, as if the thread had grafted the vine to a new source.  
 
    Fascinating. 
 
    Around Baelfeir, well-heeled guests floated like airy confections across the polished chequerboard floor, pieces shifted by an invisible hand. At the far edge of the black and white tiles, near a curving staircase, Shailabanáchtran wore the guileless face of a blond man. He was puppeteering the body around, shaking hands, calling for more drinks, whispering at ears. Compulsion cocooned the poor creature whose body the Malorin’athgul had stolen. 
 
    Baelfeir marveled Shailabhanáchtran would go to such lengths to trap a helpless thing and then wear its shell. Never mind the gall-inducing humiliation of wearing a lesser being’s shell—which Baelfeir could barely conceive of, much less ever deign to consider doing himself—the fact was, it was so much simpler to craft the illusion of form. 
 
    Then again, Shailabanáchtran only presumed to understand deyjiin. 
 
    The Malorin’athgul noticed him finally. His puppet’s shell had no access to the lifeforce. Another puzzling choice. Perhaps the immortal had been bored and wanted to make the game more interesting for himself? 
 
    In any event, the puppet finally extracted himself from the repugnant press of society bosoms and political moustaches to cross the room to where Baelfeir was standing. 
 
    Baelfeir dropped a pebble of intention into the pond of thought. Its ripple passed outward among the partygoers; whereupon everyone within its sphere became studiously interested in something elsewhere. A revolution of backs turned to form a perfect circle of disinterest, with Baelfeir and an arriving Shail at its center.  
 
    Baelfeir looked the Malorin’athgul over amusedly. “Playing dress-up now, Shailabanáchtran?” 
 
    Shail’s borrowed gaze razored across him. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I might ask the same of you.” Baelfeir looked him up and down with mirth dancing in his gaze. “You’re like a ghost ruining the party. Or is it truer to say a demon? This poor man has no idea the monster possessing him each night. Isn’t there a famous story about a man whose devilish alter-ego eventually overwhelms the one of pure intent?” 
 
    Shail hissed, “What are you doing in Alorin?” 
 
    “Ah…” Baelfeir studiously sipped his wine. “The preeminent question.” 
 
    Shail held an acerbic stare on him that seemed incongruous with the puppet’s guileless features. “The map no longer exists. I’m growing increasingly impatient with contending this point with you.” 
 
    Baelfeir chuckled at the layered meaning in his comment. “I understand you feel I’ve encroached upon your territory, Shailabanáchtran, but you must admit I have the prior claim.” 
 
    Urgency veritably thrummed in Shail’s veins. Baelfeir assumed he had some important matter driving his activities that evening.  
 
    “State your business or remove yourself from my affairs,” the immortal ground out while conversation buzzed beyond the circle of turned backs. “I cannot spend all night swatting away moths attracted to the flame.” 
 
    “An intriguing choice of metaphor.” Baelfeir eyed him quietly as he sipped his wine. “When you alerted the empire to my whereabouts, I took it as an invitation to join your game. I just can’t decide if you meant to invite me to play on your side or your opponent’s.” He followed a sudden hunch. “What’s his name? Ah, yes: Ean val Lorian.” 
 
    The puppet’s left eyelid began to twitch. Shail’s borrowed lips formed a thin line. “Ean val Lorian is cooling his heels in your neck of the universe—that is, if breath remains in his lungs.” 
 
    “Is he now?” Baelfeir smiled magnanimously at him. “How very fascinating.”  
 
    Shail’s puppet clenched his teeth. “I would’ve thought Vleydis told you all about my arrangement with Wylde.” 
 
    Baelfeir replied with an easy wave of his goblet, “Perhaps Vleydis is keeping your confidence more truly than you give him credit for. We Warlocks are all intensely loyal, in our way.” 
 
    “In any case, you’re mistaken. I gave no invitation. It was a warning.” 
 
    “Indeed? A warning.” Baelfeir’s eyes widened with mock alarm.   
 
    The Malorin’athgul glared at him. 
 
    Baelfeir chuckled. “I shan’t keep you any longer, Shailabanáchtran. You and I clearly have more interesting avocations to occupy our interest than batting insults at one another. Please, go and greet your guests.” 
 
    Instantly every guest turned around. People were suddenly coming at Shail from every direction. 
 
    As the crowd closed in, Baelfeir lifted his glass to Shail and flashed a smile.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shailabanáchtran made his puppet smile and nod appreciatively to the people swarming him, but inside he was fuming. 
 
    He wanted to leave his Palmer instantly and hunt down the suspicious men he’d left upstairs. He needed to be back in his own body, ensuring Baelfeir didn’t drop in yet again on some other of his private activities, the quintessential uninvited guest! 
 
    But he had important benefactors to thank, to woo, to beguile into further acts of treason they would later have no memory of. If he abandoned his puppet in the middle of the party, the man would have no idea why he was there. Too much opportunity would be lost amid the resultant confusion. 
 
    A few more minutes. Then he could see to these interlopers. 
 
    Shail-as-Keil shook another hand, smiled another insincere smile, murmured the ridiculous pleasantries that glued mortal society together. 
 
    He’d never before regretted choosing the man for his puppet. Keil’s natural earnestness and generosity opened doors to powerful—if unwitting—allies for Shail’s activities. 
 
    Keil knew nothing of the plans Shail used his body to orchestrate. When Shail left Keil’s mind to its own devices, the patterns of control went dormant and became invisible to any inspection. In the wake of the Danes’ attack at the Quai game, Shail’s puppet had many times been interrogated by the Empress’s spies, but he had always passed those inspections with ease.  
 
    Shail had accomplished much through Keil.  
 
    Yet now…tonight…between Baelfeir and the suspicious men…he was realizing that keeping Keil na’turna for so long had been a mistake. Keil was vulnerable, and that made Shail vulnerable. 
 
    What to do…? 
 
    Ironically, if someone had asked the real Keil, he would’ve told them to work the literato’s pattern—and then spent hours commiserating on the tragedy that was the Empress having confiscated said pattern and outlawed it as unsafe for general use—but Shail knew that pattern could no more wake a dormant gift than a pig could wield elae.   
 
    But it gave him an idea.  
 
    Ever this world begged to show him how to better take advantage of it! 
 
    Amid the milling splendor of Agasan society, Shail smiled, and the body of Keil smiled with him.  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thirty-nine 
 
      
 
    “Complacency, conformity, these are freedom’s gravest enemies.  
 
    Even a dead fish can go with the flow.” 
 
      
 
    –General Gareth val Mallonwey, Duke of Towermount  
 
      
 
    The Palace of Andorr in Kandori was a massive complex comprising palaces, gardens and courts spread over twelve levels and a hundred acres terraced into the mountainside. It crowned the end of the largest arm of the sacred mountain Kōhinūr, overlooking rich farmland; and beyond this, the tangle of stark, white-capped peaks that demarked the joining of the Dhahari Mountains and the Iverness Range. 
 
    The patio off Sebastian’s rooms offered a glorious view of it all each morning, with the sunlight spearing between the snowy Dhahari peaks, painting everything rose-hued and illuminating the colors of the autumn land, so rich with the coming harvest. 
 
    Yet all Sebastian saw that morning as he stared out over the valley, occasionally sipping his tea, was ghostly fog and hundreds of black-skinned bodies pinned into the perpetual twilight of the undead. 
 
    ‘…As your paths are interwoven, so accordingly are the workings of the wielders Dore Madden and Viernan hal’Jaitar, the Duke of Morwyk and your father…’  
 
    Rhakar’s words had wakened a sense of necessity in Sebastian—to finish Isabel’s assignment, to take his place on the First Lord’s field, to find his path—yet these urges fought against a visceral need to stop Dore Madden.  
 
    But they could keep picking away at the edges of the wielder’s army for months and never make enough headway to halt its growth. Dore seemed to have an unending supply of victims and could make more eidola faster than Sebastian could give them reprieve.  
 
    Of course, he and Dareios were working on this problem constantly. Their latest batch of arrows would use second strand resonance patterns to disrupt the eidola’s connection to Darshan. The arrows would make a tuning fork out of every creature they struck, resonating Ean’s matrix into others around them. One arrow might disrupt as many as a score or more of eidola—at least, that was their hope. Would that Sebastian could find a pattern to so easily dispatch Dore.  
 
    Sebastian sipped his tea and scowled into the morning. 
 
    It troubled him to think that his urgency to wipe Dore off the face of the earth might stem just from his own personal hatred of the man. Was he carving out justice on behalf of countless innocent victims, or were his forays into the ruins of Kyrrh an attempt to exact revenge for deeply personal wrongs?  
 
    Or…more troubling still, did his efforts march forth from darker motivations, shadowed gouges in his soul where lurked the memories he refused to consciously recall…the ones that woke him every night, shaking and sweating, in the dark hours before the dawn?   
 
    While the need to end Dore plagued him, this very desire stood at war with his perceived duty to his family, his father, and their kingdom.  
 
    He found the idea of returning to Dannym unimaginable, despite Ehsan’s encouragement, but he saw that an eventual reunion with his father was inevitable. Honor and duty demanded it.  
 
    Yet the idea of facing his father, of confessing to all he’d been through, the things Dore had done to him, what he’d forced him to do in turn…Sebastian shuddered to recall those days, much less confess their truth to anyone.  
 
    As if this wasn’t conflict enough, both of these needs seemed in opposition to Isabel’s task and Sebastian’s commitment to her brother’s game.  
 
    “Like buzzards circling, the troubles in your mind.” Ehsan kissed his bare back between his shoulder blades, then slid her arms around his chest and pressed herself close. “Let the birds feed and cast your mind to fairer pastures.” 
 
    “I cannot, Ehsan.” 
 
    “Do not lie to me, Prince of Dannym. You will not. This is a very different truth from cannot.” 
 
    He turned in her arms and wrapped her with his. “I would deny you nothing.” 
 
    Her right eyebrow assumed a perfect triangle of dubiety. “You would deny me while denying me.” She kissed him gently and withdrew.  
 
    He watched her through the open doors as she began the lengthy process of donning her underskirt and midriff baring choli, both in a brilliant aqua green.  
 
    She made great ceremony of every motion—holding up the choli shirt to examine its beads and embroidery, thus baring her breasts for his admiration, the sweeping of the lengthy silk sari to wrap and wrap and wrap again about her hourglass hips and flat stomach—all the while studiously ignoring his desirous gaze.  
 
    Sebastian leaned against the terrace railing, his tea forgotten. “You’re making quite a pleasurable torment for me.” 
 
    “One must distract you somehow.” 
 
    “I assure you, Princess, you have me well distracted.” 
 
    Ehsan eyed him amusedly. “Men. So predictable.” She draped the trailing length of the aqua and yellow sari across one shoulder and positioned it just so. Then she walked to her chest of jewels. “Speak to me, Sebastian. You run mad circles alone, whereas together we may find an exit.” 
 
    Sebastian set down his tea and pushed hands in his pajama pockets. The morning air was making gooseflesh of his bare chest and arms, but he preferred the clean, bracing cold of those mountain mornings to the sweating heat of his dreams. 
 
    “I just don’t know what path I’m meant to follow.” 
 
    Ehsan frowned slightly. “There is no path you’re meant to follow. The tapestry has no will of its own. Asking the tapestry to decide your path is asking Chaos to align itself to Order. It cannot be done. The future cannot sculpt itself.” 
 
    “If I’m supposed to be a Player, I must have some path, Ehsan.” 
 
    She shook her head as she hooked a wide collar of sparkling citrines around her neck. “Players forge their own paths through the tapestry. You must decide what course of action you intend to take. Then events will realign beneath your intent, the pattern reweaving based on your choices. This is the way you sculpt the future. The First Law is the First Law for a reason.” 
 
    A smile tugged at Sebastian’s mouth. “I must’ve done something miraculous to deserve you in my life, Princess.” 
 
    Ehsan plucked a handful of bangles out of her treasure chest of jewels. “I haven’t yet decided if you truly deserve me, Prince of Dannym.” She gave him an arch look, though there was much of adoration behind it. 
 
    Sebastian watched her donning the rest of her jewelry while a hum of other ideas sang in his thoughts. After a time, he said, “I can’t help wondering why Dore is building an army of these creatures. What is its purpose? Is it because the Prophet ordered him to do it?” 
 
    “Why does that seem unlikely to you?” 
 
    Sebastian frowned. “Because Darshan doesn’t need an army in order to destroy this world.” 
 
    Ehsan began drawing her curtain of dark hair into a knot at the nape of her neck. Her bangles jingled with every motion of her arms. “Could the army be Dore Madden’s creation beneath his Prophet’s sanction? You know Dore better than most. What motivates him?” 
 
    Pain. Agony. Misery. Making strong men weak. 
 
    Sebastian shook his head. “Every vilest thing you can imagine.” 
 
    Ehsan secured the elegant knot of her hair with a jeweled pin. “Yet an army bespeaks a singular motivation, does it not?” 
 
    Sebastian studied her while exhaling a contemplative breath. “Conquering.” 
 
    But conquering who? Dore more or less despised everyone. The only man he hated with a daggered vengeance was Björn van Gelderan, but there was no way in seventeen hells Dore would pit himself directly against the Fifth Vestal. 
 
    Then another thought occurred to him.  
 
    With a sudden sharp tingle of certainty, all of Sebastian’s circling thoughts aligned to a single vector. “I need to see your brother.” He made for his wardrobe. 
 
    Ehsan stood watching him while he threw on a dark blue kameez and matching shalwar and hunted around for his beaded khussa slippers. He was halfway to the door before he realized he’d forgotten something important and hurried back to kiss her goodbye.  
 
    She caught him beneath the chin to check his haste and make him meet her gaze. When he did, she said with quiet intent, “The right answer does not always point to the right action, Prince of Dannym.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind, Princess.” 
 
    She nodded and kissed him once more. 
 
    Sebastian headed off to find Dareios. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He discovered the truthreader at work in one of his labs—as ever, embroiled upon a project that had clearly begun long before the sun or anyone else raised their slumbering heads. Dareios was wearing heavy rubber gloves that flared around his elbows, and he stood bent over a metal-clad worktable, intent upon soldering a fat gold chain. 
 
    At the table’s far end, Bahman was slouched in a metal chair with his bare feet propped on the countertop and containers of all sorts scattered on the floor around him. The wildcat Babar was asleep on a shelf above him, having dislodged its orderly containers in the process of getting settled. Neither stirred as Sebastian entered. 
 
    “Ah, sobh bekheir, Sebastian,” Dareios greeted without looking up. Dawn’s roseate light filled the room, bestowing a warm glow upon the Kandori prince. Either that, or the light was somehow coming from the necklace he was soldering. “Have you come to test the new kinetic resonance arrows?” 
 
    “I’d love to—” 
 
    “Outstanding. I shall wake Bahman. In his enthusiasm, he was up all night forging them.”   
 
    “No, I mean—” 
 
    Dareios looked up under his triangular eyebrows. “No, don’t wake Bahman, or no, you haven’t come to test the arrows?” 
 
    Sebastian rounded the worktable to stand in front of him. “I’m thrilled about the arrows, but—”  
 
    “Don’t touch the table.” 
 
    Sebastian froze his hand an inch from the metal.  
 
    Dareios pointed with his soldering wand to the table’s end, where Bahman’s bare feet were resting on the counter. “Bahman is grounding the line, you see? But…” and here he smiled and picked up the gold linked chain he’d been adjusting, “this little trinket is ready for testing.”  
 
    He extended the necklace towards Sebastian. “Care to do the honors, Prince of Dannym?”  
 
    Sebastian took the wide-linked chain with an appropriate degree of wariness. When Dareios’s genius ideas backfired, they usually packed a punch.  
 
    “Dareios,” he said, eyeing the necklace suspiciously, “I think we need to put our attention towards who Dore might be making that eidola army for.” 
 
    “We shall apply our mutual intelligence to the mystery as soon as we complete the project of the morning: don the necklace, if you will, Sebastian, and move away from the table.”  
 
    Sebastian obediently moved away from the table. “You know I’ve been laboring over what to do about Dore,” he said while hooking the chain behind his neck. “It occurred to me this morning—” 
 
    Suddenly a force spun him in a circle on his feet. He whipped his eyes back to Dareios as soon as he arrived back as he’d started. “What was—” 
 
    Dareios was holding a wand. He flicked it. 
 
    Sebastian skidded four paces to the left and stopped abruptly, wavering like a grounded javelin. “Dareios, wh—” 
 
    Dareios whipped his wand to the right, and Sebastian flew across the room. He hauled up just shy of slamming into the wall. 
 
    With his body now hovering in some kind of field, Sebastian turned his head and growled, “Dareios…” 
 
    Whereupon the truthreader remitted with an upward flick of the wand. The force holding Sebastian vanished. The prince tugged his tunic straight and turned to face Dareios. 
 
    Who was frowning. “The flux is out of scale again.” 
 
    “Probably a complication of the surface differential,” Bahman murmured, still appearing to be asleep. 
 
    “Yes, so you said last night,” the truthreader groused. 
 
    “There’s this thing called natural law, Dareios.”    
 
    “Pshaw! A child’s primer.”  
 
    Bahman murmured sleepily, “Even elae has to contend with the gravitic vector field.” 
 
    “It still should’ve exhibited a stronger propulsive affinity.” 
 
    Bahman yawned. “Maybe check the peripheral output pattern.” 
 
    Dareios nodded slowly, considering the idea. “Yes, that must be it. Thank you, Bahman. Brilliantly concluded, as usual.” 
 
    “I’ll put it on your tab.”  
 
    Sebastian handed the necklace back to Dareios. “Dare I ask what this is for?” 
 
    “Who it is for, is my niece Persephone, and what it is for is to corral my great-nephew Sarosh, her son, who is becoming a nine-year-old terror.” Dareios laid the necklace and the matching wand in a velvet-lined case and put it on a shelf. “One magic wand, soon to be completed. Now…” he turned to Sebastian, “you were saying something about Dore?” 
 
    “What about Dore?” asked an entering Rhys. 
 
    Across the room, the wildcat Babar awoke with a hiss. 
 
    Rhys speared his pale blue eyes towards the cat. “One day, kitty, you and I are going to have it out.”   
 
    Babar hissed again. 
 
    The captain bared his teeth. 
 
    Babar flattened her ears and yowled. 
 
    “I wouldn’t encourage her, Captain.” Dareios bent to attend to some switches beneath his worktable. “She clearly likes you, and her flirtation can be painful and quite unhealthy for the legs.” 
 
    Rhys eyed the cat skeptically. Babar licked her paw, claws extended. 
 
    Dareios threw a switch, and a hum Sebastian hadn’t realized he’d been hearing suddenly ceased. 
 
    Bahman slung his feet off the table without bothering to open his eyes. 
 
    Dareios straightened. “There we are, safe from terror of electrocution, if not from nine-year-olds with kinetic variant wands.”  
 
    Sebastian tilted his head. “I thought the necklace was for your nephew and the wand for his mother.” 
 
    Dareios traced the line of a triangular eyebrow. “Have you met my great-nephew Sarosh?” 
 
    Sebastian chuckled. “Point taken.”  
 
    “Shall we retire to sunnier quarters?” Dareios motioned them all towards a sundrenched terrace that beckoned from beyond the arched doors. “Captain, will you break your fast with us?” 
 
    “With gratitude, Prince Dareios.” 
 
    Bahman roused from his chair to follow them.  
 
    When Sebastian reached the breakfast table, Babar was somehow already sitting in Rhys’s chair.  
 
    The captain drew up short and turned a look from the chair back to the workroom, then back to the cat. She growled at him meaningfully. 
 
    Dareios shooed the wildcat away and pulled out the chair for the captain. Then he took his own seat with his usual graceful aplomb. “Now…” he looked to Sebastian as he settled, “what’s on your mind, Sebastian?”   
 
    Sebastian sank into his chair. “I’ve been thinking about Isabel’s mandate.”  
 
    “Haven’t we all,” Bahman muttered.  
 
    The three of them had been focused on little else since Isabel had given them the order in Ivarnen. 
 
    Sebastian reached for the pot of tea. “At Ivarnen, Isabel told me to tell Ean that he had to find a way to unmake entire companies of eidola in one blow, and to tell you she said to use inverteré patterns if you must.” 
 
    “So I well recall.” Dareios was regarding him inquisitively. 
 
    “I’ve assumed all along that this eidola army Dore’s been making is the army Isabel was warning us about.” Sebastian set down the tea pot and focused on Dareios. “But what if her caution had nothing at all to do with Dore’s activities?” 
 
    Dareios sank back in his chair. “I see where you’re heading.” 
 
    “Please clarify it for me, my prince,” Rhys said. 
 
    Sebastian looked to him. “There are levels of Players in the First Lord’s game, Rhys—at least, in my observation. The efforts of powerful Players like Ean are addressed to larger issues than wars between mortal kings, or a wielder waging his own mad agenda—even a wielder who can wreak as much havoc as Dore Madden. I’ve held off moving against Dore because of his close connection to Darshan, especially after Ean’s letter.” 
 
    Rhys looked between them. “What about Prince Ean’s letter?” 
 
    Dareios explained, “From everything Ean described about his interaction with Darshan in Tambarré, it appeared to us that Darshan lay upon Ean’s path, and Dore Madden by extension.” 
 
    Sebastian shook his head. “But it occurred to me this morning that Dore’s and Darshan’s purposes might not be aligned.” He looked meaningfully between the men seated around the table. “And I’m beginning to think now that Isabel’s directive wasn’t to us. It was to Ean. And Ean is operating at a very different level of the game.”   
 
    Dareios nodded, clearly taking his meaning. 
 
    Rhys scrubbed at his beard. “I’m still not sure I’m following you, my prince.” 
 
    Sebastian picked up his cup of tea, feeling its warmth in his hands while his body felt both energized and chilled. “I think Isabel needed us to help solve the problem of how mortal men can fight eidola, but whatever her Sight showed her…I don’t think that vision had anything to do with the army Dore is raising in Tambarré. We assumed it was, but I think we were wrong.” 
 
    Dareios gave a slow exhalation. “My sister is going to flay me.” 
 
    Sebastian shifted his gaze back to the truthreader. “What choice do I have, Dareios?” 
 
    The truthreader opened palms to the sky. “Not doing it?” 
 
    Sebastian gave him a look. 
 
    “What am I missing here?” Rhys asked. 
 
    Dareios supplied, “Prince Sebastian has been debating with his conscience as to whether stopping Dore Madden is his responsibility or that of another Player in the game, namely Ean’s.” 
 
    Rhys made a face. “Seems awfully convoluted, this game of your First Lord’s. In my day, your king just pointed you towards your enemy and shouted attack.” 
 
    “Yes, well…” Dareios eyed Sebastian with a pained expression, “that is essentially what your prince has decided he must do.” 
 
    Bahman arched brows. “Ehsan’s not going to like that.”  
 
    “Insightful as usual, Bahman.” Dareios contemplated Sebastian with a look of strained grace. “I wish I didn’t see your logic so clearly.” 
 
    “I wish I saw it clearer,” Rhys muttered. 
 
    Sebastian said, “Dore is making this army for a purpose, Rhys.” 
 
    “And moving it for a purpose,” Bahman pointed out, meeting Sebastian’s gaze. “As soon as they’re out of conversion, Dore spirits the eidola somewhere else. As many as we’ve killed in our recent raids, I’ll wager he has ten times that number stashed elsewhere.” 
 
    “I agree it’s out of character,” Sebastian said. “He kept the ones he made at Tal’Afaq and Ivarnen in the catacombs beneath the fortresses. Tambarré has a plethora of such chambers. Why isn’t he keeping these new eidola in Tambarré? Is he moving them to the next staging point for his plans, or for some other reason?”    
 
    Rhys said, “If we could find out how Madden is planning to use the eidola, maybe we could get out ahead of him tactically.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly, Captain.” Sebastian exhaled a contemplative breath. “I’ve been hesitant to attack the problem of Dore directly, because…well, it doesn’t matter now. The point is, I’m starting to believe it’s going to be entirely up to us to stop him, because Isabel and Ean are playing the game at another level.” Sebastian pushed up from his chair. “I’d better go see Ehsan. I think she already suspects my intent.” 
 
    “A safe assumption.” Dareios studied Sebastian with an inscrutable gaze. “Where will you begin?” 
 
    “Tambarré. I have a contact there who might be able to shed some light on Dore’s activities.” 
 
    “At least you’ll have a chance to test the new arrows,” Bahman noted with a grin. 
 
    “You may depend upon it, Bahman.” Sebastian looked to Rhys. “What say you, Captain? Are you up for another trip to Tambarré?”   
 
    “Anywhere you lead, my prince.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian and Rhys stepped off Tambarré’s node into a rain-swept plaza fronting the elaborate, arched entrance to the Shadû el-Fnaa. The largest souk within two hundred miles, Tambarré’s famous bazaar sheltered forty streets and thousands of stalls beneath its interconnected roofs. 
 
    To better blend in with the smorgasbord of nationalities and races patronizing the souk, the prince and his captain wore desert mercenary garb—that is, flowing robes to conceal their weapons, and turbans with veiling scarves to conceal their identities. Stepping off the node, they ducked their heads to the rain and walked quickly towards the souk’s opening archway. 
 
    Behind them, Tambarré’s high walls were flying the black flag of plague, but some of the city’s ports must’ve still been open—if told from the number of Avatarens wandering about—and the souk seemed to be doing its regular steady business, which Sebastian found interesting, or in the very least, suspicious.  
 
    As he and Rhys strolled the market, listening and observing, Sebastian noted that nearly every stall bore somewhere near its entrance an apotropaic nazar, those blue-white-blue amulets that supposedly warded against the evil eye. They were a common trapping in the souk, but the ones catching Sebastian’s gaze were different from the usual trinkets sold to tourists.  
 
    These had patterns linked to them. 
 
    “Do you see those amulets, Captain?” Sebastian murmured low at Rhys ear. 
 
    The captain shifted his gaze in the direction of Sebastian’s attention. He nodded. 
 
    “They’re called nazars. They’re charms against the evil eye, but the ones hanging above the stalls are not the usual kind.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “There’s some kind of pattern on them. I can’t tell what it’s doing—it doesn’t really look to be doing anything, to be honest—but my guess is these nazars have something to do with the number of people braving the souk in a city flying the black flag of plague.”  
 
    The more they wandered, the more Sebastian trusted in this initial assessment, for closer observation revealed charmed nazars dangling upon personages as well as places, and the more profitable the personage, the stronger the pattern emanating from the charm. 
 
    They headed down a street of crowded stalls selling leather goods, then followed another long road specializing in nuts and spices. The rain drummed on the souk’s rooftops—alternately loud when the roofs were wood and plaster and thunderous when they were made of tin—until eventually they reached a lane boasting a barrel-vaulted brick ceiling that blessedly dampened all sounds of the storm. Tea vendors had set up their shops along this august thoroughfare, and the spicy scent of czai wafted among the many tea houses, whose tables spilled into the covered street. 
 
    The prince and the captain took an unobtrusive table at one such establishment and sat quietly while a boy served them czai in tulip-shaped glass cups. Locals populated the place, most of them occupied over games of Shari.  
 
    Sebastian tugged down the scarf from his face and sipped his tea. It was hot and perfectly steeped. While he drank, Sebastian fixed his eyes on the shop of the tea vendor across the street. 
 
    “Who are we watching for exactly?” Rhys asked in a low voice. 
 
    “One of Bethamin’s Ascendants. He visits that tea merchant every afternoon.” 
 
    Rhys knuckled the scruff of his beard. “I thought they rarely left the alcázar. Seems odd.” 
 
    Sebastian gave him a telling look. “I thought so, too. I knew this Ascendant when I answered to the name of Işak. He was the least repulsive of the Ascendants roaming the temple at that time—practically decent by their standards. We were friends after a fashion. As much as friends can exist in the Prophet’s alcázar—ah, but here he is.” 
 
    Along the opposite side of the covered street, a bald man came limping. A thorny black tattoo decorated his pate, while a long brown robe covered his temple garments. He hobbled with a cane due to an obviously crippled leg. 
 
    Sebastian murmured, “Word in the temple was this Ascendant—he goes by the name of Corwin, by the way—met with the tea merchant every day to take a special healing tea for his crippled leg. I happened to have a crippled leg at the time, you may recall.” 
 
    Regret instantly darkened Rhys’s gaze. “Aye, my prince.” 
 
    “So I visited the merchant one day, and you know what I found?” 
 
    “There was no miracle tea?” 
 
    He nodded meaningfully. “If there was, he had none to sell to me. Needless to say, I did some more digging. Friends were always in short supply in the Prophet’s temple, and anyone clearly not serving Dore I considered a potential ally. After a year of careful inquiries, I determined that Corwin had to be a spy for Esfandiar Lahijani.” 
 
    “Why does that name sound familiar?” 
 
    “Possibly because Lahijani is an infamous gangster in Tal’Shira high on Viernan hal’Jaitar’s most wanted list. Rumor has it that Lahijani works for Thrace Weyland.” 
 
    Rhys eyes shifted instantly back to him. “The First Lord’s informant, who found Prince Trell in Darroyhan?” 
 
    “The very one.” Sebastian nodded meaningfully to his point. “So yes, I think we can trust Corwin. Whether he’ll trust us is another matter.”  
 
    “The leaf afraid to fall may never know the sun,” Rhys observed resignedly by way of saying, you never know until you try.  
 
    A grin slowly claimed Sebastian’s face. “Captain…did you just speak a Kandori aphorism?” 
 
    Rhys eyed the tea in his cup. “They grow on you.” Then he raised his eyebrows and downed the last of his drink. 
 
    Sebastian looked back to the tea shop. “If they’re sticking to their habits of old, Corwin and the merchant will talk and then go into the back room together. That’s our cue to follow. You take the merchant, I’ll take the Ascendant.”   
 
    “As you will, my prince.” 
 
    Across the way, the merchant came out to meet Corwin. They appeared to exchange pleasantries, with the Ascendant obviously lamenting his leg and the merchant looking appropriately sympathetic. Then they headed deeper inside the shop. 
 
    Sebastian restored his scarf across the lower half of his face, glided soundlessly out of his chair and followed. 
 
    He kept his eyes on the merchant’s cap as it bobbed among the high shelves and sped up when he saw the man nearing the back room. He caught up with them just as the merchant was pushing aside the drapes to escort Corwin into the back.  
 
    Sebastian shoved the Ascendant through the opening while Rhys caught the merchant by his lapels and dragged him inside. The prince shoved the Ascendant against a wall and held a Merdanti dagger to his throat. Rhys pinned the merchant at the point of his sword and pulled the drapes.  
 
    An older man, and heavily bearded, the merchant held up both hands and said in the Saldarian dialect, “Take whatever you want.” 
 
    “We’re not here to rob you,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Really?” The merchant’s gaze flicked between Sebastian and Rhys. “Because this feels like a robbery. I’ve been robbed before, and it began much this way. A pair of thugs—” 
 
    Rhys pushed his sword more insistently into the merchant’s chest. “You’re awfully mouthy for a man with a blade at his heart.” 
 
    The man raised his hands higher. “I’m just a simple tea vendor.”   
 
    “Whatever you say.”   
 
    The Ascendant meanwhile was gazing meekly at Sebastian. “Please, sir—you wouldn’t harm a cripple, surely?”  
 
    “You’ve interrupted his appointment for his medicinal tea,” the mouthy merchant complained.   
 
    Rhys grunted. “If we were here to rob you, how much do you think we’d care whether the cripple gets his tea?” 
 
    “It’s highly prized,” the man returned indignantly. 
 
    “Please, my son.” The Ascendant studied Sebastian kindly, while his tone encouraged, as though Sebastian was a parishioner suddenly hesitant to join the Prophet’s ranks. “We are men of goodwill. Such violence is unnecessary.” His dark eyes were very large, his cheeks hollowed, apparently by his piety. He played a very convincing game.   
 
    Sebastian tugged off the scarf concealing his face.  
 
    The Ascendant’s eyes widened with obvious recognition.  
 
    Sebastian gave him a meaningful smile. “Hello, Corwin.”  
 
    Corwin’s gaze flicked to the merchant, who had frozen in place. Apparently, he also recognized Sebastian’s face, which the prince found interesting.  
 
    Something knowing passed between the spy and his handler, whereupon Corwin looked back to Sebastian and nodded cautiously. “Prince Sebastian.” 
 
    Sebastian’s eyes widened. “So I see we were both harboring secrets about each other.” 
 
    Corwin regarded him guardedly. Gone was the pretense of piety. Now he returned Sebastian’s steady gaze with wary perspicacity. “How long have you known I wasn’t crippled?” 
 
    “Since the first day I saw you.” Sebastian released him and slid his dagger back into the harness of blades strapped to his thigh.  
 
    Rhys backed away from the merchant but didn’t immediately sheath his sword. 
 
    Corwin pushed a blade that he’d been concealing in his palm back up his sleeve. From the greenish gleam on its edge, it was probably poisoned. 
 
    Noting it, Sebastian chuckled. “A man of goodwill, eh?”   
 
    “Tambarré is rife with bandits,” Corwin observed, looking him over, “and princes back from the dead, it appears. A man can’t be too careful.” 
 
    The merchant gave them all a wan smile. “Tea, anyone?” He moved to prepare it without waiting for an answer. Rhys went and stood over him, ostensibly to ensure he didn’t slip anything untoward into the pot.  
 
    Corwin meanwhile studied Sebastian, looking as much wondering as surprised. “It’s good to see you,” was all he said, but what he clearly meant was, …as yourself again. 
 
    Sebastian nodded to his unspoken comment. “How did you know?” 
 
    Corwin’s eyes softened upon him. “Because the ghost of your name no longer haunts your gaze.” He considered Sebastian with solemn, dark eyes then. “So the rumor is true. You escaped Madden’s hold on you.” He offered his hand by way of congratulations—notably the hand with the poisoned dagger set to launch out of his sleeve with a flick of his wrist.  
 
    Sebastian cautiously accepted it.  
 
    Corwin said, “I prayed for you regularly, for what it’s worth. But my hands were tied. If Madden had even suspected I knew your true name, he would’ve had my head.” 
 
    “Or worse.”’ 
 
    Corwin grimaced. “Or worse.” He looked Sebastian over then, perhaps absorbing the changes in him. “Your scar is notably diminished. And I noticed you no longer walk with a limp.” 
 
    “The miracles of sunshine and healthy living,” Sebastian replied, while his eyes said, That’s a story for another day. 
 
    To which Corwin’s gaze offered, I would love to hear it, but he said only, “You picked a rather unhealthy time to return to Tambarré.”  
 
    Sebastian scrubbed at his jaw. “I need information on Madden’s plans. If you’ll tell me what you know of him, everyone benefits.” 
 
    Corwin’s eyes widened. “You’re going after Dore Madden?” He looked from Sebastian to the merchant, who had suddenly stopped fiddling with the tea and was now also staring at Sebastian.  
 
    Corwin and the merchant had another of those silent exchanges, then Corwin looked back to the prince. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “I’ve seen what Madden’s doing to those people in Kyrrh.” 
 
    The sudden light of understanding brightened Corwin’s gaze. “You’re behind the attacks?” He shook his head admiringly. “Madden’s been on a rampage over losing so many eidola. I vow, if he’d known you were behind it…”  
 
    An ill moment of silent understanding followed this statement. They both knew that Dore would’ve roused his entire army if he’d had any inkling that Sebastian was within his reach. 
 
    Sebastian subconsciously rested a hand on his sword. “What I don’t know is what Madden’s planning to do with the eidola. Where does he move them after conversion? He must have close to a thousand made by now.” 
 
    Corwin shook his head. “None of us know where he takes them afterwards. You know how paranoid the wielder is. But I will say that he seems especially worried about the Prophet returning suddenly before he’s been able to finish the army.”  
 
    “That’s curious.” 
 
    “Very. Since the Prophet up and left without a word to anyone, Madden’s been running the roost.” 
 
    “That can’t bode well for anyone,” Rhys muttered. 
 
    Corwin gave the captain a telling look. “He reassigned many of the Prophet’s Marquiin to some special project—those who hadn’t gone completely mad with the loss of the Prophet, that is.” 
 
    Sebastian frowned. “How do you mean, his loss?” 
 
    “You heard about them throwing themselves from the acropolis, surely.” 
 
    “Yes. From madness, I thought—” 
 
    Corwin shook his head significantly. “They went mad with grief. Some were utterly inconsolable. Even the ones who’d never stopped lamenting the horror of Bethamin’s binding were suddenly wailing for the loss of ‘the sun of his touch.’” He made quotes in the air with his fingers to emphasize this phrasing. “They think they did something to anger him. They think he’s punishing them.” 
 
    Sebastian stared at Corwin. This news was contrary to everything he’d supposed, yet it made a kind of sense. For all the Prophet was terrible and terrifying, he was, in truth, as close to a god as any mortal was ever likely to encounter. 
 
    “Madden has at least fifty Marquiin sequestered in a cell beneath the main temple,” Corwin said. “I think he tried compelling them, binding them to his will, as is his wont, but whatever is left of their minds is apparently resistive to his workings. The ones he could reason with—to use the word loosely—he sent away. Something about giving them a new purpose. The others, he locked up.” 
 
    Sebastian frowned. “And no one knows anything about the Prophet or why he left?” 
 
    Corwin angled him a look. “Whenever has the Prophet explained himself to anyone? But Madden talks incessantly about needing to have the army ready before the Prophet returns.” He harrumphed skeptically. “He gives the impression the Prophet will be angry if the army isn’t finished by the time of his return, but I think it’s quite the opposite.”  
 
    Sebastian shifted a telling look to Rhys, whose expression said he was thinking the same thought.  
 
    If Dore was afraid of Darshan discovering that he’d been making eidola, it must mean that Darshan hadn’t sanctioned the army. That would also explain why Dore was moving the eidola as soon as they were out of conversion instead of keeping them in Tambarré. 
 
    But how was Dore making eidola without Darshan? They had to be bound to an immortal to survive. 
 
    He asked Corwin, “Any idea how Madden intends to use the army?” 
 
    “None. I’m sorry. I wish I could be of more help.” Corwin wiped a hand across his bald head. “You know…a score of eidola are through conversion now. If you could somehow get to them unnoticed, perhaps—” 
 
    “I could follow them on the nodes when he moves them out. Yes.” He gripped Corwin’s arm. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Any time, Your Highness.” 
 
    Sebastian held the spy’s gaze for a moment longer. Then he said with quiet significance, “The next time you send a report to your man in Tal’Shira, tell him I said thanks for finding my brother. I owe him one.” 
 
    Corwin did a double-take on him.  
 
    Sebastian smiled. “Good day, Ascendant.” 
 
    “Prince Sebastian.” 
 
    He and Rhys slipped through the curtain and away.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The afternoon was edging towards a stormy twilight by the time Sebastian and Rhys found their way into Kyrrh.  
 
    They entered at the western, forested edge of the ruins, passing among trees growing madly atop the remains of what might’ve once been a grand palace. The storm was lashing the treetops, and rivulets of dark water were pouring down their trunks and over the massive roots in cascading falls. 
 
    Bahman had led many raids into this quarter of the ruins, seeking the freshly converted eidola. Subsequently, the guards patrolling the area appeared far more alert than their counterparts in the east.  
 
    Sebastian summoned an obfuscation pattern to blur and darken his and Rhys’s forms as they moved through the trees. With the twilight and the rain already making vision difficult, he hoped it would be enough. 
 
    According to Bahman, Dore kept the eidola in a coliseum until he could transport them away. Sebastian and Rhys circled the shattered stadium to find a specific entrance Bahman had mentioned. There, they slipped through an archway and into a tunnel. Bahman had suggested following it to the coliseum floor, but Sebastian wanted to get the lay of the place first. 
 
    They climbed three flights of narrow steps, which took them to the coliseum’s highest level.  
 
    The storm hulked overhead as they emerged from the stairwell. Low clouds practically squatted atop them, while darkness clung to the puddles beneath their feet. 
 
    Far below on the stadium’s sand court, which was cluttered with broken columns and parts of tumbled walls, more than fifty eidola milled. Guards stood watch at either end, lording over exit and entry. 
 
    Sebastian motioned to Rhys. They crouched low and descended towards the front of the highest balcony. The obfuscation pattern hummed in Sebastian’s thoughts. 
 
    They concealed themselves behind the remains of an archway that had once framed steps leading down to the middle balcony. The steps were crumbling, and the archway stood in fractured pieces large enough to conceal half a dozen men. 
 
    Sebastian turned to Rhys as they pressed into the shadows. “Something’s not right. There are too many eidola down there. The most Bahman ever encountered here was twenty and five.” 
 
    Rhys nodded his agreement. “And not enough guards.” 
 
    “No, that’s because they’re all outside…” Sebastian grimaced as the thought occurred to him, “surrounding us.” 
 
    “You think this is a trap set by that Corwin fellow?” 
 
    “I think Dore thought we’d consider fifty eidola irresistible bait.” He shook his head decisively. “Whatever Madden has waiting for us down there, Corwin couldn’t have known.”  
 
    “Well enough. A toad can be a frog in the night,” by which he meant, all truths reveal themselves eventually. 
 
    Sebastian turned him another marveling look. “Who’s been teaching you Kandori proverbs?”  
 
    Rhys gave a noncommittal shrug. “You pick them up here and there.” He nodded towards the eidola. “So what do you want to do about them, my prince?” 
 
    Sebastian let out a slow exhale. “I think we have to see where this rabbit hole leads us.” 
 
    Even if Dore Madden is at the other end?  
 
    In spite of the ill foreboding it brought to his stomach, Sebastian told himself firmly, Especially if Dore’s at the other end. 
 
    “At worst, we use all of Bahman’s new arrows,” Sebastian murmured. “At best, I can get a first-strand tracer pattern to stick to one of those creatures, and we’ll be able to follow them across the node—which has to be down there somewhere.” 
 
    “How close do you need to be to cast that pattern?” 
 
    Sebastian angled him a telling look. “A good deal closer than this.” 
 
    To go any closer, however, meant moving into the danger zone—especially if Dore was expecting them. Sebastian would need to work the pattern of Ean’s variant trait to be certain they didn’t walk into one of Dore’s vicious wards.  
 
    Ean could compartment his thoughts to wield many fifth-strand patterns at once, but every time Sebastian worked the fifth, he felt like he was wrestling against the obdurate rotation of the world.  
 
    Or, as Dareios had explained to him once, ‘When you work the fifth, you're not merely drawing upon the elemental energy of the realm, you're pulling on the entire fabric of existence and reshaping it to your will. Balance hangs on the other end of that fabric.’ 
 
    It was one of the least comforting things Dareios had ever said to him. 
 
    Sebastian murmured to Rhys, “Stay close. I won’t be able to conceal us from here on down.”  
 
    “The better to see our enemies coming, my prince,” Rhys rumbled. 
 
    With an acknowledging glance, Sebastian drew his sword, turned through the archway and headed down the crumbling steps beyond. He summoned Ean’s pattern, and the gloomy night instantly brightened, illuminated now to his enhanced eyes by inverteré patterns with Dore’s particular signature. 
 
    Sebastian inwardly swore. 
 
    A shout from afar roused a prickling in Sebastian’s flesh just as Saldarians flooded into the stands like roaches out of the woodwork.  
 
    Sebastian spared a glance over his shoulder for the captain. “Whatever happens, don’t leave these steps. They’re the only safe route down!”  
 
    He looked back to his own footsteps just in time to take a running leap over a gaping hole where the flooring had crumbled away. He soared across the length of darkness, landed on a lower step and continued his rushing descent.  
 
    As Rhys landed behind him, Sebastian called, “New plan! Get to the coliseum floor, cast our net and get out across the node!” 
 
    “I hope slaying demons is somewhere in that plan!” Rhys called back. 
 
    Sebastian jumped another hole. “As many as we can!” 
 
    By the time they reached the lowest tier of the stadium, Saldarians were descending on Sebastian and Rhys from every direction. Sebastian dropped Ean’s pattern—he knew well enough now where Dore’s wards waited—and speared a compulsion pattern at the men closing in. Eight soldiers tumbled into stone benches, smashing faces and heads, breaking bones. 
 
    Dozens more had flooded the stairwell leading up from the coliseum floor—the only safe channel through Dore’s wards. Bearing a grim foreknowledge of the consequences, Sebastian threw a spear of the fourth at them. 
 
    A bolt comprising the concentrated energy of thought blasted into the body of mercenaries. Men flew every which way. Stone exploded. A shattering concussion blasted outwards.  
 
    Sebastian shielded himself and Rhys with the fifth.  
 
    Even as men went flying into Dore’s wards, the prince pushed the second strand beneath his and the captain’s feet and propelled them across the massive crater his explosion had created in the bleachers. 
 
    Ten gaping rows later, they landed in a tumble. Sebastian bounced down four steps and slammed up against the wall bordering the coliseum floor. Rhys tumbled into a stone bench with a gruff exhalation. 
 
    Higher in the stadium, men were screaming.   
 
    As Sebastian slowly found his feet, his eyes beheld a Saldarian whose lower half lay within the circle of one of Dore’s wards. The mercenary’s boots had charred to ash, and the flesh of his legs was searing away even as Sebastian watched. Billowing clouds of oily smoke rose with the man’s screams. He clawed at the nearest bleachers but couldn’t free himself from the pattern. It seemed to be dragging him inexorably into itself while burning him alive. 
 
    Sebastian forced a swallow and looked away. He had no interest in seeing what was happening to the others. 
 
    On the stadium floor, the eidola were storming about and making a clattering bawl. Their guards were trying rather futilely to corral them again. 
 
    A roll of thunder sounded in the distance. 
 
    Rhys joined Sebastian’s side. “Time to test some arrows?” 
 
    “You read my mind, Captain.”  
 
    Rhys knelt for cover behind the low wall and threaded his bow. Sebastian slung himself over the edge and fell fifty feet in a whisper of the second strand.  
 
    His ears were still ringing from his blast of the fourth, while his conscience ached over the continuing screams from the Saldarians above him, who probably deserved to die but perhaps not in so gruesome a fashion as Dore’s wards would mete out.   
 
    The instant he landed, every eidola head turned his way.  
 
    Then they rushed him.   
 
    The first of Rhys’s arrows caught the closest in the throat. It tumbled head over heels to be trampled by its brethren. Then three others staggered, grabbing their heads. Then six more pitched to their knees. 
 
    It’s working! Dareios’s new matrix was radiating Ean’s pattern of unworking, making a vibrating tuning fork of Rhys’s arrow to disrupt every eidola within reach of its wave. 
 
    Sebastian aimed a grim smile towards the captain high on the wall.  
 
    More arrows flew from Rhys’s position above, forging a widening path of shuddering, staggering demons.  
 
    Saldarians came storming in from both ends of the sand court.  
 
    Sebastian threw compulsion to hold them off, then summoned three separate patterns. The first strand pattern was one Dareios had isolated. It formed a base that would cling to the eidola. A second strand pattern would track the creature by drawing upon the magnetism of the Pattern of the World. Finally, a fourth strand pattern would radiate the eidola’s position back to him on elae’s currents of thought.  
 
    He had to weave all three patterns together into a matrix to have any hope of getting them to stick to the eidola, and for that, he had to concentrate. 
 
    Concentration came in short supply. 
 
    Rhys, bless him, kept firing off arrows fast enough to keep the eidola away from Sebastian. He’d just finalized the matrix in his thoughts when he felt a shift.  
 
    The currents pulsed. 
 
    And Dore Madden appeared on the sand court not twenty feet from where Sebastian was standing. 
 
    “To the node!” the wielder screamed frantically. His amplified voice resounded on the currents of the fourth while he waved his arms in wild circles.  
 
    Thunder sounded again, closer this time.  
 
    Only…the rumble continued.  
 
    Not thunder then. 
 
    The eidola still on their feet bolted towards Dore. So did the Saldarians. 
 
    The wielder blasted the men back, shouting obscenities, while waving his eidola on, screaming for them to run faster. Sebastian had never seen Dore so frantic.   
 
    The rumble in the distance grew into a roar. The air began to tremble. 
 
    As the last of the eidola fled across the node Dore was holding open, Sebastian threw his matrix. 
 
    Dore must’ve felt the pattern as it affixed to the eidola running past him, for he turned a wild look about.  
 
    His gaze found Sebastian. 
 
    The prince saw a dark recognition spark in the wielder’s eyes.  
 
    Sebastian had a repertoire of patterns at his disposal. He came bearing weapons that would kill eidola on contact and wore an enchanted cuirass that would prevent anyone’s blade from marking him, but he still felt a jolt when Madden’s gaze fell upon him. 
 
    Things might’ve gone very differently, if not for the thunder rolling towards them. 
 
    Dore tore his black gaze from Sebastian’s face and threw himself across the node. 
 
    The Saldarians scattered.  
 
    A heartbeat later, Rhys loomed at Sebastian’s side, breathless and wearing a wary scowl, clearly interpreting the roaring to mean they were in trouble. 
 
    As if Dore Madden actually turning his back on Sebastian hadn’t proven that readily enough. 
 
    Sebastian watched with horrified eyes as elae’s tides withdrew like the sea rolling back before a tsunami.  
 
    Rhys looked uneasily towards the thunder. “What is it?”   
 
    Sebastian had just enough time to formulate a curse before the wave hit them. 
 
    He threw himself onto the captain, even as he threw up a shield of the fifth.  
 
    The forward edge of the blast caught and tumbled them in a whirlwind of ash and pelting rock. Buoyed by Sebastian’s shield, they hit hard against something harder, something that would’ve been their deaths if not for Sebastian’s buffer of the fifth.  
 
    Even so, pain speared down Sebastian’s spine, but he held onto his shield and equally to Rhys while alternately praying and cursing as the explosion continued tearing across them. 
 
    He knew within seconds that the power was destroying his shield. No, disintegrating it. Eating it.  
 
    Dread clawed at his thoughts. If he lost the shield…. 
 
    Sebastian clenched his jaw and pushed everything he had into holding the fifth. It felt like trying to drag the very planet to a screaming halt in its motion through the heavens. 
 
    But he held it, held it, held it… 
 
    Until he didn’t. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Forty 
 
      
 
    “The hierarchy of decision resides with the god of that universe.” 
 
      
 
    –Third Law of Shadow  
 
      
 
    Darshan stepped out of Shadow onto the rain-swept roof of his tower in Tambarré. He perceived the planet slowly spinning towards night, though Tambarré’s slice of the globe hovered within the threshold hour when the hard veil between night and day thinned and the two commingled dangerously.   
 
    After parting with Ean and Pelas on the hillside below the sa’reyth, Darshan had taken Kjieran to the Solvayre to revisit the lands of his birth. He’d strolled the hills, walked the mountains, even ridden a horse to reach Kjieran’s homestead. 
 
    He’d let Kjieran watch through his eyes to see again these places that meant so much to him, to be reassured that they still stood, and to receive his vow that one day Kjieran would again walk these lands as his own man, though Darshan didn’t yet know how he would fulfill this promise. 
 
    Their idyll had taken more time than he realized, for as he stepped into a rain-swept Tambarré, his eyes saw through mist and cloud to the shifting heavens, and he discovered that nearly a moon had passed.  
 
    Above him, clouds hung in ragged strips from the ceiling of a storm, while at his feet, dark pools shimmered among the jagged tiles where he and Pelas had once battled over their broken troth.  
 
    Darshan might’ve mended those contusions, restored the integrity of his tower, but at the time, the disarray had suited his contention with Pelas. Now the broken stones only echoed a lonely harmonic of Chaos. 
 
    He reconstituted the tiles with a thought and moved on. 
 
    The currents washing the acropolis told the tale of another broken troth, another pattern of consequence of his own making. It formed a turbulent eddy within the well he created in the mortal tapestry.  
 
    He paused at the rim of the stairwell as strains of pain and abandonment, confusion, torment and loss washed over him, disharmonic emotions darkening elae’s currents.  
 
    A shadow of confusion marred his brow.  
 
    He’d broken his bond with his Marquiin, but still he perceived their pain. 
 
    But I released them, Kjieran. I set them free. He had expected to find them rejoicing, not languishing in emotional distress. 
 
    You couldn’t have known they would react this way, my lord. Kjieran offered a compassionate mental touch.  
 
    No. Darshan clenched his jaw. I should have known. I should’ve predicted this reaction from my own Marquiin.  
 
    He continued purposefully down the steps into his tower, dragging the currents in a turbulent wake.  
 
    I was too focused on the past—I saw what they felt when I bound them; I recalled too closely your own horror in that moment. I failed to observe them newly in the now. I didn’t concern myself with how my Marquiin might’ve changed through close association with my mind, or how breaking my bond would affect them. There is no excuse for this, Kjieran. 
 
    Kjieran remained silent, perhaps granting him the right to repent his own errors of judgment. 
 
    As he strode the passages of his temple residence, Darshan sensed the presence of another immortal and so made his own presence known. Within heartbeats, the other immortal had vanished. A wise decision. 
 
    He found his acolytes standing beside the double doors leading into his private chambers. One acolyte was dark, the other fair. They were radiating apprehension but also joy. Darshan found this, too, confusing. 
 
    He slowed his approach and looked them over sternly. “I released you from your oaths to me.” His voice carried back to his ears, deep and resonant in the silent passageway. 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” they said in unison, and the darker of the two added bravely as he stared at his toes, “But we chose to stay…in case you returned and…had need of us.” 
 
    “You chose…to…stay,” he repeated slowly. He studied them with a deep frown. “I told you that nothing of the Prophet remained here. Why have you?” 
 
    Their colorless eyes darted to each other, then quickly returned to their toes.  
 
    Darshan perceived tumbled thoughts—images of a dark-haired man, the immortal he’d perceived earlier; flashes of fury and indignation on Darshan’s behalf; a mountain of laundry tended with care while cursing the interloper, and above all else, vindication upon Darshan’s return. 
 
    He knew his acolytes’ answer before the fair one spoke.  
 
    “We hoped we might serve you, my lord.”  
 
    You…the man’s thoughts dared to whisper, implying with or without the appellation of the Prophet. 
 
    Wondering at this odd turn, Darshan cast the fifth into the doors and strode on into his apartments. And drew up short.  
 
    He’d never seen his residence so filthy, so degraded. Even his patterns were caked in muck.  
 
    “He wouldn’t let us clean, my lord,” the trailing acolyte said with evident frustration. “We did our best to set things to rights each time he went out.” 
 
    “But it only angered him,” the blond added, radiating contrition.  
 
    Darshan turned to face them. His thoughts seeded a growing storm, but he only cupped each of their faces tenderly. “Did he harm you?” 
 
    He hadn’t meant for the words to sound so terrifying, but he could see his anger reflecting in their wide, colorless eyes.  
 
    They mutely shook their heads. 
 
    He let his emotion bleed away into the currents, waited until the tide had smoothed. The Adepts watched him with large eyes and their chests rising and falling fast. 
 
    He found their names in their own thoughts but decided to ask for them instead. Forevermore, he would take nothing from these two men but what they offered to him willingly. 
 
    “What should I call you?” 
 
    Elation flooded the currents.  
 
    “Cian, my lord,” said the dark one.  
 
    “Riede,” answered the fair.  
 
    “Cian, Reide.” Darshan nodded to both of them. “I accept your offer of service with gratitude.”  
 
    He returned his gaze to his apartments and adjoining bed chamber. Clothing lay strewn, goblets and dishes unwashed. The linens were trailing off the bed and what remained there was obviously soiled. 
 
    It would take days to clean the space. A waste when he wanted his new assistants on other tasks. So he wrapped both men in a protective shield and sent a pulse of deyjiin through the room—nothing too dramatic.  
 
    Blinding violet light blazed. His assistants shielded their eyes with both arms. Deyjiin’s consumptive energy scoured walls and floor, disintegrated metal and evaporated organic matter. When the light died, nothing remained in his apartments except the long marble table and the frame of his bed. 
 
    Darshan turned back to his acolytes. They stood open-mouthed. 
 
    “Have you clothes?”   
 
    They dropped confused looks to the togas they were wearing. “You mean…other than these, my lord?” Cian asked. 
 
    “I mean garments not reminiscent of the Prophet.”   
 
    Both men shook their heads. 
 
    “We shall have to find you something suitable, then.” He strode off across the open chamber. “Tell me what has happened in my absence.”  
 
    They trailed behind him, dragging hesitation with their steps. He sensed their reticence to explain.   
 
    A look over his shoulder commanded their attention. “Never fear to speak the truth to me.” 
 
    The Adepts exchanged a voluminous look. “It has been chaos, my lord,” Cian admitted, and they proceeded to tell him all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Darshan walked the passageways beneath the acropolis with Ean’s pattern of consequence hovering in his thoughts. The pattern’s whorls and tangles superimposed themselves upon the rough walls and floor, such that he might’ve been treading upon the pattern itself with each step. 
 
    Ean believed that Darshan played an integral role in this pattern. The prince held this idea at the forefront of his thoughts most of the time—less of insistence than of faith, trust…a solid belief in his interpretation of the outcomes he was seeing.  
 
    Through their binding, Darshan often shared Ean’s mind as a silent onlooker to the prince’s thoughts and choices. Seeing Ean’s responses helped him better understand humanity…and helped him find his own. 
 
    Ironically, this was the type of connection he’d hoped to share with Kjieran. It wasn’t lost on him that had he acted upon his own instincts instead of letting Dore Madden guide him, the result would’ve been very different.   
 
    Now Kjieran watched through Darshan’s eyes in every moment, observed his choices, stood privy to his thoughts. Darshan was doing all of this for Kjieran. He would that he saw and understood. 
 
    After finding clothing for his new assistants, Darshan donned a tailored white coat that flowed long to his toes, another of the many garments Pelas had procured for him over the years. The patterns stitched into the fine, soft wool collected elae to gild the fabric in iridescence. The effect of its presentation suited his purposes that day, if not his mood. 
 
    Having learned what had happened in his absence, Darshan churned a wide wake of turbulence as he strode the underground corridor, deep in thought. His two assistants walked close to either side of him. Their thoughts resonated strongly of purpose.  
 
    “It’s the next door, my lord,” Cian advised.  
 
    Darshan had learned that the dark-haired truthreader hailed from the Avataren city of Kell Ashkelan and was versed in physics and astronomy. But Cian’s loudly spoken thoughts confessed a truth his tongue would never have shared: that he would rather have served the Prophet Bethamin than remain a baddha of Avatar, bound and enslaved, considered subhuman, beneath even the pigs. 
 
    For an instant, this idea struck Darshan with new resonance.  
 
    How malleable, the human concept of reality, and how bafflingly disassociated it appeared to be from scientific truth.  
 
    In Chaos, there was what was and what wasn’t. It was until he and his brothers unmade it; whereupon, it wasn’t. These were indisputable truths.  
 
    Yet reality to these mortals appeared to be whatever convenient or facilitating factor most served society’s purposes. What everyone agreed…that was what was real to humankind, regardless of logic or science, even lacking the least evidential proof.   
 
    Darshan wasn’t sure why this understanding struck him newly in that moment, but it seemed appropriate to his purposes in the now. 
 
    Iron bound the door Cian had pointed out to him, but when Darshan reached it, he noted that the patterns warding the door were far more binding than metal. He seared both wards and door from the aether and strode through the vapors of their disintegration.  
 
    The long chamber beyond smelled faintly of sulfur dioxide and more strongly of unwashed men. A few were getting to their feet as he entered. 
 
    Despair made the chamber’s air fetid. Anguish stained the currents draining sluggishly out of the room. Few of the Adepts languishing there even recognized him, and those who did seemed to believe him a dream.  
 
    Darshan’s gaze darkened measurably at their pitiable state.  
 
    “Take them into the light,” he commanded his assistants. “Care for their needs. Ready them for my address.” 
 
    “Your will, my lord,” Reide and Cian murmured together. 
 
    As his assistants moved to help the truthreaders who’d been the Prophet’s Marquiin, the man who’d been the Prophet tore the fabric of the world and stepped into Shadow. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If the scene beneath the acropolis had emulsified his compassion with a simmering anger, the scene in the basilica brought it to a perilous seethe.  
 
    “This plague upon your city is a blessing!” The Ascendant’s words echoed in the basilica as Darshan stepped out of Shadow onto a balcony overlooking the east transept. 
 
    The Ascendant was wearing robes sewn of gilded thread and was impudently orating beneath the bronze baldaquin where Darshan had addressed his chosen, back when he was playing the role of the Prophet.  
 
    The Ascendant, in contrast, was addressing a hefty crowd of Tambarré’s well-dressed elite, using a carefully schooled tone of sanctimonious rebuke.  
 
    “In the words of Our Prophet Most High:” and he read from The Book of Bethamin, held in his open palms, “‘Man achieves his highest expression of purpose in death. In this transition, he becomes expression, becomes his end and his beginning; his truth, transcending; that which cannot be kenned while corporeal, but which unfolds to its fullest percipient oneness in the moment of unmaking, wherein all infinity ceases while existing infinitely.’”  
 
    The Ascendant returned a scrutinizing gaze to the crowd. “This blessing of plague has been cast upon us by our Prophet that we might know enlightenment! You who are so terrified to ascend—shame be upon you!” He reproached the crowd with an excoriating stare. “Divest thyselves of this fear, or else of the trappings of pride! Humble thyselves, that he and thee might know Our Fair Lord Bethamin’s forgiveness for your cowardice!”  
 
    Two Ascendants rolled out a pair of gilded chests with coin slots in the top, while four others came forth carrying wide, shallow bowls full of blue-glass amulets. The people began lining up before the gilded boxes, and soon the rhythmic chink of gold could be heard as they ‘humbled’ themselves and received their protective nazar. 
 
    It should not have surprised Darshan to find Dore Madden selling protection from a plague of his own making. 
 
    In that moment, Darshan saw the vast panorama of his personal pattern of consequence unfurling before him, a tapestry woven of choices and their multi-faceted ramifications, each tendril curling into disharmony and oblivion.  
 
    It hardly mattered that he’d been misled—nay, purposefully deceived—when he’d first entered the Realms of Light. He had chosen the wrong advisors. Could he be startled, then, when they’d led him astray?  
 
    He reflected ironically on how often he’d heard Shail admonish him that if he meant to control a man, he must simply lie to him; yet it had never occurred to him to imagine that his brother had even then been applying the same stratagem to their own interchanges.  
 
    He’d underestimated Shail’s capacity for ignobility and greatly overestimated his brother’s innate sense of honor. He’d been imagining that Shail harbored the same values which he himself held to. He had failed utterly to gaze through the lens of Shail’s viewpoint.  
 
    Well…he wouldn’t make that mistake again. 
 
    Darshan stepped off the balcony and descended into his temple on steps of air. He let his voice be heard from the highest rafters to the lowest levels of the sacristy. 
 
     “WHAT IS THIS PLAGUE I AM MEANT TO HAVE WROUGHT?”  
 
    The words reverberated through the temple, rattled the windows, spilled dust from the stones and sent the people into a fright. Shock and awe flooded the currents, with a strong thread of dismay woven between them.  
 
    Darshan followed that singular thread back to its owner, whereupon his gaze found Dore Madden standing in the west transept, gaping at him.  
 
    Loud and fervent whispering filled in the echo of Darshan’s fading words, making a susurrant hymn of the Prophet is back!  
 
    Acolytes and Ascendants came flooding into the nave through every ingress.  
 
    Darshan felt hundreds of eyes suddenly seeking him, hundreds of minds unknowingly reaching for the touch of his. He hadn’t realized the effect he’d been creating on these mortals over the years. Ean would’ve admonished him that it was an unforgivable violation of the First Law. 
 
    The Ascendant who’d been speaking exited the baldaquin hastily, looking flushed. He threw up his arms in praise, shouting, “Our blessed Prophet returns!” But his voice sounded strained, and a sheen of sweat glossed his bald head. Darshan could smell his fear from the far end of the transept. 
 
    Across the way, Dore Madden was running towards him in a shuffling gait.  
 
    Darshan strode through the astonished crowd, who quickly parted for his passing. 
 
    “Kneel before the Prophet, you wretches!” the Ascendant spat while struggling with his own robes to find said position. 
 
    Everywhere in the temple, his followers began prostrating themselves, but the elite of Tambarré were apparently too shocked to do much beyond stare. Darshan granted it was a rare day they saw a man descend on steps of air, but it was hardly a feat warranting such open-mouthed stupefaction. 
 
    He reached the kneeling Ascendant a heartbeat before Dore Madden came to a skidding halt on the man’s other side. “My lord,” the wielder panted, “you must let me explain—”  
 
    Ignoring Dore utterly, Darshan raised his hands to Tambarré’s elite.  
 
    “You are forgiven.” His voice resonated through the temple, bounced off the vaulted ceiling and fell upon them in absolving waves.  
 
    He might’ve legitimately denied any knowledge of Dore’s eidola plague, which he’d already kenned much of from observing the currents. Yet, if Dore Madden worked a curse in his name, the act became his, whether or not he had any knowledge of it. Such was the providence of gods.  
 
     “I am removing the plague from your shores,” Darshan told them resoundingly. “Return to your homes. Let it be known that the city’s excesses are forgiven.” 
 
    “But-but my lord,” Dore stammered in a low whine, “with the efforts we’ve made to attend to the sick and needy, our coffers are low—” 
 
    The denizens of Tambarré were still standing there, gaping at him. 
 
    “GO!” Darshan thundered.  
 
    The people fled.  
 
    Darshan turned to inspect Dore coldly. 
 
    The wielder occupied a black and necrotic stain on his personal tapestry. He was the canker rot that eats up the plant from within.  
 
    Dore stood immersed in a tortoise-shell of patterns—the fifth strand interwoven with the fourth in plates that formed a formidable shield. Darshan’s power might’ve eaten through that shield in the blink of an eye. Yet, he saw that Dore Madden was as much his creation as the Prophet Bethamin had been Dore’s. They had molded each other mutually through their association.   
 
    “Five minutes from now,” Darshan said to the duplicitous wielder, his voice softly ominous and harmonic of annihilation, “this basilica and everyone remaining in it will be ashes.” 
 
    Dore stared at him for the flicker of a pink tongue.  
 
    Then he spun on his heel and ran. 
 
    As the wielder’s pounding footsteps were receding, Darshan looked to his followers, lifted his arms and commanded, “Rise.” 
 
    The multitude of remaining Ascendants and acolytes got hesitantly to their feet. Fear deluged the currents. Their thoughts were trembling. All had heard him proclaim the basilica’s fate.   
 
    Darshan looked with new eyes upon these men who had flocked to his temple, and he noted now a difference between those like Cian and Reide, who’d chosen to serve him because they saw in him a divine truth, and those who parasitically thrived on his power; those rather morbid souls who were attracted to the Prophet’s doctrine—purposeless souls, in fact.  
 
    It made sense to him that those with an innate sense of their own purpose, like Kjieran, would have railed against his teachings, while those who could not conceive of their own spiritual immortality would have congregated to them.  
 
    Again, he saw where his failure to apply the First Law had resulted in a consequence he would not have deliberately intended. 
 
    Darshan cast his awareness through the hundreds standing in silence before him. He listened to their thoughts. He tasted of their minds, and in so doing, he sorted the wheat from the chaff.  
 
    Directly into the minds of those he deemed worth saving, he commanded, If you would serve me of your own free will, kneel. 
 
    They fell to their knees with muted gasps. 
 
    He spoke into their minds, You have been chosen. Go and wash yourselves. Wait in the refectory for my summons. Think hard upon your actions, and upon mine here today. If you do these things, you will be safe from my wrath. Go now.” 
 
    The men rose and hurried away, weaving between the others who’d remained standing. 
 
    True to expectation, those others looked around at their departing brethren with disdainful smiles hinting of malice.  
 
    These men had reveled in inflicting harm in his name. They’d never believed in his doctrine; it had merely provided a convenient means of terrorizing others. Now, as they watched those who were rushing off, they thought themselves chosen and the rest discarded.  
 
    When the first group had all safely departed, Darshan cast his gaze across the remainder and said, his voice rumbling, “You have been found wanting.”   
 
    It took a few seconds for the men to understand. Then their malice found new expression in snarls and protests. 
 
    Darshan turned his back on them and strode towards the exit. His every footfall bled deyjiin into the stones, such that a violet-silver wake spread rapidly behind him, disintegrating the marble floor. Within moments, waterfalls of ash were spilling into the basilica’s underlayers.  
 
    The acidic men behind him started shouting. 
 
    Darshan let deyjiin flow from his form as heat from the sun. Violet-silver clouds billowed out to suffuse the nave. Screams soon accompanied the growing roar of destruction.  
 
    Perhaps some of the men would escape. Most would not. A watching Kjieran whispered into his thoughts, It is in Cephrael’s hands now whether they live or perish. 
 
    As the walls of his basilica turned to sand around him, Darshan looked down his personal path of consequence to inspect his newest decisions.  
 
    His choices were less about right and wrong than about creating the future—as much as he could predict the tumbling ramifications of choice and chance—in order to sketch the pattern he desired.  
 
    Previously, he’d paid little heed to the designs his actions had drawn or were drawing of the future. He hailed from the timelessness of Chaos, and this concept of architecting one’s future had been foreign to him.  
 
    But he’d come to understand that he was operating now within the Realms of Light, where the Laws of Patterning offered the secrets by which that universe had been constructed. Henceforth, he would assiduously apply the First Law and know the effect he intended to create.  
 
    Darshan strode through the cascade of rainbow silica that had once been the basilica’s rose window and stood on the molting steps, feeling the kinesis of deconstruction in his core, allowing himself a moment of resonance in that sacred echo of elemental unmaking, which was itself a harmonic of the static out of which all creation began. In the ultimate instant of ending, as in the instant of beginning, there existed an eternal harmony. 
 
    Then, focusing his will anew, he cast a pulse of power.  
 
    The basilica erupted in a mushroom cloud of ash that roared into the heavens. A miles-high hole opened in the clouds directly above the acropolis. The thunder of destruction echoed through the land.  
 
    Darshan took several long steps and flung himself off the mountain. 
 
    He fell through billowing ash, tasting its char on the tides of the fifth. Lightning flashed deep within the remaining storm, reacting to the currents of power charging the mountaintop. Thunder rumbled, but the roar of the collapsing temples rumbled louder still. 
 
    Darshan landed in darkness. Overhead, the storm churned with angry lightning, flashing faintly green. He cast forth his mind—claiming Absolute Being, in Ean’s vernacular, or framing starpoints in Rafael’s—and perceived.  
 
    In the near distance, anguish flooded the currents on a tarry sludge: eidola in conversion. A mile or two beyond these, many of the creatures had collected. He sensed others more distantly.  
 
    Darshan reached for the thread of elae that bound them to life…. 
 
    What he discovered gave him pause. These eidola were not linked to him; nor were the many doomed souls undergoing conversion.  
 
    He found this surprising but not particularly relevant. Their end was near. 
 
    Darshan used the pattern of the closest eidola to seek others of its same construction. He cast his starpoints far and permeated throughout…all the way to the walls of Tambarré; then farther still, spearing across the Saldarian moors, stabbing through the Dhahari…  
 
    His attention stretched…lengthened…until he found the others he’d initially perceived. They were too far away for him to efface them.   
 
    Withdrawing his starpoints back to focus around those eidola closer to him, Darshan spent the space of an exhaled breath studying the living souls wallowing in conversion. All were beyond the point of saving.  
 
    Other sparks walked among those tides of darkness, but he found the minds of these living souls, as he had with many of those in his temple, sorely wanting.   
 
    He formulated his intent.  
 
    The eidola who had collected nearby began vanishing from his awareness—crossing a node, he suspected. Dore Madden was no doubt salvaging what he could of his army. 
 
    Darshan inhaled his power. 
 
    Then he razed the world. 
 
    Living men became ash. Trees evaporated. Ruins blew into sand. The storm clouds vaporized beneath a sheering wave of negative polarity. 
 
    Darshan let his awareness float along the unfurling edge of destruction, watching all things vanish beneath his will, cleansing Dore Madden’s stain from his domain… whereupon he perceived a shiny pebble huddling against his wave of unmaking and astonishingly resisting it.  
 
    This mind, which clutched desperately to life, Darshan found worthy.  
 
    He scooped up the pebble gently within his protection, just as the mind itself went dark. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first thing Sebastian noticed when he regained consciousness—besides the fact that he wasn’t dead—was the pounding in his skull. A smith using his head as a hammer against an anvil would’ve been a pleasant experience by comparison. 
 
    He heard a distant sound, which provided a momentary distraction from the obscene throbbing. It took an embarrassing span of heartbeats before he recognized the sound as a moan escaping his own throat.  
 
    He forced his eyes to open and struggled to blink away the detritus clinging to them. His lids were slow in complying, heavy. His eyeballs felt charred. Even slower to comply was his vision, which took the Demon Lord’s own time focusing itself.  
 
    Finally, he regained enough clarity to notice he was lying with his face pressed into the dirt and drooling a little. An excruciating effort of will rolled his body over onto his back. He lay there then, breathing shallowly, while the world spun and sickness threatened.  
 
    Well, this was what he got for trying to usurp the elemental power of the planet to hold back a… 
 
    What the hell had happened? 
 
    Trying to recall his last few moments of consciousness elicited a grimace. Moving his arm, a wince. Pushing himself up on one elbow to look around, an exorbitant groan. 
 
    Moonlight shone down from an unnaturally clear sky. Rhys was lying beside him with his face mashed into the soil, but his chest was rising and falling. And beyond Rhys… 
 
    Sebastian’s first instinct was to wonder if the storm had tumbled them all the way to the moon.  
 
    He gazed across nothing but flat, earthen expanse until his strained eyes hit up against the hulking darkness of the Prophet’s acropolis, several miles distant.  
 
    The coliseum was gone. The entire forest was gone. It was like a god had taken his broom and in one sweep erased trees, ruins and every living thing. 
 
    Whereupon, Sebastian realized that this is precisely what must have happened.  
 
    He was marginally prepared, then, when the Prophet appeared out of the night, coming towards him.  
 
    Darshan wore a long white coat, luminous in the moonlight, and seemed very much the god walking his domain. He glowed like a star. 
 
    Sebastian instinctively summoned his shield—  
 
    And received a hard slap of rebuke from the lifeforce for his impudence.  
 
    The pain in his head nearly toppled him. He braced his other hand in the raw earth while his vision swam and his stomach heaved. By the time the dizziness faded, the Prophet was standing over him.  
 
    Sebastian looked up to see the floor-length folds of the Prophet’s white coat undulating faintly with his power. The air surrounding him became electric, and every labored breath Sebastian took brought a charged static into his lungs.   
 
    He sprouted gooseflesh from head to toe. 
 
    Sebastian braced himself. But after a few heartbeats of ill anticipation, he realized that the immortal probably wasn’t planning to erase him from the aether, since he could’ve done that from a mile distant. That’s when his brain finally started functioning again, and he reached some fast conclusions.  
 
    The prince craned his neck back to meet Darshan’s gaze. “I shouldn’t have survived that storm.” 
 
    “No,” the Malorin’athgul agreed. 
 
    Sebastian nodded, his suspicions confirmed. “Well then…” he winced as he extended an arm, “want to give me a hand up?” 
 
    Darshan bent and hauled Sebastian to his feet.  
 
    Once he was certain he wasn’t going to fall immediately down again, the prince slowly rearranged his garments, then lifted an admittedly baffled gaze to Darshan. “I guess…thanks are in order.”  
 
    “But unnecessary. Ean would’ve been wroth with me if I’d let his older brother come to harm.” 
 
    Sebastian froze. 
 
    “Yes,” the immortal said in answer to the shock blanching Sebastian’s expression, “I recognize you from Ean’s mind. You’re never very far from his thoughts.” 
 
    “From Ean’s…” Sebastian had to make a conscious effort to keep himself upright.  
 
    Was he actually still unconscious and dreaming? Or had he passed into the afterlife, but a macabre version of it, where everything was turned on its head? He sort of scraped out, “How do you know my brother’s mind?” 
 
    “We are bound.”  
 
    Sebastian stumbled back. His body suddenly felt like overcooked noodles, and his mind was screaming for understanding. “Bound,” he croaked.  
 
    The faintest twitch of a smile hinted on Darshan’s lips. “You and I are brothers-by-binding—I believe that is the term.” 
 
    Shade and darkness! Had that actually been humor from the Prophet Bethamin? Sebastian gaped at him from the relative safety of five staggering paces away. 
 
    His mind was reeling, but he had enough sense to recognize that the immortal had said, ‘we are bound,’ not, ‘he is bound to me,’ or, ‘I have bound him.’ These were important distinctions in a wielder’s vernacular.  
 
    Still, any of the latter would’ve been easier to believe.  
 
    “You’re…bound,” Sebastian managed again, hoarse with disbelief as much as the ash that still clogged his lungs, “to my brother Ean?” 
 
    Darshan folded hands behind his back. “If it’s any consolation, it was Ean’s idea.” 
 
    “I see,” Sebastian said, though he didn’t at all.  
 
    He knuckled his forehead while disbelief bounced through his thoughts. His overtaxed credulity sought any factor to aid comprehension—that is, until his thoughts bounced to Isabel…whereupon even such an impossibility as this suddenly made sense. 
 
    And then…everything made sense. 
 
    Isabel. Of course it was Isabel. Who else could have predicted such an improbable shift of events?   
 
    All the tension bled out of Sebastian on a slow exhale. Darshanvenkhátraman had bound with his brother, and as incredible as it seemed, if Darshan was allied with Ean, then in the very least, he was not their enemy. 
 
    Sebastian focused back on the immortal. A smile found its way to his eyes. “How is my little brother, then?” 
 
    The slightest furrow notched Darshan’s brow. “Distant. He travels with the Warlock Rafael, chasing a pattern of consequence.” 
 
    Sebastian blinked at him. And the revelations just keep coming! He pushed a hand through his hair, dislodging a flurry of ash, then scratched at the back of his head. “So…Ean is bound to a Malorin’athgul and traveling with a Warlock…sounds about right.” 
 
    Darshan looked him over curiously. “Might I ask what you’re doing here, Prince of Dannym? Surely not seeking Ean.” 
 
    Sebastian dropped his hand and turned a frown around the desolated plain. “Dore’s plague. He was making an army of eidola.” 
 
    “Yes, I have ended that now.” 
 
    “So I assumed from the storm of unmaking that nearly…” 
 
    “Unmade you?”   
 
    Sebastian gazed at him uneasily. “That’s right.”  
 
    The immortal shrugged a shoulder. “The currents needed to be cleansed.” 
 
    “And the forest, too, evidently.”  
 
    Sebastian turned a stare off into the night, taking in the great swath of cleared earth that had been forest and ruins only minutes ago, putting together the puzzle pieces of cause and consequence, trying to judge Darshan’s purposes.  
 
    “I just have to ask,” he posed after a fast deliberation, “are we…are you on our team now?” 
 
    Darshan’s gaze shifted towards the west. The movement of his attention was as discernable as a beacon light swinging across the sea. “A force of eidola travels distant from here. They are not bound to me, or I could sever their link to life.” 
 
    Sebastian followed Darshan’s gaze towards the dark horizon. “Where are they?” 
 
    “In the Dhahari.”  
 
    “How many?” 
 
    Darshan looked back to him. “Hundreds.” 
 
    The rest of Dore’s army.  
 
    Sebastian suddenly recalled the tracing pattern he’d thrown in those last desperate moments before the wave of unmaking hit. He tested his perception, and… 
 
    Somehow Fortune had favored him, for he perceived the creature.  
 
    Epiphany willing, that eidola would lead him to the others. 
 
    When Sebastian focused back on Darshan, the immortal was watching him with the Prophet’s penetrating gaze. Friend or foe, he still had Bethamin’s way of looking through you into the next century; yet for the first time, Sebastian saw no shadows of annihilation there, only interest.  
 
    “Is there anything you’d like me to relay to your brother?”   
 
    Battling the surreality of the moment, Sebastian answered, “Tell him…I’m walking my path.” 
 
    “Yes, I see that you are.” Darshan gave him a cryptic smile. “Good luck, Prince of Dannym.” He turned and retreated into the night.  
 
    Sebastian stared after him. 
 
    Then he mentally slapped himself with a growled, Pull it together, man! and bent to rouse Rhys with a flow of the first that made his eyes ache. 
 
    The captain started awake.  
 
    He seemed to undergo the same process of reorientation that Sebastian had experienced. When he got to the part where he noticed the world had physically altered, Rhys spun a stare at Sebastian. “What in thirteen hells happened?” 
 
    “The god of these lands did some housecleaning. Come, Captain.” He extended a hand to help Rhys to his feet. “We’ve got eidola to hunt.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
     
 
    In one of the grand halls of his temple residence, Darshan addressed his Marquiin.  
 
    His assistants had helped them, per his instructions.  
 
    These Adepts, whom Dore had enchained behind layers of stone since he couldn’t enchain their thoughts, had been bathed and fed, and any of their other needs tended to. They no longer wore the gauzes of the Marquiin but the soft, woolen robes of his former acolytes.  
 
    As Darshan walked to the front of the room, he looked across these men he’d harmed with the intention of help and knew the extent of his misjudgment.  
 
    Agitation as much as sheer force of will was holding many of the Adepts upright. Most appeared not to have eaten since his departure. They uniformly gazed out through the mask of his tattoos, while their eyes shone with every shade between colorless and char.  
 
    He’d asked Kjieran what he should say to them.  
 
    Kjieran had replied, the truth. 
 
    Now, as Darshan stood before them, he hoped to no longer present the image of the Prophet but something more. Something purer. 
 
    Every eye fixed on him. 
 
    He took a deep breath and intoned, “You have been wronged.” He let the words sink in, let each man find his own resonance of truth in what was left of their minds. “Now I must find a way to make amends, not only to you but to this realm whose posterity I have endangered.”  
 
    Darshan moved into the crowd. Some of the Adepts tentatively reached for him. Others shrank away. One truthreader stood, wavering in place, his features constricted and radiating numerous conflicting emotions.  
 
    Darshan took this Adept’s face between his hands. Upon his touch, the patterns surrounding the truthreader’s grey eyes came alive with silver-violet light. The Adept gasped. 
 
    “I am going to change these patterns,” he told him—told all of them. “I’m not yet sure how I will accomplish it.”   
 
    Beneath his hands, the truthreader trembled. Tears fled his eyes.  
 
    Darshan released the Adept and looked around at the others. Despair colored their gazes more often than hope. “Some of you may not survive this changing,” he admitted, “but know that your sacrifice will result in the freeing of others. And know this: it is my intent that none of you shall perish beyond Epiphany’s reach. No matter what happens, I will see that you are free to find the Returning.” 
 
    The Adept before him inhaled a shuddering breath and dropped to his knees. Others cried out or murmured prayers. Their tears shimmered with relief. 
 
    “We will make a new movement,” Darshan told them then, turning to take in every face, to meet every gaze, to make a troth with every soul. “We will compose together a new doctrine that teaches the equilibrium I and my brothers were created to provide. We will help this world find harmony with the cosmos again.” 
 
    One by one, the Adepts fell to their knees before him. Some looked stunned; many were openly weeping. Darshan surveyed their minds and was pleased with the sense of purpose he found among them. 
 
    “Let us begin.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The following morning, the denizens of Tambarré woke to an unnaturally clear day, an acropolis skyline dramatically altered…and a dome of iridescent light completely enclosing the Prophet’s alcázar.  
 
    Some of the more adventurous of the local residents tested the nature of the dome. Arrows shot into it sizzled into ash on contact. Apples and other fruit slung into it turned to fragrant mist.  
 
    Word spread quickly, and the people of Tambarré soon gave the dome a wide berth. No one tried to approach the Prophet’s mountain.  
 
    News of the storm that had vaporized the forest and ruins spread faster than dawn’s light could claim the world. By the time the scent of bread was wafting through the café district, the black flags of plague had been lowered from Tambarré’s walls and the city’s gates reopened to commerce.  
 
    Within a span of days, it was as though the alcázar and its once terrifying Prophet had never existed. 
 
    Which was exactly what the Prophet intended. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Forty-one 
 
      
 
    “The knowledge that has been lost far outweighs that which remains.” 
 
      
 
    –Liam van Ghellar, Endoge of the Sormitáge 
 
      
 
    ‘Who is working the lifeforce? You or your body?’  
 
    Ean stared at the place where Rafael had passed through the wall of Shail’s apartments, sensing that he’d just encountered a pivotal truth, yet unable to attach it to deeper understanding.  
 
    Even so, it occurred to Ean that this idea that one’s shell was simply a pattern was exactly the concept Shail must’ve worked from in creating the dead literato for his memorial display. Of course the dead man looked exactly like Shail; the Malorin’athgul had crafted a new shell from the selfsame pattern he’d used to construct his original one. 
 
    Rafael’s head emerged from the false wall leading into Shail’s laboratory. “Ean, you will want to see this.” He promptly vanished back through the illusion of plaster. 
 
    Shelving these thoughts for later deliberation, Ean followed the Warlock into Shail’s now rather infamous laboratory. Darkness greeted him, disrupted only by the violet-silver gleam of deyjiin trapped in patterns floating in the air. 
 
    The room appeared as Pelas and Tanis had both described. Patterns of all types floated on strings of power—some inverteré, some elae, others dragging deyjiin out of dormancy, and still others whose origins Ean couldn’t place, but which brought a cold unease to his chest, for they looked too akin to the patterns currently adorning his wife’s body. Chaos patterns, then. 
 
    The room was as disturbing to Ean’s equilibrium as Rinokh’s storm of unmaking in T’khendar.  
 
    Untold energies churned the current into violent waves. Here they rushed; there they formed a vortex; combatant powers made pinwheels that shed kinetic sparks into the aether. The hairs on Ean’s arms were standing on end. 
 
    Rafael’s wings spread out as the Warlock leaned over one of the worktables. Deyjiin washed down off his wings, clung to the outline of some kind of force field surrounding the table, and cascaded from there into mist across the floor. 
 
    Trying not to think of Pelas’s misadventures in this selfsame room, Ean joined Rafael tableside, taking care to stay clear of the force field. 
 
    A map lay open across most of the table. Books and other objects pinned the edges, leaving plenty of space for the intricately inked sketch, which depicted the realm’s three main continents in painstaking detail.  
 
    Rivers, forests, mountains, lakes, coastlines…it must’ve taken decades to construct. 
 
    “If a human had created it, yes.” Rafael glanced over at him, having caught this thought. “But this map could only have been made by Shailabanáchtran’s hand.” He indicated a mountain range whose many branches had been exquisitely sketched. “Birdseye view, you see?” 
 
    Ean nodded. “What are the black marks?”  
 
    They dotted every continent from Agasan to Avatar. While some spots seemed to demark cities he recognized, such as Tambarré, most lay outside of known metropolises. 
 
    Rafael conjured an obsidian wand and used it to point at the dots of black ink. “Yes…it took me a moment’s recollection—some of the geography has shifted—but I believe I recognize some of these locations.”  
 
    A deadly pattern of deyjiin floated towards Rafael. He swatted at it inconsequentially, and the discarded pattern floated off on some unseen tide.  
 
    “I cannot be certain about these,” he motioned to several dots speckling the eastern reaches of the Agni Sagara, Avatar’s fire desert, “but I believe some of the others might’ve been the locations of temples built by the Quorum of the Sixth Truth.” 
 
    Ean straightened to stare at him. “The Quorum.”  
 
    It was the last thing he’d expected, and yet many of Dore Madden’s strongholds had been built atop Quorum ruins: the Prophet’s alcázar in Tambarré, Tal’Afaq… Ivarnen.  
 
    Ean knew they had only minutes before Shail would come in search of them, so he committed the temple locations to memory, noting as he did that some of the dots had symbols inked beside them.  
 
    This done, he pushed hands in his pockets and looked around again.  
 
    Rafael had moved on and was studying the dangling patterns. How he managed to keep his wings from touching any of them was a miracle of physics.  
 
    Ean asked him, “Why is Shail so interested in the Quorum of the Sixth Truth?” 
 
    “I cannot say. The Quorum were a mighty order of thousands of fifth strand Adepts—though they didn’t refer to themselves as Adepts at the time, as I recall.” He touched his obsidian wand to one of the floating patterns and it evaporated in a puff of grey-green smoke. Rafael frowned at it. “This was before Cephrael gave the secrets of the Sobra to humanity, of course.” 
 
    “Right. The secrets to building universes. Tracking.”  
 
    Rafael acknowledged his droll tone with a twitch of a smile. “I regret my knowledge is limited to what you might call Warlock lore.” His smile became somewhat drier. “That is, those indignities which Baelfeir groused rather incessantly about for a thousand years or more, by Alorin’s accounting, after Cephrael ousted us from the Realms of Light.” 
 
    Ean walked to join Rafael’s side, being careful to avoid both hovering patterns and deyjiin-dripping wings. “I’d be interested in the timeline as you recall it.”  
 
    The Warlock assumed a pensive expression. “I was elsewhere during the last centuries before our exile. Baelfeir always considered this world his personal domain. Warlocks were welcome here only if they swore fealty to him as lord.” 
 
    “Lord of All Warlocks,” Ean murmured.  
 
    Rafael disintegrated another pattern with his wand. Its evaporation made Ean’s ears pop. “Even so, a surprising number of us congregated on Alorin because Baelfeir was here.” Rafael turned him a look. “Don’t fool yourself, Ean. Baelfeir is a compelling personage whose charisma is undeniable.”  
 
    He moved among the patterns, ostensibly seeking another of interest to him. “Baelfeir could manifest in a way that was unique among us. Many Warlocks were all too willing to give him their oaths.” 
 
    Ean followed Rafael with his gaze. “Manifest how?”   
 
    Rafael stopped before a floating pattern swirling violently with deyjiin. He tapped his wand against it, and a waterfall of dissolving energy cascaded down. He fixed his gaze on Ean through the veil of sparkling silver ash. “Solidly.”  
 
    This word held enormous significance for Rafael.  
 
    Ean sensed it in the Warlock’s thoughts; in deeply stacked layers of rationale and reasoning that informed Rafael’s perspective but only obscured Ean’s. The one thing that stood out clearly to him was that Warlocks equated solidity to power, only… 
 
    “Only you’re solidly manifesting now.” Ean met Rafael’s gaze as the last of the disintegrating pattern shed its embers. “Your forms are as solid as Baelfeir’s ever were…and you don’t know why.” 
 
    “Mmm…” Rafael turned to investigate the back of the room, which remained hidden in shadows. “I have some theories.”  
 
    He trailed a forefinger beneath his chin while strolling along, now disintegrating the patterns he passed by simply moving through them. “We all presumed Baelfeir’s solidity was evidence of the power he commanded. He did nothing to disabuse us of this notion, of course.”  
 
    Rafael waved his wand absently and half a dozen patterns evaporated with varying static puffs and pops. One went out in a flash of eerie green light.  
 
    “Perhaps he didn’t know himself.” Then he turned his head to fix his jewel-black gaze decisively on Ean. “But I think that unlikely.” 
 
    Ean slowly followed through the safe channel of Rafael’s wake, trying to piece together his own knowledge with the thorny perceptions Rafael was sharing with him. “So…Baelfeir isn’t as powerful as you thought?” 
 
    Rafael stopped before a portal that stood open to Shadow, very much like the one Tanis had described.  
 
    “On the contrary, Ean,” his gaze appeared distantly fixed on some far past…or future. “I think he is more powerful than any of us imagined.” 
 
    Ean stopped beside him and asked cautiously, “Could you defeat him?” 
 
    Rafael focused upon him, suddenly intent. “You would be wise not to elect Baelfeir as an enemy, Ean.” 
 
    “I have no intention of doing so, Rafael.” 
 
    The Warlock arched a brow. “You have some intention of it.” 
 
    Ean flashed a culpable grin. “Not the way you’re envisioning it.” He returned his gaze to the portal…and frowned. So far, every step had only taken him deeper into the mystery that was Shailabanáchtran, with no light of understanding shining anywhere.  
 
    Ean scrubbed at his head. “Shail keeps an open gate into Shadow?” 
 
    “Not into Shadow.” Rafael swirled his wand dismissively at the darkness. “This is a geodesic continuum displaying a balanced field equation.” 
 
    Ean blinked. “A what?” 
 
    Rafael smiled. “A bridge connecting through Shadow to elsewhere in this realm.” 
 
    “He dredged a ley line through Shadow?” Ean tried to reason through that conundrum. “Why go to all that trouble when he could easily summon a portal?” 
 
    “I would like to say arrogant indolence, but I suspect the truth is more complex.” Rafael twitched his wand before the portal again. “This bridge forms a continuity loop.”  
 
    “Okay. Whatever that means.” Ean only saw darkness. “Where do you think it goes?” 
 
    Rafael turned to him wearing a devious smile. “Why don’t we find out?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    As it happened, the tunnel opened onto a large obsidian chamber whose high ceiling was lost in darkness and whose walls were worked all over with inverteré patterns. The currents in the place swirled with an iridescent char, as ash within oil, while the second strand carried a verdigris that looked disturbingly like rust.  
 
    Ean moved further into the chamber and— 
 
    Froze. 
 
    Shailabanáchtran was reclining on a velvet-upholstered couch, his long frame garbed in crimson silk, hands clasped across his chest, eyes closed, mimicking remarkably the position of his doppelganger enshrined in Faroqhar. Both Malorin’athgul and couch looked oddly incongruous there in that place of dark patterns and turbulent currents.  
 
    Beyond the immobile immortal stood a long table serving as a desk. Tall bookcases lined the walls, every shelf jammed with ancient tomes or scrolls, and beyond these—two men talking in angry tones. 
 
    Ean’s Haarken was out of practice, but he recalled enough of the language of the Danes to get the gist of their conversation. 
 
    “…cannot see anything to indicate it,” the older of the two men was saying. He wore a cloak bound by a chain of bronze links and a circlet around his thinning grey hair. 
 
    The younger man, who appeared not much older than Ean, though he wore the gold circlet of a Daneland king, was pacing in the middle of the chamber. Clearly, they couldn’t see beyond some illusion or they would’ve noticed Ean’s arrival.  
 
    The young king looked up and down, as at a wall. “I tell you, there used to be a room here. It’s where he worked and studied!” 
 
    A rumble emitted from deep in the earth. Ean thought he felt a tremor far below his feet. 
 
    The pacing king drew up short, and the two men exchanged a grim look, whereupon the elder, reading something in the younger’s expression, said, “Surely you don’t think he’s causing these earthquakes?”   
 
    The young king’s gaze smoldered. “I think he’s capable of anything.”  
 
    The older man watched the younger one return to pacing. His wrinkled brow held many furrows, with different concerns planted in each. “This witchlord cannot be trusted, jarl,” he said in a tired voice, sounding a common chant. “Perhaps he had you bewitched when last you thought you came here.” His tone strongly encouraged the jarl to accept this answer. 
 
    The jarl paced a few more times. Then he uttered an oath that Ean didn’t understand and spun away, growling, “Damn the man to Balen’s hell!”   
 
    They left. 
 
    Ean looked back to Shail’s reclining form, feeling unnerved. He half expected him to rise up at any moment and couldn’t quite disconnect the real shell from the dead one lying in Faroqhar.   
 
    He looked to Rafael. “How much time do you think we have?” 
 
    “Minutes.” 
 
    “I think I can give us an hour.”  
 
    “An hour would be a beginning.” 
 
    Ean grunted at the understatement. There were hundreds of books piled on shelves, tables and floor. It would take months to read everything Shail had accumulated. 
 
    Still, a beginning was where everything…began.  
 
    So, Ean hauled in the third strand like a team of horses and forced it down from a gallop to a laborious, struggling plod.  
 
    Thereafter, gravity dragged at his every motion, while the waterwheel of the second strand strained against a sudden blockage and the heartbeat of the first drummed a slow, sluggish pulse. 
 
    Rafael wandered over to Shail’s sleeping form. “I’ll erect a veil to alert us when he returns to this body. How quickly can you summon a portal?” 
 
    Ean watched the Warlock crossing the room, feeling the meticulous countdown in his every exhale. “How much time can you give me?” 
 
    “Three, four seconds at the most.” 
 
    “Ah, an absolute eternity.”  
 
    In truth, Ean had never timed how long it took him to tear the fabric of the realm, but he certainly couldn’t worry about it just then.  
 
    While Rafael constructed his alarm, Ean moved to the worktable. The map spread along its length was a duplicate of the one in the laboratory, except… 
 
    “No, not a duplicate.” Ean noticed important differences in the placement of the dots on this map and was glad he’d taken the time to memorize the other one.  
 
    He studied the altered placements, puzzled as to why some dots were in slightly different places and others absent altogether… 
 
    Then he had it.  
 
    Shail, you bastard. I wish you weren’t so brilliant. 
 
    “By Cephrael’s great book,” he breathed aloud, “they moved.” He looked up at Rafael with portent large in his gaze. “The second cataclysm moved some of the Quorum’s temples.”  
 
    Rafael approached. With his gleaming chest of crackled gold and that glowing ruby between his brows, he looked magnificently suited to that place made for dark witchcraft. The currents swirled around him, smoky telltales of combative powers.  
 
    Another rumble rose from the depths of the earth. That time Ean was sure the floor trembled.  
 
    Rafael stopped beside Ean and looked over the map. “Your explanation makes sense. Though they had a different understanding of the nature of power at that time, the Quorum frequently built their temples on welds in the world’s pattern.” 
 
    Ean crossed his arms, thinking fast. “That other map must be a decoy—for Pelas or anyone unlucky enough to find their way into Shail’s lab. Ten to nothing he’s placed traps at every one of those places marked with a dot, just on the off-chance that Pelas decided to visit—or I suppose, myself, though I won’t pretend to imagine Shail thinks of me as much of a threat.”  
 
    “More to his error,” Rafael murmured. 
 
    Ean frowned back at the map. “But this one…this is the real map. It tells us where he’s been.”  
 
    Shail had chosen the universal key of X’s to mark places he’d eliminated and circles demarking ones still needing investigation, or possibly where investigation was underway. Others with no marks beside them must’ve still required study and exploration.  
 
    But why? What was he hoping to find in thousands-year-old temples, most of which had been reduced to rubble twenty-five hundred years ago? 
 
    Or had they?  
 
    Earthquakes had been known to alter the paths of rivers. It only followed that such a massive kinetic disturbance as the infamous second cataclysm could also alter the magnetic ley lines of the world grid. If the welds themselves had shifted, dragging the temples with them… 
 
    Ean had proof that it could happen. The island of Tiern’aval had been transported into T’khendar when the welds between the realms were twisted and closed off. 
 
    So the temples might still exist, just in very different locations from those listed on any map. 
 
    “Your logic is sound,” Rafael said.  
 
    Ean exhaled a contemplative breath and looked around, wondering where to begin…whereupon a single book caught his eye, for it singularly remained wrapped in a protective suede covering while others sat open and stacked haphazardly upon each other.  
 
    Rafael, by the same deductive logic, selected this book to inspect.  
 
    The leather cover creaked as he opened it. The vellum pages within were nearly translucent. Obsidian eyes scanned quickly across the words scribed in a neat hand. “It is written in Old Alaeic,” he murmured, turning another page. “Do you know this language?” 
 
    “Arion did.” 
 
    “Some light reading for you, then.” Rafael handed the book to Ean and selected another.  
 
    Shail appeared to have marked a place in the journal with a black ribbon. Ean hooked a wooden stool with the fifth and hauled it across the room. Perching on the edge, he opened the book to the indicated page.  
 
    At first, his eyes made no sense of the alphabet scrawled there, but the more he ran his gaze across the lines, the more the words began to take the shape of meaning in his thoughts.  
 
    By the time he’d scanned the page five times, he could read all of the words. Their story made him cold. 
 
      
 
    The others have stopped listening to me. My concerns fall upon dead ears, my warnings go unheeded.  
 
    The Other is dying. I’m certain he’s speaking the truth in this at least. This is the only truth I’m certain of.  
 
    His orders cause rife conflict and reek of desperation. Into the maelstrom of his plans we’ve all been tumbled, but some could still reach safer waters. Only… 
 
    I’m not sure there are safer waters to tread any longer.  
 
    He says we must tear through within a matter of days, that he cannot survive any longer without harvesters. He says his power is fading, yet he harbors a cache of patterns the likes of which even the elders of our Order could not have imagined. After all he’s given us, many would castrate themselves simply to gain his graces. They follow blindly. 
 
    He claims that rending the aether to Shadow will revive him and has been instructing us in ways to do so. He doesn’t know any more than we do. We’re all grasping at straws.  
 
    I do not trust his motives.  
 
    The Adzik Misharem has sent a hundred brothers to take our sacred history of the event to the Shaido dō Avinashaya daré Bhasaguhāni but 
 
      
 
    Ean looked up. “Shaido dō Avinashaya daré Bhasaguhāni,” he said slowly, trying to sound out the complicated vowels. “Do you know this name?” 
 
    Rafael was reading a different book. “It’s not Old Alaeic.” He set the book aside and chose another from the stack on Shail’s table. “Sounds Ravestani, though it could as easily have been Haarken after your embarrassing attempt at pronunciation.”  
 
    Giving him a flat look, Ean turned the journal around and showed him the words. 
 
    Rafael read them, then glanced up with a smile. “Definitely Ravestani.” 
 
    “Who spoke Ravestani?” 
 
    With a slight frown, Rafael looked over the map. Then he tapped a gilded finger on a large landmass in the east. “Avatar, it would appear.”  
 
    Wondering where Shail had found such a book, Ean opened the cover and read the inscription there. The journal had belonged to a man named Aziah Vornamundi, Archimandrite of some temple whose name meant nothing to Ean.  
 
    But the wax seal beneath this inscription showed a pattern he’d seen before—the symbol of the Quorum of the Sixth Truth. 
 
    Intrigued, he resumed reading.  
 
      
 
    I fear they will never survive the trek. With our temples in ruin, they must travel the land route. Our members are being hunted, our Order shattered. We may all be dead before    
 
      
 
    Ean. 
 
    Ean felt the vibration the instant Rafael said his name.  
 
    A breath before the Warlock dispersed into the aether. 
 
    A split-second before Shail launched up off the couch, swinging his arms as at a swarm of bees.  
 
    Ean tore the fabric. 
 
    Split-seconds passed as Shail cleansed himself of Rafael’s illusion. Then his dark eyes found Ean, and his expression turned thunderous. 
 
    Ean waggled the journal at him meaningfully, flashed a taunting grin and stepped into Shadow.  
 
    He closed the tear to the thunder of Shail’s infuriated roar. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Forty-two 
 
      
 
     “You are my sun, my moon, my stars. 
 
    You are my first lord, owner of my heart.” 
 
      
 
    –The Song of Angharad,  
 
    Excerpted from The Varahunaiya, a famous Kandori legend  
 
      
 
    Gydryn val Lorian adjusted the scarf protecting his face and ducked his head against the flying sand while he pondered the ramifications of commitment.  
 
    The chill autumn wind abraded his legs and tore at his cloak, seeking entry to softer parts. From his horse’s position atop the dune, he could see the line of his army snaking between arid, russet hills. Beneath his horse’s hooves, the sand shifted and ran in rivulets down the side of the dune, only to be stolen off into the air by the wind.  
 
    Commitment.  
 
    Gydryn had many times lectured his sons on commitment’s merits when they’d failed to complete a task he’d assigned them. His lords had received a similar talk when he’d noticed them spending too much time in the country and not enough time leading it.  
 
    His unwavering views on commitment had necessitated Dannym’s involvement in Radov’s war—that is: his commitment to honor a pact of unity forged by his ancestors; his commitment to fight against the Prophet Bethamin’s meteoric rise; his commitment to avenge his lost sons. 
 
    But the fortitude required to honor those commitments paled next to the commitment needed to lead thousands of men a hundred miles through the desert without recourse to cities or aid. Or a well. 
 
    And Gydryn had committed all of them to this course. The only way out now was across endless sands and empty plains bristling with bandits, poisonous snakes and Saldarian scorpions—oh, and the insectoid variety of scorpions, too—and surviving these, up and over a gnarled mountain ridge to reach the Forest of Doane and finally, Jai’Gar willing, the Seam. Then the hard part would begin. 
 
    Commitment. It was the glue that sealed determination to purpose, the tether ensuring he stayed the course, no matter what avalanche threatened to tear him off the path. 
 
    As his men wound their way through the wind-scoured valley, Gydryn recalled another day when the hawk of commitment had been circling…. 
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    “That’s not going to work, you know.” 
 
    Gydryn let his horse slide back down the scree slope to find surer footing again. He exhaled a breath of frustration, then craned his neck back to look up and see… 
 
    Raine’s truth, she was something to see.  
 
    The maiden lay draped along the edge of a boulder whose lengthy face extended out over the path he was attempting to climb—or…at least, failing rather miserably at coercing his horse into climbing.  
 
    Her grass-green dress draped over the boulder’s edge, while her long, lean form aligned to the rock’s gentle curve, ending in well-worn boots of brown leather. A cascade of cinnamon waves tumbled past the hand which supported an elfin face, compelling green eyes and a pair of lovely lips offering an amused smile.  
 
    Wondering where the maiden had come from, Gydryn asked, “What’s not going to work?”  
 
    “Getting your horse to go any higher up the mountain.” 
 
    Gydryn looked back to the trail ahead. The slope was admittedly steep and hosted an overabundance of loose stones, but he’d climbed worse among the cliffs of Dannym. 
 
    She sat up and swung her legs down in the same motion, letting her boots dangle over his head. “The horse is your mistake, my lord, as any Shoringer could tell you.”  
 
    As if her words gave the animal leave to act, said beast ducked its head and tried to turn tail, whinnying and snorting as if spooked by a bad smell. Gydryn got the animal under control again, but not before it succeeded in retreating a good five paces back the way they’d come.  
 
    The better to see eye to eye with the maiden, he supposed.  
 
    Her eyes were very green, and very definitely laughing at him, though she kept her amusement more or less contained behind a rosy-lipped smirk.  
 
    Gydryn tightened his hold on his reins and aimed a curious look at the maiden. “What makes you think I’m not from the Isles?” 
 
    “You’re clearly not from around these parts, my lord.” 
 
    “You know everyone on the island, do you, my lady?” 
 
    She pulled her masses of cinnamon hair across one shoulder and began combing her fingers through it. “All the locals know Caider Morh is haunted and the horses won’t climb it. Besides,” she looked him over with the hint of a teasing grin, “no local would wear court boots to hike the mountains of Shor Machnaed, and I see a rather large vessel in the harbor, flying—if I’m not mistaken—the colors of a mainland king.” 
 
    Gydryn looked over his shoulder.  
 
    Behind and far below the mountainside path where he was currently waging a losing battle with his horse, the sea made a bed of sparkling blue that extended from the island’s grass-green cliffs all the way to the horizon. Tiny boats floated in an azure harbor, toy-sized from that vantage. Largest among them was the carrack that had brought him and his royal parents to the Shoring Isles, but there were plenty of other foreign ships at anchor. Half the realm had been invited to his wedding to a Shoring princess he’d never met, said nuptials being held at the castle of King n’Owain on the morrow.  
 
    A copse of hilltop trees concealed the turrets of said castle and most of the city it overlooked. Gydryn had left his family and friends there to trade pleasantries with foreign dignitaries while he traded that sea of unfamiliar faces and cold stone halls for colder hills and the bright spring sunlight and the taste of unbound freedom—perhaps the last time he would know its flavor. 
 
    Gydryn turned a thoughtful gaze back to the maiden. “Fair point, my lady. I suppose I’m one of many who doesn’t belong here of late.”   
 
    “Yes, our modest island is being quite overrun.” Her smirk made an appearance again, secretive and hinting of humor. “I hear there’s to be a wedding, in fact.”  
 
    “I heard the same.” 
 
    “Am I correct in assuming this fair event is what drew you to our shores? Would you be a guest of the bride or the groom?” 
 
    Gydryn cleared his throat. “Ah…the groom, in fact.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re a friend of the prince?” She looked him over as if he was suddenly a most intriguing specimen. 
 
    Gydryn actually felt his face growing slightly warm. “Something like that.” 
 
    The girl got to her feet. “I hear he’s quite handsome, the crown prince of Dannym.” She looked to him, expectant of confirmation of a truth. 
 
    Gydryn cleared his throat again. “Yes, um, well…” 
 
    His horse snorted and tried to rear.  
 
    “And supposedly an accomplished horseman.” She gazed mirthfully down at him while he calmed the beast again.  
 
    He eventually gave up trying to force the animal back up the trail and swung himself out of the saddle—that specific maneuver was only a little showy—then gathered his reins.  
 
    Feeling intensely aware of the maiden’s gaze studying him the while, Gydryn secured the horse to a scrubby tree and looked back to her. He could think of no better use for his last unwed hours than to spend that time with a pretty girl. 
 
    “Perhaps the knowledgeable lady would be so kind as to guide me to the best path to reach the summit?” 
 
    She made a show of considering his proposal as if it concerned far more than cardinal directions. “I believe the lady could be persuaded…for a price.” 
 
    “A price?” He looked her over curiously, for she hadn’t struck him as in need of coin. Her dress had an elegant simplicity to its line and was clearly cut from fine cloth. She wore a leather bag strapped cross-wise at her hip, secured with a leather belt bound twice around her waist. Her cinnamon hair hung wild and free, dancing on the wind to tease at her lovely green eyes.  
 
    Gydryn imagined he’d pay anything to spend the day with her.  
 
    “What is the lady’s price?” 
 
    She flashed a smile, then turned and vanished behind the boulder. A moment later, she reappeared at the base of the rock and joined him briskly on the trail. She stood taller than his shoulder and easily met him eye to eye. “Very well, my lord, my services as a guide will cost you the price of a story.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I expect I can manage that.” 
 
    “Capital. Shall we?” 
 
    Gydryn eyed her sidelong as they started off together. “What kind of story would please the lady?” 
 
    “Something adventurous.” She arrowed a teasing smile at him again. “A tale of your friend the prince, perhaps.”  
 
    “Oh, it should be nothing so mundane as that. The crown prince of Dannym spends all his time studying musty books. He’s many times conveyed his desire to spend more time in the world and less time reading about it.” 
 
    Mirth danced behind her eyes. “He must be very learned, your prince.” 
 
    “Oh yes, um…quite.” 
 
    The path turned back on itself and soon led above the boulder where she’d been reclining. As it curved around the hillside, a new view of the island opened: flowering trees dotted the grassy hills and valleys before the land grew into wild mountains ridged with broken spires of dark granite.  
 
    Just beneath their high trail, a prosperous, red-roofed town lay nestled in a valley that opened on a private harbor. Tiny sailboats floated at anchor there.  
 
    Gydryn had never seen a place so picturesque. “It’s lovely here,” he said somewhat breathlessly, hardly aware he’d spoken at all. 
 
    She turned him a pleasant smile. “I’ve always thought so. But you really can’t appreciate Shor Machnaed until you’ve seen it from the crags of Caider Morh. Come.”  
 
    She led him off the trail into the breezy grass, taking long steps up the incline. He grew quickly warm, despite the brisk wind, and was soon wishing he’d left his cloak behind. They followed a game trail for a time—barely a snake’s path through the brush to Gydryn’s eye, though she appeared to know its twists and turns well. The way quickly became too steep for easy conversation, but her pace never slowed. 
 
    She finally took pity on his labored lungs when the trail leveled off near a cairn of moss-eaten boulders. She seated herself on a low slab darkened with lichen, seeming very fey with her grass-green dress spread about the stone and her vibrant hair flying so wild and free about her shoulders.  
 
    The island had grown larger in view as they climbed, such that its mass of mountain ridges now spread far to the north with the sea clutching greedily all around. Gydryn admitted he would’ve had a difficult time finding his way through the scrub and outcroppings of stone without her knowledge of the land.   
 
    She must’ve read this in his gaze, for as she opened the bag at her hip, she offered, “I grew up in these hills.” 
 
    “So you live nearby, then.” At her answering smile, which offered no answer at all, he added, “I only mean that I’d wondered if you might’ve come for the wedding also.” 
 
    Her green eyes danced. “Oh, yes. I’ll be attending.” 
 
    “A guest of the bride, I suppose?” 
 
    She smiled. “Something like that.” 
 
    She pulled a flask from her bag, uncapped it and drank deeply of the contents. Then she offered it to him. 
 
    Gydryn hesitated. His own flask he’d left in his saddlebag, not expecting the climb to be so arduous. “I don’t want to impose.” 
 
    She pressed it on him with an insistent smile. “The imposition would be far worse if the prince’s friend collapsed and had to be carried by the lady down the mountain.” 
 
    He nodded to her point and took the flask. Its water was sweet and cold. He drank deeply and handed it back to her with his thanks. 
 
    She looked up at him, and in that moment when their fingers touched, her bright gaze held him truly captive. And her smile…it was so secretive, yet so inviting. He might’ve studied her lips for hours, just trying to discern the meaning behind every nuanced curve.  
 
    That smile widened, apparently again reading well of his thoughts. Then she dropped her gaze, capped her flask and returned it to her bag. “Well…we should keep at it. I’m looking forward to that story.” 
 
    She set off again, walking briskly uphill. Gydryn obligingly followed. 
 
    “I was wondering,” he posed before he lost his breath again, “might the lady know of the Shoring custom that the bride and groom shouldn’t meet before the wedding? It’s been explained to me only briefly.” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” She turned a telling look over one beautifully shaped shoulder. “The custom derives from the legend of the Storm God and his concubine. Would you like to hear it?” 
 
    “If the lady would indulge me.” 
 
    “With pleasure.” She caught up the skirts of her dress and tucked the hem into her belt, giving her steps more freedom on the steep-sided hill and revealing shapely calves encased in leather boots. As she spoke, her pace slowed a bit, which was also to Gydryn’s benefit. “The story goes that the Storm God first met the woman he would take for his concubine—”  
 
    “If I may,” Gydryn interrupted, “why did Llew not take Blodwyn as his wife?” 
 
    “So you do know something of our legends, I see.” She darted an approving smile his way. “Llew had been cursed by his mother, Arianrhod, never to claim a wife—through no fault of his own save an unwelcome birth. In any event, the Storm God had no form on the day of their meeting, the sky being full of sun and him taking his rest upon a stony ledge near the great waterfall of Glenaevin. Some say he had form but was invisible to the human eye. Whichever the case, Blodwyn didn’t see anyone as she clambered down the rocks to reach the pool at the waterfall’s base.” 
 
    The maiden used her hands to ascend a series of broken boulders and then stood at the top, smiling down while he followed with somewhat less alacrity, wearing as he was, apparently, the wrong kind of boots for climbing Caider Morh. 
 
    “Some insist it was the beauty of Blodwyn’s bare form that attracted the Storm God’s notice,” she remarked while he was finding his footing, “but most agree that when Blodwyn descended into the pool, she lost the form given to her by the magicians Math and Gwydion and became once more the flowers of broom, meadowsweet and oak from which she’d been made.” She pushed a lock of cinnamon hair from her eyes. “Running water brooks no enchantment, as you surely know.” 
 
    “Verily.” He smiled as he planted his feet beside her atop the knoll, whereupon he discovered that they had, in fact, reached the mountain’s craggy summit. The vista was both mysterious and beautiful, much like his guide. 
 
    The maiden hopped from one rock to the next, expertly balancing on the uneven faces in her soft-soled boots. “So it was that Llew first perceived his concubine-to-be in the flowers of the forest floating upon the waterfall’s pool.” She aimed a follow-if-you-dare grin over one shoulder and continued skipping along the mountain’s spine, saying between leaps, “And there he fell in love with her, and she with him, though neither had seen the other’s form and knew not what sort of entity had so captured their hearts.” 
 
    Gydryn, possessed of intelligence and prudence both in good measure, and understanding the sad limitations of his boots, followed her as best he could through the grass below.  
 
    Which was to their mutual benefit in the very next moment, when her boot slipped off the spine of a rock and she fell. 
 
    Gydryn leapt forward and caught her. She froze in his arms, her green eyes large and her breath sucked in sharply—though not nearly as sharply as his own. In the instant after he recognized that he’d caught her safely, he realized how blissful it felt to hold her close. 
 
    She finished somewhat breathlessly and with a faint flush to her cheeks, “Consequently…it’s considered good luck for the bride and groom never to have met.” 
 
    Gydryn realized himself and quickly set her down again with a murmured, “Apologies, my lady.” 
 
    She laughed. “For catching me? How polite you are! I vow the indignity would’ve been much worse if you’d left me to fall.” She swept her hair back from her eyes and smiled at him. “Terribly thoughtless of me to fall so gracelessly.” 
 
    Graceless was the last word he would’ve used to describe her. 
 
    She blushed at this, whereupon Gydryn realized he’d spoken the thought out loud. He turned an embarrassed smile off towards the sea. “I was…just wondering what brought you to the hills when all the other guests are readying for a feast?” 
 
    She settled back against a low rock and considered him quietly. Something changed in her demeanor then; she let him see into her deeper self with a candor that surprised him.  
 
    “I imagine the same as you. Seeking the freedom offered by the hills, a way to step outside the trappings of society and expectation for a moment and just…” she shrugged, holding his gaze steadily, “just…be.”    
 
    He sank down on a boulder across from her, startled at how closely her purpose indeed mirrored his own.  
 
    “Do you disagree?” 
 
    “No, I…” he smiled. “I found myself lost for words. Yours so well expressed my own.” 
 
    She shrugged off his meaningful tone. “It’s said that like finds like upon the slopes of Caider Morh. If two souls find each other here, the pairing is meant to be.” Her gaze held his warmly.  
 
    Gydryn, for his part, was unexpectedly overcome.  
 
    Then she roused them briskly by first withdrawing her flask from her bag and offering to share it with him again, then by saying, “But I’ve delivered you to the summit now, my lord. What about my payment?” 
 
    “Yes, a story.” Relieved of the tension the moment had brought to his thoughts, he drank thirstily and handed the flask back to her. “Would the lady prefer a tale of pirates or of dragons?” 
 
    “You know tales of dragons?”  
 
    He nodded significantly. “I know many such tales.” 
 
    She motioned them to walk along the ridge, back towards the path they’d ascended. Wildflowers were growing everywhere that gorse did not. “I didn’t think dragons were popular lore in Dannym.” 
 
    The wind gusted up, billowing her skirts and entangling her hair about her shoulders. Gydryn held his own hair back from his eyes. “I studied for a time with a prince of Kandori.” 
 
    She lifted brows. “Stories direct from the ancestral mouth, as it were? Dragons, then. Assuredly.” 
 
    So as they descended the mountain, with his boots finding much surer footing going down than they had going up, Gydryn told her a tale of the drachwyr Náeb’nabdurin’náiir and his true love, Amardad, as first told to him by Prince Jair of Kandori while they’d been hunting wild boar in the Dhahari. He omitted that last part, however. For some reason, he didn’t think hunting boar would impress her overmuch. 
 
    They’d just come back in view of the boulder where he’d first spoken to her when he saw a rider sitting a horse on the trail. The rider was holding the reins to Gydryn’s horse.  
 
    Gydryn glanced culpably to the maiden.  
 
    She smiled. “The cavalry comes.” She freed her skirts from her belt and fluffed them around her ankles. They stopped there on the high trail and turned to face each other. “Thank you for the story, my lord.” 
 
    Gydryn didn’t want to part her company, but he saw no legitimate way to stay.  
 
    She held his gaze. “I hope you found the solitude you sought.”  
 
    He shook his head, feeling suddenly conflicted in a way he’d never experienced. “In the end…I found I didn’t seek it.” 
 
    That elicited a blush in true. She glanced to the rider far below. “I believe your escort grows impatient.” 
 
    Gydryn studied her with a growing sense of wonder. “He’s my brother. He’ll wait.” But he didn’t know what he could say to justify lingering. Finally, he shook his head. “I never learned your name.” 
 
    She offered that teasing smile. “It’s for the best, my lord. This way, when our paths cross again, we can say we’ve never met.” 
 
    Gydryn nodded, swallowed, glanced aggrievedly towards his brother. “Will we meet again, do you think?” 
 
    Her eyes danced. “You may depend upon it, my lord.” 
 
    Not knowing what else to say, Gydryn bowed to her and departed. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t see her again until the attendants at his wedding dropped the ceremonial curtain between the bride and groom, and there she stood, veiled in tiny, jeweled flowers, smiling that smile which had captured him from the first. 
 
    As the officiator joined their hands, Gydryn gazed wondrously into her eyes. “You knew?” 
 
    She laughed. “Surprisingly, there are not so many raven-haired, grey-eyed foreigners wandering these parts, especially not handsome ones wearing a cloak you could trade for passage to Faroqhar.” 
 
    Gydryn brought her fingers to his lips. “Errodan.” 
 
    Her eyes danced. “Gydryn.” 
 
    He presented his own surprise to her and was rewarded by the startled stare she offered him upon taking the bouquet. 
 
    “The flowers of broom, meadowsweet and oak,” he noted, though clearly no explanation was needed, for tears had filled her eyes. “The oak flowers were particularly challenging to find in the middle of the night.” 
 
    She brought the bouquet to her nose. “When did you know?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Sadly, not nearly so immediately as you, bright lady.”  
 
    Then he dragged her close and kissed her, which he’d been wanting to do from the first moment of their meeting. 
 
    Never a day passed when he didn’t feel the same. 
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    “Sire, we’re a bit exposed here.” 
 
    Gydryn hauled his thoughts back from the far north to find Duke Loran val Whitney sitting his horse a few paces behind him on the dune.  
 
    Below, his men had cleared the ravine. In the east, a storm was darkening the horizon and heading their way. They’d need to make camp before it hit. 
 
    He nodded wordlessly to Loran, and they heeled their horses into motion down the dune. 
 
    Commitment.  
 
    Gydryn had been committed to Errodan from the first moment their eyes met on the slopes of Caider Morh. Perhaps their souls had been fated to find one another on that hillside, fated to love one another. Their love had surely never wavered, but their lives together had not been easy. 
 
    Perhaps easy wasn’t part of the bargain Fate offered.  
 
    Gydryn thought of Trell’s words, spoken with such earnest feeling—that he wouldn’t have traded even one moment of his past, for those steps had brought him to where he stood today.  
 
    Would Gydryn rather have had a different life—an easier life—if it meant living it without Errodan? He didn’t hesitate even an instant’s thought in his answer. Yet if Errodan had experienced even a fraction of what he’d been through since departing Calgaryn, he wouldn’t blame her if she’d lost faith in him. 
 
    As his horse reached the plains and he pushed the animal into a canter, Gydryn tightened his hold on his reins and his commitment. Whatever came, whatever transpired, whatever dangers he had to face, commitment tethered him to his course.  
 
    He would honor his promise and return with his army. 
 
    Gydryn looked to the north and set his sights for home. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Forty-three 
 
      
 
    “One can never put too strong an emphasis  
 
    on corrupting the next generation.” 
 
      
 
    –The Eltanin Seat Mir Arkadhi 
 
      
 
    ‘The strand is yours now, Franco. Protect it.’ 
 
    The Second Vestal’s parting words echoed in Franco’s head as he stepped off the Sylus node into Illume Belliel.  
 
    It was early morning there, though it had been evening in T’khendar. Puffy clouds shone luminous in shades of pink-rose-gold-violet over the translucent blue of the dawn. Such a change from the pervasive storm he’d been enduring for countless weeks. 
 
    My kingdom for a shower, Franco thought derisively. A man could only suffer sand in his underclothes for so long.  
 
    It didn’t aid his sanity that the First Lord had asked him not to seek out Alshiba, saying she was safer where she was. But where was she, if not in the cityworld? Franco thought he would go mad from the speculation alone, especially since the last person he’d seen her with was Mir Arkadhi. 
 
    The gardens of Alorin’s estate in the cityworld lay silent, the delicate petals of countless varieties of flowers still closed and slumbering. As Franco set off towards his own apartments within Alorin’s walled estate, his boots became damp with dew. He left sandy footsteps in the grass. 
 
    ‘The First Lord’s contact says the Warlocks are scattered throughout the estates of any world whose Vestals they could capture and compel.’ Dagmar had told him this as he was briefing him on his mission. ‘Alorin’s estate, being empty of influential minds to overthrow, remains free from their dominion.’  
 
    The Great Master had gone on to tell him that Niko van Amstel was setting up his own council while garnering support to overthrow the official one. Niko had apparently made friends of Warlocks and had the endless vaults of Eltanin backing him. It was only a matter of time before the rest of the thousand realms fell hostage to his argument, if not to his immortal henchmen. Franco imagined it was difficult to hold your political position when a Warlock was controlling your mind.  
 
    He felt a twinge of discomfort upon this thought.  
 
    In preparation for his return to Illume Belliel, Isabel had taught him how to shield his mind against a Warlock’s specific kind of compulsion, but the pattern was new to him, and he’d have to work it constantly as he carried out his mission. 
 
    Franco let out his breath with a wince. My mission.  
 
    Just one more mission likely to be fraught with peril, conducted under Björn van Gelderan’s banner. But this would be his first mission bearing the title Second Vestal of Alorin. 
 
    In this, Franco knew a grave honor, a deep humility, and a weighty responsibility that hulked on his chest all night, making it hard to breathe and harder to sleep. 
 
    He lifted his right hand to look at the large silver ring binding his third finger. Dagmar had placed the ring there as he’d said the words of abdication, of transition, and Franco had given the Vestal oath beneath Björn’s watchful gaze. He’d felt the binding take effect while his heart raced and his breath came shallowly.  
 
    It wouldn’t matter what the Council said now—he was Alorin’s Second Vestal.   
 
    By Cephrael’s Great Book! 
 
    The very idea of it both thrilled and terrified him. Could he really live up to Dagmar Ranneskjöld’s legacy? Could he actually fill those boots? Could he do what needed to be done? 
 
    He knew well enough what the others saw in him—Björn, Dagmar, Isabel. They saw his talent as he plus-crossed nodes and dredged ley lines through the aether. They saw the way his brothers of the strand had rallied to his name. They knew his potential better than he did. 
 
    But they couldn’t see the shadows of guilt that still haunted him at times, especially when he looked at Isabel and realized with a cold shiver that he and the other Companions had been trying to kill her…that if not for Arion’s intervention, she might’ve died, and then where would they all have been?   
 
    But Isabel and Björn had forgiven him for his part in the Companions’ attempted coup. Why couldn’t he forgive himself? 
 
    Sometimes he recalled his days of alcohol-induced oblivion with a sort of nostalgia. He’d sacrificed decades of memory to a drunken haze.  
 
    In retrospect, those years had been harder for not knowing what was to come…for always wondering what would happen when the First Lord finally Called him, waking every day to the fear that this day would be the day, perhaps his last day. Centuries of hiding what he’d done, truthbound against admitting it to anyone, isolated from honor, forced to live only with regret—the surest punishment. The First Lord had known what he was doing when he’d bound them thusly. 
 
    That was part of it, to be sure. You didn’t spend hundreds of years excoriating yourself daily and just get over the habit within a few revolutions of the sun. But he was trying. 
 
    Looking back now, Franco saw that when the Shade had come for him in Calgaryn, that had been the last day of his life…at least, the finale to the dissipated, disastrous, disconsolate life he’d been leading; the life of an Espial more keen to squander his talent than develop it. 
 
    Well, the First Lord had certainly taken care of that for him, hadn’t he? 
 
    The strand is yours now, Franco. Protect it. 
 
    Franco really needed a stiff drink. And a shower. He might take the drink with him into the shower. 
 
    He swept his hair back from his eyes and admitted a twinge of pride at what he’d accomplished, but as he pondered the mission ahead, he couldn’t help wondering if he might yet come to regret escaping from that sea cave with Immanuel di Nostri. The Returning would be a good deal kinder than a Warlock’s binding.   
 
    Franco banged through the front doors to his townhouse and climbed the curving staircase in a rush. He’d been living in Alshiba’s mansion before everything went south. But he couldn’t conceive of going there now—she occupied his thoughts enough as it was.  
 
    He strode through his study and the attached drawing room into a large bed chamber. As he passed the four-poster pushed against the windows, he tried not to think of the many nights he’d lain in that bed envisioning Alshiba lying beside him. 
 
    She’d uncovered something in him that he’d never known he possessed. Thirteen hells—she’d unearthed his honor from beneath the silt of all that regret.   
 
    Reaching his bathing chamber, Franco stripped out of his clothes and stepped into the nacre-tiled shower. The pull of a cord brought hot water pouring down on his head. He’d never appreciated the miracle of indoor plumbing more than he did in that moment. 
 
    While the heat melted the ache from sore muscles and the water washed the grit from his flesh, making a mud bath out of the water pooling at his feet, Franco heard again the First Lord’s parting words, his answer to Franco’s question: 
 
    ‘What does it mean to win the game when our game encompasses thousands of worlds, millions of souls? We cannot think of it in ultimate terms of winning or losing, Franco. That’s too shallow a view. Instead we must align our intentions around the game’s purpose: to restore Balance. Now, if winning the game accomplishes that, we all win. If we lose the game but promote the restoration of the Balance, we still win.  
 
    ‘You and I don’t have to survive this game, but we simply cannot fall short of that goal.’ 
 
    Save a thousand worlds. That’s all he was tasked with. No pressure. 
 
    Franco laid his head against the tile and let the hot water pound down across his shoulders. He would’ve liked to have had Alshiba pinned naked between him and that wall. The idea of her in Mir Arkadhi’s hands… 
 
    Shade and darkness. One minute he was lamenting having to save the world, the next fantasizing about his new superior, then worrying some other man had already laid claim to her. His thoughts needed a bloody chaperone. 
 
    Franco pulled the cord to shut off the shower and stood there while the flow of water died to a dribble, trying to find some equilibrium. He grabbed a towel and pressed it to his face, closing his eyes, forcing himself to get a handle on a reality too surreal for words. Then he wrapped the towel around his hips and stepped from the shower. 
 
    Where he froze. 
 
    People were in his house.  
 
    No, not people. Men. Probably armed. Very certainly with intent to harm.  
 
    He could tell from a hundred nameless perceptions as much as from the way the currents of the second strand fibrillated with warning. 
 
    Well, he hadn’t been totally idle during his lonely nights spent pining for Alshiba.  
 
    Franco reached for elae’s second strand, his native strand, and activated the webwork of leis he’d spent so many lonesome evenings tracing throughout his home. Seeing shadows on the wall in the next room, he stepped to his right and vanished.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Carian vran Lea stepped off the portal leading from the First Lord’s sa’reyth into T’khendar to be greeted by a starry sky and the luminous, dazzling lights of Niyadbakir.  
 
    And Gwynnleth, seated on a bench beneath a glowing streetlamp, sharpening one of her short swords. 
 
    A grin split Carian’s face before he could school it to the proper shape of indifference. “Hello there, birdie!” 
 
    As she looked up from her work, her expression fell somewhat shy of the ecstasy he’d hoped to see. She stood and directed an ironic smile at him. “About time you showed up.” 
 
    “I aim to please.” He looked her over with a puzzled grin. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Waiting for you, obviously. Why else would I be out here in the middle of the night?” 
 
    “Preparing for ritual sacrifice?” 
 
    “Don’t tempt me. Lady Isabel told me I wasn’t allowed to harm you under any circumstances.” 
 
    “Any circumstances?” He looked her up and down suggestively. “Was she really that specific?” 
 
    Gwynnleth held up her sword. “See this weapon? See how I’m putting in into its sheath?” She proceeded to do so. 
 
    Carian grinned. “I can think of something else I’d like to see you sheathe, chickadee.” 
 
    She leveled him a steely gaze. “And you wonder why she gave me an order not to harm you.” 
 
    “Oh no, sweet skylark, I don’t wonder.”  
 
    Gwynnleth grabbed up a knapsack sitting at her feet and slung it over one shoulder. “Move along, then. Let’s be about it.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Finding Franco Rohre.”   
 
    Carian drew back slightly. “How’d you know I came here for Rohre?” 
 
    Gwynnleth gave him flat look. “Lady Isabel, remember? I haven’t been sitting here since moonrise for my health.” She prodded him off down a path that ran adjacent to the hillside. “Rohre is in Illume Belliel. You’ll have to take us across the Sylus node.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the one he cross-plussed? Wait—” Carian really stared at her as her words finally sank in. “Us?” 
 
    “Lady Isabel thinks you might need me.” 
 
    Carian made a mental note to thank the Lady Isabel with a gargantuan gift, like a blood sacrifice made of Niko van Amstel’s still beating heart, or perhaps his first-born child. He tossed Gwynnleth a meaningful grin. “Oh, I need you all right, my lusty lovebird.”  
 
    From the way Gwynnleth’s hands started twitching at her sides, they were clearly itching to close around his throat already, which pleased Carian immensely. Ruffling Birdie’s feathers was one of his favorite pastimes.  
 
    She exhaled a measured breath. “This is going to be harder than I thought.” 
 
    “Speaking of hard—” 
 
    “Stop.” She swung close and pressed her fingers to his lips. “Stop talking.” 
 
    Then she turned and strode on. They continued in silence then, with the avieth taking purposeful strides and Carian gleefully admiring her ass. 
 
    But that would last only for a minute or five, for eventually he would have to prepare himself for traveling between the realms.  
 
    He’d never been to Illume Belliel. It wasn’t like anyone could just up and visit as they pleased. The welds connecting to the cityworld were regulated by gateway patterns so complex as to baffle even the greatest Nodefinders.  
 
    And supposing you did make it through those gates, there were said to be other, more destructive patterns surrounding the nodecourts themselves, which would trigger upon the presence of anyone not wearing a ring.  
 
    The Vestals could travel back and forth safely, courtesy of their oathrings, as could the Paladin Knights, via patterns embedded in their armor. Everyone else would meet a swift end.  
 
    Carian had done a lot of foolhardy things in his life—including carting himself off to T’khendar in an attempt to rescue the Great Master, which had gained him naught but a run-in with Björn’s zanthyr and a truthbinding he still couldn’t get rid of—but he’d never been so fool as to invite himself to Illume Belliel. 
 
    The Sylus node, though…according to Dagmar, Björn himself had dredged that ley line, which ran between Alorin’s estate in the cityworld and T’khendar. It wasn’t on any map. You couldn’t even find it on the world grid. The only way to find it was to already know where it was. 
 
    To this end, Dagmar had taken Carian onto T’khendar’s Pattern and shown him the channel—shown off to him, he should say, Franco’s outstanding work in plus-crossing it. Now Carian wondered if the Great Master had shown him the portal for more than one reason.  
 
    They were nearing the portal now, which stood in the middle of a field overlooking the city. To his Adept eye, the node appeared a glimmering sylph beckoning to a lover.  
 
    Carian hitched up his britches. “Aren’t there supposed to be Warlocks where we’re going?” He recalled Dagmar mentioning something about them the last time they spoke in Dreamscape. 
 
    “That’s the popular theory.” Gwynnleth’s tawny eyes spied him sidelong. “Worried?” 
 
    “Nah. No reason to fear, chickadee. I’ll protect you.” 
 
    She gave him a withering look. “Lady Isabel says Alorin’s estate will be safe. The First Lord took precautions.” 
 
    Carian grunted. “Of course he did. And that’s one more for the list.” 
 
    “One more what?” 
 
    Carian aimed a sidelong grin at her. “Fynnlar’s got a running wager with the drachwyr Balaji that he can find something the First Lord didn’t foresee.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m intrigued. What happens when Fynn loses the bet?” 
 
    “He becomes indentured to Balaji as his official wine taster for an unspecified length of time.” 
 
    Gwynnleth arched both brows. 
 
    “Yeah,” Carian grinned, “Fynnlar considers it a can’t-lose scenario.” He stopped them before the node. “We’re here, birdie.” He offered her his hand. 
 
    Gwynnleth gave him a you’d-better-not-try-anything look and closed her fingers around his. 
 
    Carian entwined their fingers like lovers and flashed a grin. “Safer this way.” Then he pulled her onto the node before she could punch him. 
 
    A heady rush of worlds later, they stepped out into the dewy gardens of Illume Belliel beneath a dawn sky. Gwynnleth slipped her hand free of Carian’s, but he noticed that she hadn’t done it frostily, or with her usual, aggressive I-dare-you-to-test-my-patience-and-see-what-happens vibe. She was definitely into him. 
 
    The Avieth looked around and spotted a residence beyond a line of trees. “That’ll be Franco’s place over there. Let’s go.” She started that way, taking long strides. 
 
    Carian eyed her curiously as he followed. “How do you know your way around, birdie?”  
 
    “Lady Isabel.” She turned him a bewildered glare. “Is there some aspect of she sees the future that you just can’t get through that thick skull of yours?” 
 
    “If she really saw the future, she’d have warned me not to harm you,” Carian muttered. 
 
    Gwynnleth snorted. It sounded suspiciously like, As if. “So…there are things you need to know.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    She angled him a frown. “Like the drachwyr were all cast forward in time—that is, except your lady love.” 
 
    “Mithaiya’s not my lady love anymore, and Belloth suck me sideways, Gwynnleth—” he grabbed her arm to stop her walking, “you didn’t think of maybe leading with that information?”  
 
    She twisted her arm free. “I wanted to get us here first—remove all temptation to leave you to your own well-deserved fate. Now I have to help you, or the gods know how long I’ll be stranded here.” 
 
    Carian shoved hands onto his hips. “So I’m just your bloody insurance policy?” 
 
    “Exactly,” she said with icy sweetness, then started off again. “Hurry up, Islander. Something feels off here.” 
 
    You mean other than the way your head works?” he muttered, hitching up his britches. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Franco stepped off the leis in his study behind two men who were creeping towards his drawing room. He sensed others farther ahead, possibly already in his bedchamber. Unfortunately, most of his weapons were in the bedchamber, too.   
 
    One of the two men moved on into the next room, but the man closest to Franco must’ve sensed him, for he turned suddenly and whipped a knife at him. 
 
    Franco dodged the dagger and pulled off his towel for lack of another handy defensive weapon.  
 
    As the intruder thrust at him again, Franco trapped the other’s wrist in the towel and wrenched up on the man’s arm while using the knot of the towel to bend his hand painfully until he dropped the dagger. Then Franco elbowed him on the back of his neck, spun and slung the towel around his throat, and yanked him backwards off his feet. The intruder landed on his neck and shoulders with a satisfying crunch and lay still. 
 
    Franco loosed his towel from the downed man, stepped onto his leis-web, and vanished again. 
 
    He reappeared behind one of the men in his drawing room. He slung the towel around the man’s neck and caught the towel’s other end to pull it tight, conveniently choking off the intruder’s scream. Then he spun and slammed a fist into the man’s jaw. He went down without a whimper. 
 
    Another intruder came at him. Franco made a bar of the towel between both his hands and shoved it beneath the intruder’s chin. This forced the man’s head back while Franco simultaneously kneed him in the groin.  
 
    The intruder sort of whiplashed and then doubled over with a groan. Franco wrapped the towel fast around his throat, twisted beneath it, whipped the man around and forward and kicked him headlong into a bookcase. The intruder hit head-first and crumpled. 
 
    “Criim, he’s naked,” another man exclaimed from across the room. 
 
    His heart beating fast, Franco again loosed his towel, stepped onto a leis and vanished. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gwynnleth of Elvior followed the pirate Carian vran Lea towards Franco Rohre’s townhouse, wondering what the hell she was doing. 
 
    Following your heart, her alter-ego suggested, that persona she’d contrived to contain all of the softer parts of her soul, the ones that just got in the way of things that had to be done…the ones that made her messy. 
 
    Following her heart? Like hell she was. 
 
    She was doing what had to be done! 
 
    Definitely…probably… 
 
    She hoped. 
 
    Isabel hadn’t actually told her to go with Carian when she’d visited Gwynnleth’s dreams. Gwynnleth hadn’t even been sure the dream was real at first, though she granted it had felt more real than her actual life of late. She’d gone to wait by the portal out of respect for the possibility that the Lady Isabel had really come to her, but she had been pretty sure Carian wasn’t going to show. 
 
    Until he had, proving the dream unfortunately true. 
 
    The problem was…if one part of the dream was true, did that make all of it true?  
 
    Gwynnleth wasn’t the type to take things on faith. She believed what she saw. She was all about the empirical. By the sky fathers—empirical was her damned middle name.  
 
    Not that Isabel had asked her to have faith. She hadn’t asked for anything. She hadn’t even asked Gwynnleth to go with the bloody Islander. She’d just told her some things and suggested she might think on them. 
 
    So what the hell was she doing in Illume Belliel? 
 
    Following your heart. 
 
    Gwynnleth cast a steely stare at the Islander’s back. 
 
    Damn it all—instinct. That’s what she was doing there. She was following her instincts, and her instincts were telling her this fool pirate was going to need her help. 
 
    They found the door of Franco’s townhouse ajar and let themselves in behind whoever had gotten there first. Bloody Franco Rohre. He couldn’t have been in Illume Belliel for more than an hour and he’d already gotten himself into the stew.  
 
    Gwynnleth rolled her eyes. Nodefinders! 
 
    She exchanged a look with Carian and they moved deeper inside. The pirate drew his cutlass and Gwynnleth one of her short swords, and they passed quietly across the foyer. Then they heard a thud from above. Whereupon they headed upstairs as fast as silence would allow. 
 
    The first man Gwynnleth saw was lying unconscious on the study floor. Two more had been laid flat in a drawing room, and at least one of the latter looked like he wouldn’t be getting up again.  
 
    Gwynnleth was starting to think maybe Franco Rohre could take care of himself. 
 
    The study opened onto a bedchamber, where a battle was underway. 
 
    Actually, battle might’ve been too generous a word.   
 
    Franco Rohre was flicking in and out of existence around four intruders. The bedchamber was large but felt crowded, what with the men spinning and jumping about, wildly swinging their swords, obviously trying to predict where the Espial would show up next. 
 
    “Criim, he’s naked!” one of them shouted.  
 
    “No one said he would be naked,” a second complained. 
 
    “Why is he naked?” another protested. 
 
    Carian pulled up short in the archway just as Franco popped in behind one of the men and broke his neck with a towel.  
 
    The pirate turned a bug-eyed look to Gwynnleth. “Was that…is he—” 
 
    “It appears so.” Gwynnleth’s lips formed an admiring smirk. 
 
    A very nude and slightly damp Franco Rohre vanished and reappeared in front of one of the three remaining men, who cursed and swung his sword at him. Franco stepped into his guard and wrapped his towel around the man’s sword arm. A twist of his body, and subsequently the towel, and he had the man’s arm pinned like a pretzel and the towel cinched around his throat.  
 
    Franco twisted again and whipped the man across his own body to fly into a chest of drawers. He ripped his towel free of the now unconscious man, then jumped to his left and vanished—just as another attacker was charging at him. 
 
    Franco reappeared in front of a third man. He flung one end of his towel and it caught around the man’s neck. Then he yanked down while his knee was flying up. His knee hit below the man’s jaw, and the intruder collapsed. 
 
    The last man came at Franco again. Franco pulled the towel taut as a bar and shoved the attacker’s arms up. Then he ducked and twisted the towel around the man’s leg and hauled up on it. The intruder stumbled, whereupon Franco kicked him beneath his chin, sending him sprawling.  
 
    Before the man could recover, Franco was on his chest with a knee in his sternum, the towel trapping one arm and his bare foot pinning another—Gwynnleth hadn’t even followed all the motions involved. Franco relieved the intruder of his dagger. 
 
    “His nuts are in my face!” the man wailed. He squeezed shut his eyes and turned his head away from the intimate view Franco was offering him. “Get him off! Get him off!”  
 
    Franco pressed the dagger to the intruder’s throat. “Who sent you? Niko van Amstel? Mir Arkhadi?” 
 
    “It’s just a job, man!” The intruder answered with a tortured wince, still trying to look away.  
 
    Franco punched him with a hard right cross and he went out like a light. 
 
    Whereupon the Espial turned his head to espy Gwynnleth and the pirate, each of them leaning a shoulder against opposite sides of the archway.  
 
    The Espial’s focused expression darkened with obvious vexation. “You might’ve helped, Carian.” 
 
    The islander grinned. “Looked to me like you had things well in hand, Admiral. Love what you’ve done with the place, by the way—this webwork is masterful.” 
 
    “Impressive.” Gwynnleth gave Franco a meaningful smile, and by her tone she clearly didn’t just mean to compliment his fighting. 
 
    Carian turned her a black look. “You’ve seen me take down easily as many blokes.”  
 
    “Not naked.” 
 
    “If that’s all it takes, birdie—” 
 
    Franco straightened. “I’m sorry, who are you?” He stepped off the unconscious man and wrapped the towel back around his hips.  
 
    The islander was still looking peevish, while Franco Rohre had that just-out-of-the-shower-slayer-of-seven-men gleam going full tilt, which Gwynnleth found very sexy.  
 
    Carian tore his gaze away from Gwynnleth to answer, “This is Gwynnleth. She’s the avieth I told you about.” 
 
    Franco studied her briefly. “You were in T’khendar. You came across the node with Carian and the Vestal?” 
 
    “I’m flattered that you remember.” 
 
    Carian glared at her again. Then he looked back to Franco. “So, uh…Admiral?” He waggled a finger at Franco’s hand. “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    Gwynnleth followed the islander’s gaze to see a Vestal ring on Franco’s middle finger.  
 
    “Yes.” Franco turned and started stepping over the unconscious men cluttering his floor. “Mayhap you could make yourself useful, Carian, and bind these men while I find some clothes. Then we can talk about what you’re doing in Illume Belliel.” 
 
    Carian smirked. “Ho-ho, being the boss-man already!”  
 
    Franco angled him a pointed stare.  
 
    To which the pirate threw up both hands and grinned even wider. “Don’t get me wrong. I like it, Admiral. Command suits you.” 
 
    Franco puffed a frustrated exhale. “Carian, I’d like to dress. Would you mind excusing yourself and maybe take your friend with you? The last thing I need is the Third Vestal accusing me of exposing myself to his niece.” 
 
    “That’s not what he would read from my thoughts,” Gwynnleth said with a little smile. 
 
    Carian glared at her. Then he dragged her out of the archway to see to the men in the other rooms. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Carian and Gwynnleth used the intruders’ boot laces to bind the ones who were still alive. They were dragging two of the felled men into a corner when Carian dropped his charge ungently and grumbled, “You don’t have to be so obvious about it.” 
 
    Gwynnleth hauled her man up beside Carian’s, released him to thump back against the wall, and leveled him a stare. “Obvious about what?” 
 
    “Being all goggle-eyed at Rohre.” 
 
    She looked him up and down with that infuriatingly superior smile she liked to give him. “What happened to your loins equating to a god in every woman’s universe?” 
 
    “A truth,” he pointed a finger at her, “and you shouldn’t forget it.” 
 
    “My universe doesn’t revolve around a man’s loins.” 
 
    “Sure looked like there were some revolutions going back there when you couldn’t take your eyes off Rohre’s privateers.” 
 
    Gwynnleth chuckled. “You’re one to talk. If I had a silver for every time I had to watch you go all moon-eyed about Mithaiya…” 
 
    Carian sucked on a tooth. The Avieth had a point. 
 
    “You know what? You should go after Rohre.” He turned and headed towards the bedchamber and the remaining unconscious men. “He’s the Second Vestal now. You’d make an excellent house-pet for him. Sing on a perch. Do his laundry. Slay the occasional intruder.” 
 
    Gwynnleth walked up close and pushed her face nearly nose to nose with his. She murmured in a silken voice, “You know you want me singing on your perch.” 
 
    Carian held her gaze, though her breath was warm on his lips and he could practically feel the heat from her body against his own. “Not when you’re all eyes for Rohre,” he complained. 
 
    She took a step back from him, wearing a smug little smile. “Hmm…this scenario seems so familiar somehow.” She tossed him a superior look and waltzed into Rohre’s bedchamber. 
 
    Carian’s hands itched to close around her throat. Oh, how sublime it would be to actually put the Avieth where she belonged—disarmed and stretched out lithe and naked beneath him.  
 
    But there were men to question, and he didn’t fancy the Admiral’s sloppy seconds, so he would play the cool cucumber until the Avieth figured out that she wanted him as badly as he wanted her. 
 
    Wait, that didn’t come out the way he’d intended it to. 
 
    Carian shoved fists to his sides, set his glare to you-don’t-know-what-you’re-missing-birdie, and followed Gwynnleth out of the room. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Forty-four 
 
      
 
    “The tapestry won’t support another disgruntled godling.  
 
    Let him find a different world.” 
 
      
 
    –Baelfeir, Lord of All Warlocks, 
 
    on Shailabhanáchtran 
 
      
 
    Shailabanáchtran stood studying an inert and unblinking Keil van Olmsted while ruminating on all of the gruesome ways he’d like to make Ean val Lorian suffer. Even while so many of his games were heading into their final quarter with a consequential lead on the opposition, his most important endeavor had struck a thorny snare. 
 
    The upstart prince had taken a journal he’d spent decades searching for and had only recently acquired, a pivotal work naming the location of the sacred Shaido Archives, that hidden repository belonging to the Quorum of the Sixth Truth. 
 
    Centuries of searching had culminated in the discovery of this journal, and Arion Tavestra’s impudent reincarnation had purloined it right before his eyes. Shail’s fury over this indignity sent jagged waves rippling through the currents. 
 
    How dare Tavestra— 
 
    No. Shail took a deep breath. He was too angry. He had to calm himself. Tavestra was an enemy long vanquished, and his latest iteration, Ean val Lorian, had no hope of becoming the opponent Tavestra had proven to be.  
 
    Yet…just the idea of the val Lorian boy finding Shail’s own private domain—much less entering it—made him rigid with rage. 
 
    This had to be Pelas’s doing.  
 
    How else had Ean val Lorian escaped from Shadow if not through Pelas’s hand? Who else could have been standing on the other side of the portal to Shadow, enabling Ean’s escape from Shail’s private study? 
 
    Pelas had made it very clear that his only game was stopping Shail. But his brother had no idea what he’d be doing by interfering with this work—what curse he’d be incurring upon the four of them if he succeeded in blocking Shail’s research! There might be no more important question in all of the cosmos than who created the tear.  
 
    Pelas didn’t understand. They had to discover the entity behind this!  
 
    Imagining himself the unknowing patsy of some other immortal had kept Shail tossing and turning through the centuries. This unanswered question had driven his quest while Pelas had been playing with brushes and colored mud and falling foolishly in love with mortals.  
 
    Now, after all of the excoriating trials, all of his unrelenting research, thousands of hours of sweating in half-destroyed temples, of tearing out his hair over infuriatingly missing clues, he was within moments—relative seconds—of the answer, and Pelas reappeared to stand in his path! 
 
    Shail could barely breathe through the suffocating affront of it. He had to get to the Shaido Archives first. 
 
    To that end, what was keeping Jaro?  
 
    At times, Shail suspected the Vestian Adept kept him waiting just to see if he could rouse his ire. He didn’t think the man would appreciate seeing him truly angry, but then, Jaro was a Sorceresy-trained Adept. Who knew what path he actually walked? Jaro went out of his way to conceal the nature of his path while presenting a myriad of false ones. Shail could appreciate that kind of intelligent subterfuge. 
 
    But Jaro still wasn’t there and Shail couldn’t delay forever. Hundreds had gathered and were waiting to hear Keil van Olmsted’s secret address. 
 
    Tall, narrow windows lit the chamber where Keil stood, caught out of time, waiting for Shail to overtake his consciousness. The view looked out on the roof of a refectory, gardens in dire need of a manicure, and tall, moss-eaten walls glimpsed between the trunks of ancient elms. This seminary was one of many donated estates in Faroqhar that Shail, wearing his puppet’s persona, had secured for his charitable work. 
 
    The crowd gathering in the seminary’s grand hall were the devoted followers of a growing underground movement—misguided na’turna drawn to Keil’s shores by resentment, perceived entitlement and a failure to make themselves matter. These bereft and bedraggled souls had been driven by the subconscious fear of their innate inadequacy to seek out some way to prove their inconsequential lives had worth. 
 
    By Chaos born, these useless souls seeking their place in the broader context of the cosmos were utterly pathetic. 
 
    But very useful to his aims.  
 
    How far would his plans have progressed, after all, without the absurd fears of mortals to manipulate and capitalize upon?   
 
    “What did you do to him?” 
 
    Shail caught his surprise at the address and turned with an icy stare to greet Jaro. “You’re late.” 
 
    The Vestian was leaning against the far wall, arms crossed, dressed in his usual weirwarden’s gear and looking more assassin than Nodefinder with his belt of daggers and elbow-length gauntlets strapped tight around his forearms.  
 
    He looked Shail’s puppet up and down with one dark eyebrow notched in ironic humor. “What’d this guy do to piss you off? Pour your tea incorrectly?” 
 
    “You appear out of breath.” 
 
    Jaro pushed off the wall. “I just ran a glissando from the far side of the world to get here, Isahl. That’s twelve harmonic arches.”  
 
    Shail nodded towards a decanter of bourbon sitting on an ebony cabinet. “Help yourself to a drink.” His gaze sliced over Jaro. “Or perhaps you’d prefer a medal.” 
 
    Jaro flashed a smile, very white against his abundant raven beard. “Bourbon will do.”  
 
    Shail watched the Adept irascibly as he helped himself to the spirit. “Have you found the Shaido temple?” 
 
    “No.” Jaro turned, sipping his drink. “But I’ve found a way to get to it. I have to wait for a window—a few days at most. The nodes aren’t easily accessible.”  
 
    “Well, make it fast. We’re no longer alone in hunting the Quorum’s archives.” 
 
    Jaro swirled the bourbon in his glass and grinned. “Competition. Splendid.” 
 
    “Don’t take this lightly, Jaro. If the others arrive first, there will be consequences.” Shail’s smoldering gaze said, You don’t know the half of what I can do, and my displeasure will be great. 
 
    Jaro arched a cocky brow. “Is that a threat, Isahl?” His tone implied he found the prospect thrilling, while his grey eyes said with a taunting gleam, You don’t know the half of what I can do, either. 
 
    Shail forced back a retort. It wasn’t Jaro but Pelas who had his fury so frayed that it constantly sparked and sputtered.  
 
    Jaro wandered over to the windows, sipping his bourbon. “I’ve never been to Faroqhar. Maybe I’ll stick around while I’m waiting for that window, tour the Sacred City, take in the sights.” His gaze danced with dark mirth. “I hear there’s a new popular public attraction in the Piazza dei Elura.” 
 
    Shail breathed deeply of the thin air of patience. “Vestian Adepts aren’t too popular in the Sacred City at present.”    
 
    “You know, I heard that.” Jaro wandered back over to refill his glass. “But I don’t walk mor’alir.” 
 
     “I somehow doubt the Order of the Glass Sword’s operatives will make that distinction.” 
 
    Jaro’s lips spread in a derisive smile. “I’ll take my chances. That is, unless you want to show me around yourself, Isahl? I’ll bet you know all the best attractions.” 
 
    Darkness roiled in Shail’s gaze. The places I would show you, I guarantee you would not enjoy. “As much as the prospect intrigues me, Jaro, I have important matters to attend to.” 
 
    Jaro looked the frozen Keil up and down again, smirking. “Evidently.” He waggled a finger at Keil. “Is he merely decorative or—” 
 
    “Is there something else you needed?” Shail hissed. 
 
    Jaro grinned. “Nah, I’ll leave you two to your private time together.” He motioned to the decanter. “You don’t mind if I take the bour—” 
 
    “Get out.” 
 
    A grinning Jaro saluted him and vanished down through the floor.   
 
    Shail warded the room.  
 
    Then he seated himself in an armchair and moved his consciousness into Keil’s mind. He opened his puppet’s eyes, felt the weight of his vestments dragging at his shoulders, slightly too-tight shoes… 
 
    And elae surging into him. 
 
    He’d seen no choice, really, after that visit from…whoever had been masquerading as the Quai player and his lover. If he’d had access to elae at the time, they wouldn’t have been capable of fooling him. Too many of his games had reached critical junctures. He couldn’t afford to be caught unawares.  
 
    The downside of having awoken his puppet to the lifeforce was that Keil would have access to it forevermore. He could become a wielder himself, though Shail doubted he would let the man live long enough to do so.  
 
    The upside was that Shail could now wield elae through Keil’s body. Alone in his own mind, the man had no training, no idea how to use the power, but when Shail held dominion over him, he would be able to do miraculous things. 
 
    Wearing Keil’s body, Shail swept from the room and down the dim corridor towards the waiting assembly. They would be the first to witness the miracle, proof that his infamous pattern would in fact waken elae in a man—providing he possessed the dormant gift.  
 
    Mind, it wouldn’t do anything of the sort.  
 
    As the Empress had so irritatingly pointed out to him while he wore Senator Schiavone’s face, while it was a fact that a na’turna Palmer could now suddenly work elae—Keil being just the latest of them to do so—this fact in no way proved that the pattern in question had engendered this change.  
 
    But the fools waiting in the hall wouldn’t care. Like most of humanity, they would see only what they wanted to see and ignore everything that cast a shadow across their chosen rose-colored reality.  
 
    Indeed, they would keep ignoring any signs that darkened those skies with warning, all the while they were walking themselves to their doom. They all just made it so easy. 
 
    Shail turned down another corridor towards the great hall, even as he turned a corner in his mind, once more towards those proverbial thorns in his side.  
 
    Once Jaro had procured what Shail needed from the Quorum’s archives, nothing Ean val Lorian could do would matter. The only outstanding thorns then would be Björn van Gelderan…and Baelfeir. 
 
     Baelfeir, with his pompous illusions and holier-than-thou pedantry—the tapestry this, the tapestry that....  
 
    Pshaw! What elevated craft lay in twisting a man’s thoughts to wring the natural shape out of them? A washwoman did the same with her homespun. This did not make her an artist. 
 
    A thousand realms to choose from, Shail fumed, and the distempered cur chose Alorin for reasons unfathomable.  
 
    Björn he could handle. Baelfeir was going to be a problem. 
 
    Well…Shail would show him how to make new designs in his precious tapestry. He would see a chaos unfolding the likes of which this realm had never known. 
 
    Still trailing the fumes of his acrimony, Shail-as-Keil wound his way through the back rooms and antechamber of the great hall and emerged onto the dais just as the sun was angling its long rays through the windows behind him.  
 
    The hum of conversation instantly lulled to a hush. 
 
    Glowing in the angled sunlight—and perhaps with a little help from the fifth—Shail raised Keil’s arms and strode to the front of the dais, where hundreds of faces were upturned to him. 
 
    “My friends,” he said, letting the fifth carry Keil’s soft voice directly to every ear, “you see before you a miracle…” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Forty-five 
 
      
 
    “Their aspect is known throughout the realms,  
 
    but only the greatest of them bound himself to the angiel.” 
 
      
 
    – Excerpted from Genesis Legends, Tales from the Before 
 
      
 
    Gadovan Mandoril hunched his shoulders against the wind and pressed harder on the edges of the canvas map spread out before him to hold it flat. At eye level, suspended before a rugged landscape of red rock canyon, Alorin’s world grid glowed a pale silver-blue, the illusion woken by the flow of elae he was sending into the canvas. 
 
    The wind whirled on past Gadovan and around sky-scraping clay spires two or three times as tall as the oldest trees. They’d been carved to resemble ornate columns and formed a promenade that led to the exact proscenium where Gadovan was standing. 
 
    “It ought to be here,” Jude said for the umpteenth time. He yawned wide enough to show his tonsils and then looked around dispiritedly. 
 
    “We know, Jude.” Mat was stretched out on a ledge bordering a precipitous drop to the next level down in the canyon floor. “Why do you think the lad is investigating on the grid?” 
 
    “Yeah, but why aren’t we investigating on the grid?” Jude asked. 
 
    “Because this world isn’t intrinsic to us,” Gadovan murmured. “It will always feel slightly alien. Besides, Tanis doesn’t need our help to find a weld.”  
 
    Mat’s grunt said that was an understatement of magnitude. 
 
    Gadovan frowned at the illusion of the world grid hovering in front of him. Jude was right. According to the weldmap, the temple and the weld it harbored should have been right where they were standing. Even the canyon itself seemed oriented around that position, a grand earthen theater aligned to the stage of their plateau. 
 
    Gadovan scrubbed at his jaw. The wide silver band he wore on his thumb caught the light, dragging his eyes to the ring as well as its twin, worn on his other thumb.  
 
    Patterns adorned the bands, which fit exactly between the knuckles of his thumbs. If he brought his thumbs together just so, the armor of the Paladin Knights would flash into being, formed of all of the strands of elae.  
 
    The armor’s structure resembled the walls of a celantia—impenetrable, invisible when necessary, responsive to their thoughts and capable of withstanding all but the most devastating patterns. Gadovan fervently hoped they wouldn’t need to wear it. 
 
    Mat grunted his agreement, catching the thought.   
 
    Gadovan touched a ley line on the illusion of the world grid, and the network of crisscrossing lines shifted and reformed to magnify the section of his interest. Of course, in lifting his hand, the physical weldmap blew up off the table, obscuring the illusion.  
 
    Gadovan sighed. “Jude, make yourself useful and hold this down for me.” 
 
    Jude pushed off the spire he’d been leaning against and dropped to his knees beside the rock where Gadovan had the weldmap spread out. He slapped a palm onto the canvas to hold it down. Then his eyes widened. “Criim, Gad,” he whispered with awe, “this is the map.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that, Jude.” 
 
    “We’re all aware of that, Jude,” Mat grumbled beneath the arm thrown over his eyes, “or did you forget our truthbinding already?” 
 
    Jude turned Mat a dreamy look. “I’m not likely to forget that any time soon. The Lady Isabel’s hands on my head, her mind all enmeshed with mine—” 
 
    “By the Time Fathers, will you stop with that already?” Mat flung an agonized glare at his cousin. “I don’t want to even think about you with her, much less see it in your thoughts! It’s like thinking about you with my sister.” He shuddered. 
 
    “Oh yeah, your sister…” Jude nodded an emphatic agreement. “You know, technically we’re only third cousins—” 
 
    “Would that the Lady Isabel might’ve found a way to shield the rest of us from your fantasies, Jude,” Gadovan muttered. 
 
    “Hey, I’m a man with needs, and they’re not being aided by untold weeks spent in a desert on an isolated world no one can get to.” Jude grinned skeptically at Gadovan while the wind blew his auburn curls into his eyes. “You’re telling me you haven’t thought about the Lady Isabel that way?”  
 
    With his voicing of that way, Jude flashed on all of the ways he’d thought about the Lady Isabel. 
 
    “Unholy Criim and all his demons.” Mat turned a wince into the crook of his arm. “Poor Tanis probably saw all of your thoughts about his mom just now, Jude. What if he was between ley lines? You might’ve just jolted him right off the Pattern of the World.”  
 
    “I’m fairly certain Tanis has seen worse.” Pelas came and studied the weldmap over Gadovan’s shoulder. Gadovan had almost forgotten the Malorin’athgul was with them, he’d been so silent these last few hours. 
 
    Pelas pointed to a section of the globe. “Can you focus in on that reticulation?” 
 
    Gadovan touched the node point Pelas was indicating, and the globe shifted again. Ley lines rearranged as their view of the grid focused on a single star in the matrix of nodes and welds, making the section large before their eyes.  
 
    Heavy lines of energy—the lines between nodes—connected the star to other similarly weighted points in the grid; while a multitude of thinner, nearly translucent lines—the leis—formed a finer webwork between each.  
 
    Pelas motioned to one of the smaller sections of webbing. “Tanis is somewhere about there right now, but he’s on his way back to us.” 
 
    Gadovan shook his head. “This is the node behind us,” and he pointed to a star that sat very close to a larger one, as a planet closest to its sun. “I don’t understand. The weld should be right there.”  
 
    “If it was here I would feel its energy.” Pelas crossed his arms and frowned slightly. “I’ve cast as far down as the planet’s mantle. There is no weld in this region.” 
 
    Occasionally Pelas would say things that made all the hair stand up on the back of Gadovan’s neck.  
 
    “…Riiiiight.” Jude tugged uncomfortably at one ear. “So, what happened to the weld, then?” 
 
    “My best guess is it moved.” 
 
    Jude snorted. “Just up and wandered off, eh?”  
 
    Pelas eyed him coolly. “Something like that.” 
 
    Gadovan thought he understood. “There was a cataclysm that shook this world. You think it shifted the magnetic grid itself?”  
 
    “It would follow. The welds we’re dealing with were all magnetically bound to each other so that Quorum members could travel easily between their temples. Whatever force caused the cataclysm may have pulled the entire chain of welds out of alignment with the rest of the grid.” 
 
    Mat sat up to look at him. “But isn’t that supposed to have happened, like, millennia ago?” 
 
    “Yes,” Pelas said. 
 
    “But Dagmar’s map doesn’t show the current location of the weld?” Mat exchanged a wide-eyed stare with Gadovan. “How old is that map?”  
 
    Pelas arched brows to acknowledge his point. “The question I’ve been wondering is, who made it to begin with?” 
 
    “Every known weld on every known world,” Mat said with large eyes.  
 
    “And the only map in existence that shows the welds that once linked to Shadow,” Gadovan added.    
 
    Jude looked at the map beneath his hand like it was something godlike and sacred. “It’s got to be one of the oldest magical relics in the realms. No wonder everyone wants it so badly. Eltanin would probably ransom an entire planet for it.” 
 
    Pelas gave a lengthy sigh. “Knowing the importance of our task, I’m not sure you can put any price on it.” 
 
    “The price of a thousand worlds,” Gadovan said quietly 
 
    Pelas nodded to him. “Just so.” 
 
    A forceful exhale from behind them drew everyone’s gaze to find Tanis stepping off the node.  
 
    The lad was dressed as they were: in traveling leathers of muted hues, with his cloak rolled up. He had a long case strapped diagonally across his back, a Merdanti blade at his hip, and more daggers hidden than displayed. Gadovan just hoped the lad knew how to use all of those weapons. 
 
    Mind, he was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. Tanis had the height and frame needed to hold his own in a dance of swords, and he must’ve received decent training as the Lady Isabel’s son. He’d certainly been trained well in his Adept craft.  
 
    By the Time Fathers—Tanis was a natural, a prodigy even! The lad could run circles around them on the grid, and he was barely ten and seven. 
 
    “Well, it’s definitely moved,” Tanis said as he walked over. He pushed a hand through his ash-blond hair and frowned. “I think we’re going to have to come at this from the earlier weld point, travel downstream on the current and jump off onto the tributary that the weld is hung up in now.” He glanced around at the others and clarified, “It’s still anchored to the grid, but it’s like a massive ship that got flung out of the river’s current and is wedged into the mouth of a tributary. It’s upstream of us, and because the current is blocked now, we’re not going to be able to reach it from here.” 
 
    “Where, then?” Gadovan looked back to the globe glowing above the weldmap. 
 
    Tanis came over and bent to study the grid. “Well…the closest welds are here and here,” and he waggled a finger at two large stars separated by what equated to hundreds of miles. “But this one…” he looked west, as though seeing through canyon and mountains to the coastline beyond, “is probably underwater. If it’s all the same to you, sir, I’d rather try the other one.” 
 
    Pelas bent to study the grid also. “Which one again, Tanis?” 
 
    The lad pointed at the star in question. 
 
    Pelas looked northeast, and his copper gaze narrowed. “That’s going to place us in Pashmir.” 
 
    “Is that a problem?” Mat asked. 
 
    Pelas glanced at Tanis, his expression unreadable. “It doesn’t have to be. Shall we move on?” 
 
    Tanis looked to Gadovan and indicated the map. “With your permission, sir?”  
 
    “Right.” Gadovan released it and stepped back, and the globe illusion vanished. Tanis rolled up the canvas and stowed it in the leather case he kept strapped to his back.  
 
    Exhaling a lengthy sigh, Mat pushed to his feet and joined their group.  
 
    Pelas was moving them from place to place using the ley lines, a technique he’d apparently learned from a book in the Fifth Vestal’s library. Gadovan and the others were all rather round-eyed about it. 
 
    Pelas had described the process as casting a mental hook around the nearest ley line—ley lines formed the primary induction channels between nodes. Then he ‘magnetized’ to the ley line—which Gadovan compared to throwing yourself into the path of a lightning bolt—and they would move easily a hundred miles in the space of a forceful exhale. Gadovan didn’t think he would ever get used to that feeling. 
 
    They all placed a hand on each other’s arms, Gadovan braced himself, and— 
 
    Suddenly they were standing on a flat expanse of desert. To the north, a fortified city of russet stone dominated a high hill, its walls and minarets making a wavering image beneath the day’s heat. It seemed barely more than a mirage. Far beyond the city, snowcapped mountains jutted, forbidding but starkly beautiful, scraping the blue sky.  
 
    “I thought we were done with the desert.” Jude blew out a distasteful breath. “There are places on your world with trees and running water, right, Tanis?” 
 
    “Last I checked.” 
 
    “Behold, Pashmir.” Pelas was eying the city with a quiet regard, not quite respectful, nor either disdainful, but something in between. “This is as close as I dare take us to the walls.” 
 
    Gadovan murmured, “They won’t take kindly to our arrival on your magic carpet?” 
 
    Pelas turned him a look. “Adepts are not afforded the same rights in Avatar as in the west.” He started off towards the city.  
 
    “What does that mean, exactly?” Mat asked, following behind him. 
 
    Pelas glanced over his shoulder. “Just don’t tell anyone you’re an Adept. That’s what that means.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    For Tanis, saying goodbye to his mother had been tearful. He’d tried to hold his tears back, mainly because she wasn’t trying at all and he felt one of them ought to, but it hadn’t worked in the least.  
 
    He could tell she was concerned about not seeing him again, but he couldn’t tell if it was due to something she’d seen on his path or on her own. He knew she wouldn’t tell him in either case, so he’d just held her, and breathed in her scent, and remembered what it felt like to be little and sitting on her lap, which didn’t seem that long ago to him, though it had been three centuries for her. 
 
    Then, having gotten the teary part out of the way, Isabel turned all business. She started by handing him a round leather case about the length of both of his forearms, fitted with a strap for wearing across his chest.  
 
    Isabel had looked him in the eye as she was handing it to him. “This is a weldmap.” 
 
    Tanis reached to take it from her hands, but something in her manner, in her gaze or her tone, some subtle arch of brow told him it was far more than just a weldmap. As Tanis folded his hands around the leather case, he’d felt a sudden thrill go through him. “It’s Dagmar’s map, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes it is, Tanis. It might be the most priceless artifact in this universe.” She released it into his hands. “It’s one of a bonded pair.” 
 
    Tanis felt nervous just holding onto the thing. “Is it bonded to this case?” 
 
    “No, love. To your life pattern.” 
 
    His eyes flew back to hers. “Like Phaedor’s dagger?” 
 
    “Exactly like Phaedor’s dagger.” Then she added with a smile, “Although, knowing your propensity for giving away precious treasures, I’ve put a few additional precautions in place.”  
 
    She’d told him then what he needed to know about the map, and promised him that the bonding meant it would be impossible for him to lose it, which in no way alleviated his anxiety at carrying around the most priceless artifact in the universe on what amounted to a string around his chest. 
 
    Then she’d called in the Eltanese, told them what Tanis was carrying—which had resulted in all of them staring bug-eyed at him for an uncomfortable count of minutes—and then she’d truthbound all of them on the secret. 
 
    It wasn’t any sort of truthbinding Tanis had ever heard of.  
 
    He and the Eltanese could talk about the map with each other, but Tanis was the only one who could mention the map to someone else. If someone tried to question any of them on the map using the fourth strand, then the truthbinding would initiate a reverse-vector impulse, making the other person forget what they were questioning them about. 
 
    Tanis reflected that he ever stood in awe of his mother. 
 
    Raine D’Lacourte had come in just before Isabel performed the binding. Tanis hadn’t seen the Vestal since their time in Cair Rethynnea. Tanis thought he looked almost…content.  
 
    Since arriving in T’khendar, the Vestal had apparently been living and working with Cristien Tagliaferro, another truthreader who was his longtime friend and a member of the First Lord’s Council of Nine. Tanis’s mother had told him privately that reuniting with Cristien had done Raine a realm of good.  
 
    After greeting Tanis kindly and making his introductions with the Eltanese—only Gadovan had met Raine before in Illume Belliel—the Vestal had explained he was there to see the High Mage of the Citadel work her special brand of magic.  
 
    But Tanis knew his mother wanted Raine present because she couldn’t know if her power might fail her, and she needed him there to step in if anything should happen while she was laying in the truthbinding. 
 
    Then, as if that excitement wasn’t enough, as the Eltanese were saying goodbye to Dagmar, Tanis’s mother had placed two gold Sormitáge rings in his palm and closed his fingers around them. 
 
    Tanis’s eyebrows had shot skyward. 
 
    These are more than just the rings you have earned, love of my heart. They’re each a stanza segreta. She’d winked as she added, Use them well.    
 
    Then as Tanis was reeling from the fact that the High Mage of the Citadel had just made him a ringed truthreader and a ringed Nodefinder while his mother had given him an illicit Nodefinder’s coach to use for hiding all sorts of things away, they’d departed with no more fanfare than a warning to ‘stay alert.’  
 
    Now, Tanis was a world away, trudging once more through a desert towards the unknown, and feeling the two patterned gold rings, which would only ever fit his own fingers, veritably burning his skin. 
 
    Not that he wasn’t about as excited as he could be. This was the adventure of a lifetime. Only…he supposed he’d probably had his fair share of adventures of a lifetime already.               
 
    One should never put a cap on adventure, Tanis. All experience is worth having. 
 
    Tanis aimed at look at Pelas. All experience? He didn’t have to say things like being attacked by revenants and nearly having your life pattern unmade and getting locked in a tower thinking your power was lost. Pelas knew what he meant. 
 
    All experience, his bond-brother repeated with the hint of a smile, if you learn something from it. 
 
    Okay, I’m going to remember you said that. 
 
    Pelas chucked. You’re not becoming a Seer now also? 
 
    No, Tanis sighed, just a realist. 
 
    Pelas laughed out loud, drawing curious gazes from the Eltanese. He settled a warm hand on the lad’s shoulder as they walked. The day you become a realist is the day I become mortal. 
 
    As they neared the red city, Tanis saw that its flat-roofed buildings with their stark, rectangular windows were actually made of blocks of variegated colors, from pale tan to russet red, though when seen from afar, the darker became predominate.  
 
    Palm trees and other foliage softened the last mile to the walls and offered a much-needed respite from the sun. Everywhere Tanis looked, he saw argan trees studded with climbing goats. Their bleats underscored the city’s distant hum. 
 
    Pashmir spread for many miles around and across its hillside, a clearly affluent city from those parts of it revealed above its walls. An extraordinary palace crowned the city’s summit, overlooking the desert to the south and the mountains to the north.  
 
    While still far away, they could tell that gardens terraced the hillside between high walls and the palace, whose domes glinted like nacre. Further west, and lording even higher than the palace, stood a tall, crenellated fort with thick, inwardly slanted walls. It looked formidable.  
 
    They fell in with a stream of caravans and other travelers heading into the city and passed uneventfully beneath the walls. Inside, Pelas turned them to the east. 
 
    “The city is divided by its castes,” Pelas murmured as they were pushing through a knot of hawkers trying to interest them in leather goods and carpets. “Foreign Adepts are tolerated as a necessary part of commerce, but we can’t stay just anywhere, not without papers. I know a place that caters to our kind so long you have deep pockets.” 
 
    Mat asked, “Out of curiosity, do we have deep pockets?” 
 
    Jude snorted. “Does the sun rise in the east?” Then he turned to Tanis and whispered, “It does rise in the east on your world, right?” 
 
    Tanis was wondering at Pelas’s detailed knowledge of Pashmir as well as the odd confluence of emotions whispering through his bond-brother’s thoughts. “How do you know all of this?” 
 
    Pelas clasped hands behind his back and continued roaming his gaze around. “I spent some time here, long ago.” His mind went quiet, a sure sign that he was keeping details of that time from Tanis.  
 
    Tanis found the Avataren city crowded, unpleasantly hot, malodorous and altogether thrilling. Almost everyone wore desert robes or thawbs, though some of the more well-to-do merchants boasted kaftans of colorful silk, which seemed the garment of choice for the city’s more affluent citizens.  
 
    They wound their way through the maze of traders’ stalls cluttering the lower city, and headed upward along a wide and busy street where the bazaar gave way to storefronts.  
 
    Occasionally they would pass a multi-story building with balconies overlooking the road. Always the wrought-iron railings of such places were decorated by beautiful women and men dressed in expensive silks. There seemed to be a steady flow of other well-dressed people coming and going from these establishments, even in the middle of the day. 
 
    Two astonishingly beautiful men standing on a lower balcony called out invitations to Mat in multiple languages. He clearly didn’t understand them, but their expressions made it clear that language wouldn’t matter for what they had in mind. Mat was looking a bit flushed. 
 
    “I’ve never seen brothels quite like these,” he muttered.  
 
    Pelas murmured, “Only Avataren nobility are entitled to same-sex relationships.” He smiled and winked at the two men. 
 
    The prostitutes threw both hands over their hearts and swooned dramatically. One of them invited Pelas in three languages to come back and steal his heart.  
 
    Pelas looked to Mat. “So if that’s your preference, you either engage in an illicit affair or you have to pay for your pleasure. The brothels in every city are owned by the Furies—Avatar’s caste of princes—who are subject only to the Fire Kings.” 
 
    “Which means, to not much at all,” Tanis finished quickly, having caught the rest of Pelas’s thought. 
 
    Jude aimed a wistful look over his shoulder at a dark-haired beauty on a high balcony who was drawing a silk scarf suggestively across her barely-clad breasts. “Do you think—” 
 
    “No,” Mat and Gadovan growled together. 
 
    They reached a wide, central square that cut deeply into the city’s hill. Along the north side, multiple uneven stairways flowed down into the square—twisting stone waterfalls sporting colorful potted plants and countless citizens going about their day.  
 
    On the east side, artists and craftsmen of all kinds had set up their booths and stalls, while the south side hosted shops and taverns whose chairs spilled out across the plaza. Everyone appeared to be doing good business.  
 
    Tanis wouldn’t have minded stopping for something to eat—the wafting scents coming from the taverns smelled heavenly. 
 
    “They wouldn’t serve you unless you concealed your nature, Tanis,” Pelas said, catching his thought. At the lad’s curious look, he added, “Your eyes would give you away if the rings didn’t.” He looked almost apologetic as he glanced at the others, though he surely had no responsibility for the discrimination; Avatar’s prejudices traced back to long before Pelas arrived in the realm. “Our inn will be this way.” He headed off to their right. 
 
    An impressive central fountain dominated the plaza, and Tanis got a good look at it as they passed.  
 
    It was a mountainous, multi-tiered sculpture. At its apex, a red jade fire god was besting a lion carved of the same stone. Beside them, but slightly lower down, an angelic being of pure alabaster was being devoured by an obsidian beast, while alternately adoring or frightened masses looked on from the third level—they were made from a mottled red, green and brown stone that Tanis didn’t recognize. The onlookers were meanwhile being crushed beneath massing clouds of the gods, made of tumultuous steel-grey marble.  
 
    The fountain spoke with metaphor nine layers thick. There was a beauty to it, but also a darkness. It was astonishing and terrifying, captivating in a way that felt almost decadent. Tanis was drawn to it while at the same time being disturbed by it.  
 
    He looked immediately and sharply to Pelas, who gave a resigned exhale by way of acknowledging the burning question in his gaze. “The stone you don’t recognize is jasper. Large lodes of it can be found in the Agni Sagara.”   
 
    Gadovan looked to him. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because he made it.” Tanis’s voice was thick with admiration. No matter how unsettling he found the fountain, it was still an incredible work of art.   
 
    All three Eltanese really looked at Pelas then.  
 
    “Made it,” Mat said, “as in…”  
 
    “With a hammer and chisel.” Pelas was frowning at the fountain and its countless gushing, spurting, dazzling streams of water. It seemed a shocking indulgence, there in that arid place. “I did have to modify the jasper with the lifeforce to keep it from shattering, but otherwise…”  
 
    They’d passed other, much smaller fountains where children played and people sat or even washed in the basins, but everyone was giving this fountain a wide berth.  
 
    “Who commissioned it?” Tanis asked. 
 
    “The Satrap at the time. The Furie considered it his personal property—I imagine his successor does also.” 
 
    “Well, that explains why no one is bathing in it.” 
 
    Pelas sighed again. “At least it seems to have held up well.” His gaze strayed around the plaza and noted the eyes fixed interestedly upon them. They stood out easily enough in their western clothes. “We should move on.” 
 
    They continued uphill, drawing curiosity in their wake. Pelas took them down a different but equally busy road. Tanis fell in beside his bond-brother as they walked. “You know the weld is likely in that palace up there, right?” 
 
    “The idea had occurred to me.” 
 
    “Any idea how we’re going to get to it?” 
 
    Pelas aimed a look uphill, though you couldn’t see the palace from that vantage. “The palace belongs to the Khashathra-pāvan, the Satrap here, who I’ve never met. He’s a Furie, very powerful and very rich. His palace will be extremely well protected.”  
 
    “The Khashathra-pāvan of Pashmir,” Tanis mused. Why does that sound familiar?  
 
    As he tried to envision ways of getting inside the palace without drawing undue notice to themselves, Tanis reflected on the irony of their undertaking.  
 
    He traveled with one of the most powerful immortals to ever walk their realm, yet for want of avoiding notice—from Balance itself as much as from those who might stand to oppose their efforts—Pelas necessarily had to limit his involvement.  
 
    Cosmically, he and Darshan were balancing the field against Shail and Rinokh. It was vitally important that Pelas did nothing to upset that equilibrium. Pelas felt like his every step was upon eggshells, and he was trying not to crack a single one. 
 
    Of course, Tanis wasn’t without his own gifts, and he had more leeway than Pelas did to act. Still, they couldn’t just barge in wielding elae and demand to be taken to the weld, or throw everyone under compulsion and waltz through unimpeded, or even freeze time and wander past unnoticed. 
 
    Well…they could, but Tanis didn’t think that they should. He had to be smart in his use of elae. Firstly, Avatar wasn’t exactly hospitable to his kind. He knew from experience that Adepts could be trapped and made as powerless as any na’turna with something as simple as magic rope. It would be folly to think himself invincible, even bound to a Malorin’athgul. 
 
    Secondly, and almost more important to him personally, he couldn’t break Adept laws that would reflect badly upon his family. He was his mother’s son, and his father’s, and his uncle’s nephew, and whether or not anyone knew him by name just then, one day they would.  
 
    Besides which, his uncle and Dagmar had impressed upon them that their venture was exceptionally delicate and untenable. The cosmos had been spiraling for a long time in one direction and by the very nature of this momentum, it would be pulling against them, resisting their efforts to set it to rights.  
 
    The instant they opened a weld into Shadow, all of that enormous momentum would come to a shuddering halt and then rebound right back at them. They all had to be ready for the cosmic backlash, which could manifest in untold ways.  
 
    All of which was to say, getting into the Satrap’s palace wasn’t the problem. Getting out again very well might be. 
 
    Soon after leaving the plaza, clay walls became cut stone, palm and date trees shaded the lanes, and tenement homes and storefronts gave way to riads hosting tall-walled gardens. The crowds thinned, and the arid air softened with the hint of moisture from hidden fountains. 
 
    Eventually, Pelas turned them down a side street that hugged the hill instead of barreling up it—for which Tanis’s burning thighs gave thanks—and they soon came to an inn. The walls were whitewashed and looked beautifully clean against the surrounding date palms. Tanis saw no sign with any sort of name, but a symbol he didn’t recognize hung over the pointed-arch opening. 
 
    “It means they welcome anyone,” Pelas said, catching Tanis’s curiosity, “Adept and otherwise.” 
 
    “You’re serious about this,” Mat said.  
 
    Pelas turned him a telling look. “Adepts are considered of the lowest caste in Avatar—lowlier than animals, yet necessary to the Avataren social structure. Or at least to the luxury to which the aristocracy have become accustomed. Adepts are simultaneously needed and despised. It’s an uncomfortable paradox, even for the Avatarens.” 
 
    Inside the inn, Pelas waved them down a hallway echoing with the hum of conversation and himself went to secure their rooms.  
 
    Tanis followed the Eltanese to the left. He saw protective patterns everywhere: hiding among the mosaics on the walls, scribed into embellishments carved over doorways and arches, or beneath windowsills, even at times on the paving stones themselves. 
 
    “This place is a fortress,” Tanis murmured as they were walking down the arched corridor towards what had to be a tavern, if told from the clink of glassware and general hum of languages coming from that direction.  
 
    Gadovan turned him a look. “How so?” 
 
    “There are protective patterns all over the place. The walls are reinforced with the second and the fifth. There’s some kind of shield around every exterior opening, though I can’t tell what it’s meant to shield against. There’s a fourth strand warding throughout the entire building, linked room to room on a magnetic chain. It’s…I’ve never seen anything like it. Not even in Faroqhar.” 
 
    “What’s Faroqhar?” Jude asked. 
 
    “Never mind Faroqhar.” Mat frowned slightly at Tanis, his blue eyes interested but alert. “What are the patterns doing?” 
 
    “Never mind that—he just said they were protecting the place, Mat.” Gadovan looked Tanis over intently. “How do you know the patterns are even there, lad? You’d need to study the currents for hours to get such detailed knowledge about the patterns in play.” 
 
    Tanis shrugged. “I can see them.” 
 
    All three Eltanese came to a standstill.  
 
    “You can see patterns?” Jude stared at him. 
 
    Tanis cursed his big mouth. The Eltanese already didn’t know what to make of him—half the time Mat looked at him like some new type of life form—and now he’d gone and given them yet another reason to think of him strangely.  
 
    Tanis tugged at his ear. “It’s a variant trait on our world,” he said, wishing he’d kept his mouth shut about it. “I inherited it from my father.” 
 
    Even Gadovan looked mildly taken aback. “That must come in handy.” 
 
    “Your father has the trait also?” Jude asked. “Where is he now?” 
 
    Tanis scrubbed at his temples. “It’s…complicated.” He turned a longing look towards the tavern. “Do you think we could—” 
 
    “Yes, let’s get you something to eat.” Gadovan clapped a hand on his shoulder. “A cave troll couldn’t pack away as much food as you do.” 
 
    Tanis instantly brightened. “You have cave trolls on your world?”   
 
      
 
      
 
    They managed to make it to the tavern without Tanis giving the Eltanese any more reasons to wonder about him. 
 
    About two dozen other travelers as varied in their garments as in their languages were seated at tables around the room, while another cluster, mostly of men, hovered around the bar. Several boys of ten or twelve dressed in blue thawbs cinched at the waist with jasper beads darted from table to table, serving drinks or meals. 
 
    Gadovan spotted a crescent-shaped booth in the corner and started towards it, trailing his cousins. Tanis followed in the rear. He trolled the conversations as he passed, letting anything unimportant sift through the openings in his net, his attention only really catching at snippets of conversation that might have meaning or usefulness to their needs. 
 
    Many of the inn’s guests were speaking Avataren, which he was picking up quickly by translating the thoughts of everyone around him, but just as many others were speaking the Common Tongue of the Middle Kingdoms, or more surprising still, Agasi, which he spoke fluently. 
 
    By the time Tanis finished winding his way through the tables, unobtrusively listening in to both conversations and unguarded thoughts, Pelas had come up behind him. 
 
    They slipped together into the booth alongside the Eltanese. Pelas waved over a boy and ordered them all drinks and something to eat. When the boy was heading off again, he told them quietly, “I paid handsomely to get us rooms here—even more than usual. Every inn in town is full.” 
 
    “What’s the occasion?” Gadovan asked. 
 
    “The Khashathra-pāvan is hosting a gala at his palace for the next several nights. Dignitaries are coming from the far corners of the world to attend it.” 
 
    “A gala would be a good cover to allow us access to the weld,” Gadovan noted. “It’s probably in heavy use with people coming from all over.” 
 
    “It’s also certain to be heavily guarded,” Pelas pointed out. 
 
    As they kept talking, Tanis’s attention strayed to a man seated in the shadows across the room. The lad couldn’t see him well, but he could well see the direction of his gaze. 
 
    There were a few women in the room, and to be sure, all of them were doing their best to stare at Pelas without appearing to stare at Pelas, but this man was staring openly at him—no, not just at Pelas but Tanis also. 
 
    It wasn’t like everything about the stranger warned of peril, but something in his indolent slouch as he leaned back against the wall made Tanis think the man didn’t need to be obviously on his guard because he was always on his guard. And the way he held his glass under dangling fingers, with his arm draped along the edge of the table, the other hand resting on his leg, perhaps keeping it close to the brace of daggers at his hip…for some reason, this made Tanis suspect the man could probably move as fast as Pelas could. 
 
    Then there was the tattooed line of dark symbols running from his forehead, down across one eye, only to vanish beneath his long, heavy beard. That tattoo didn’t exactly shout assassin, but it wasn’t exactly reassuring either.  
 
    Finally there was the man’s mind, which was completely opaque to Tanis. He found this particularly unsettling. 
 
    Have you cloaked your nature? Tanis asked Pelas while the latter was discussing possible ways they could get into the gala.   
 
    Yes, always, he replied while continuing his conversation with the Eltanese. Why? 
 
    The serving boy returned just then with their drinks and a stew made from spiced lentils. He placed it all on the table, along with a basket of toasted flatbread.  
 
    Tanis waited until the boy left again to say quietly to Pelas, “That man keeps staring at you.” 
 
    The Eltanese were smart enough not to all turn and look at once, though Gadovan casually lifted his gaze to view the room at large.  
 
    Mat snorted. “Everyone stares at him.” 
 
    Tanis shifted his gaze to Mat. “This is different.”   
 
    Pelas cocked his head to the side. “What is it you sense?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” Tanis frowned, wishing he understood why everything about the stranger shouted with warning. “His thoughts are full of smoke.” 
 
    Pelas considered this. Then he let his eyes travel to the stranger, and a smile hitched one corner of his mouth. “That’s interesting. He’s Vestian, and an Adept of their Sorceresy from the look of his tattoos.”  
 
    “Mor’alir?” Tanis asked, feeling suddenly even more uneasy. 
 
    “It’s hard to say. They don’t exactly announce the path they walk.” Pelas waved the serving boy back over to their table.  
 
    He rushed up at once, looking extremely attentive. “Yes, natha?” he asked, using the respectful word for lord in Avataren. 
 
    Pelas nodded to indicate the Vestian. “Give that man another of whatever he’s having and put it on my tab.” 
 
    “At once, natha.” The boy bobbed and rushed off again. 
 
    “What would a Vestian Adept be doing here?” Tanis asked in a low voice. Avatar and Vest weren’t on the best of terms on a good day, and an Adept from Vest would be considered the lowest of the low.  
 
    “Possibly attending the gala, like everyone else?” Mat suggested reasonably. 
 
    But Tanis wasn’t so sure. 
 
    Across the room, the serving boy set a fresh drink down on the Vestian’s table and nodded back towards theirs. 
 
    The Vestian lifted his glass to Pelas and smiled. His teeth were very white against his dark beard. Pelas saluted with his glass politely in return. 
 
    Tanis felt sure something dark and sinister lurked behind the Vestian’s smile. The lad exhaled slowly. “I have a bad feeling about that guy.”  
 
    Pelas was eying the Vestian quietly. “Purchasing a little goodwill never hurt anyone.” 
 
    The Vestian was still watching them too, still smiling, still making Tanis feel all wormy inside.  
 
    The lad muttered, “I’m not sure that guy would know goodwill if it punched him in the face.” 
 
    “He does rather reek of stay-the-hell-away-from-me-if-you-know-what’s-good-for-you,” Jude said by way of consoling Tanis. 
 
    “He’s just your type then, Jude.” Mat grinned. 
 
    “So how are we getting into the gala?” Gadovan returned them to the matter at hand. 
 
    Pelas sat back against his seat. “Getting into the gala won’t be a problem. Finding our way to the weld chamber once inside—”  
 
    “Oh,” Tanis said, softly, yet the intensity beneath his realization turned every eye at the table to him.  
 
    He lifted his gaze to meet theirs. “I know how we do it.” 
 
    For he’d remembered at last where he’d heard the title, ‘Khashathra-pāvan of Pashmir….’ It was in Shadow, when Ean was recounting his experience with the Vestian Adept, Sheih, who had sidetracked him in Tambarré.  
 
    Although actually a mor’alir Adept, Sheih had been using the cover of being an agent for the Khashathra-pāvan. Her duties were to procure the rarest of treasures on behalf of the Furie. Apparently his appetite for antiquities was as legendary as his collection of rare treasures, and he didn’t care what sort of person acquired them for him.  
 
    “I know how to us get into the weld chamber.”   
 
    Pelas saw the idea running through Tanis’s head, and his brows hiked halfway to his hairline. Are you sure about this, little spy? 
 
    Not especially, but do you have a better idea? 
 
    What does your sense of Balance say? 
 
    It’s not exactly a two-way conversation. Tanis shrugged minutely. All I can tell is, Balance isn’t currently disinclined. 
 
    Very well, then. Pelas gave a decisive exhale and looked to the Eltanese. “We’re going to need new clothes.” He was up and off before any of them could question him. 
 
    “Clothes?” Jude sounded bewildered. 
 
    “It is a gala, Jude,” Mat said. 
 
    Just about every pair of eyes in the room watched Pelas until he strode out the door, including the Vestian. Tanis was ready to warn his bond-brother if the man got up to follow, but the man stayed in his seat. He simply returned his attention to his drink and his eyes back to their table, where he discovered Tanis watching him. 
 
    He gave the lad a dark smile. 
 
    Tanis frowned at him.  
 
    The Vestian winked in return. His eyes were the same smoky color as his thoughts.  
 
    Meeting his gaze, Tanis had never been more certain of the need to keep their mission a secret, or to protect the priceless treasure he had strapped to his back. He was very glad his hand with its tell-tale rings was out of sight under the table.  
 
    He knew the Vestian couldn’t read his mind any more than he could read the Vestian’s, but that didn’t make the man’s calculating smile any less unnerving. 
 
    Mat muttered meanwhile, “He leads a charmed life, doesn’t he?” He was still staring after Pelas. His face looked slightly pinched.  
 
    Tanis wasn’t so sure that getting put under a fifth-strand compulsion that forced you to mutilate Healers, being electrocuted, imprisoned, and made to think you’d lost all your power, being handed over to a clutch of revenants to be fed on for all eternity, or being nearly unmade after barely recovering from all of that earlier stuff, could quite be described as leading a charmed life, but he understood why Mat had said it. 
 
    “Our uncle is like him,” Jude said through a contemplative exhale, to which both Gadovan and Mat grunted their agreement. “I mean, not like him, but you know.” He gave Tanis one of his endearing smiles.  
 
    Just about everything about Jude was endearing, from the earnestness in his big blue eyes, to his tousled auburn hair that was always hanging in his face, to the dimples he got when he smiled.  
 
    “It’s true though.” Mat clinked his glass against Jude’s. “Everything somehow just goes right for him. He’s been in so many near misses, and on collision courses with the inevitable, and in the crosshairs of dread-inspiring potentates who could squash the likes of you and me with naught but a hitched eyebrow and he’s never lost against a single one of them. He’s just that much smarter than everyone else. It’s not even worth it, going up against him. Doesn’t matter who you are. You can’t win.” 
 
    “You sure you’re talking about our uncle and not his?” Gadovan said with a wink at Tanis. 
 
    “Well, they’re unlikely allies for a reason, I guess,” Jude said into his drink, to which the other two aimed him pointed stares, like Jude shouldn’t have said that. And for once, they kept their private thoughts utterly private. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Forty-six 
 
      
 
    “The timeline is not what they think it is.” 
 
      
 
    –Aziah Vornamundi,  
 
    Archimandrite of the Quorum of The Sixth Truth 
 
      
 
    Waves lapped languidly at Ean’s knees and a bright sun warmed his skin as he sloshed through the ocean beneath an azure sky with his feet sinking in cool sand and a breeze teasing his hair.  
 
    His pattern of consequence spread for miles in every direction.  
 
    The aqua sea made a perfect canvas to host the pattern’s countless arabesques, and Rafael, being Rafael, had made the sea the same depth throughout, so that Ean might walk the entire length of each thread to better study its design. 
 
    Time being what it was in Shadow—that is, nonexistent unless the Warlocks imposed change upon their varying worlds—Ean had no idea how long they’d spent with Sinárr trying to work out the location of the Shaido dō Avinashaya daré Bhasaguhāni, which they were calling the Shaido archives for short and where the Quorum of the Sixth Truth had apparently sequestered their sacred history. 
 
    It was a history that, from everything Ean had gleaned, just possibly told an origin story about the fateful tear in Alorin’s fabric that had opened a portal between Chaos and the Realms of Light—the very tear Björn had created T’khendar to plug.  
 
    In the journal Ean had taken from Shail, the Archimandrite described an ‘Other’ who had ‘tumbled their order into the maelstrom of his plans.’ In reading the Archimandrite’s description of the Other, Ean began to suspect he was a Warlock. But there were problems with this theory.  
 
    One, if Warlocks had known how to tear the fabric of the realm—if they’d been capable of the task themselves—they could’ve returned from Shadow at any point; yet it had taken an immortal like Shail to bring them back. 
 
    Two, what motivation would a Warlock have for tearing the aether between Chaos and the Realms of Light? 
 
    Still, it couldn’t be a coincidence. Here was evidence of an entity—who sounded an awful lot like a Warlock—directly connected to a cataclysmic event of momentous consequence, and which consequence could itself very well have been a direct result of the tearing of the fabric.  
 
    The third problem with Ean’s theory was that the second cataclysm, to which the Archimandrite had referred, had occurred after the entire race of Warlocks had been expelled from the realm.  
 
    It was a blink of an eye by cosmic accounting, yet Ean couldn’t see how the events could be directly related. Even so, he felt sure that they were.  
 
    The cosmic Balance was a force of cause and consequence, not a force of reason. Balance was a massive pendulum swinging between order and chaos, and even slight shifts in one direction could cause immense ramifications in the other.   
 
    Oddly, to discover that this effort to understand had been Shail’s private obsession for centuries…Ean almost wanted him to succeed at it. Mankind would surely benefit from the understanding, and Shail had apparently made progress where no one else had. 
 
    But Ean knew the immortal too well. Whatever truths he learned, Shail would only use them to cause more chaos and disorder.  
 
    Darshan had spoken of their purpose as a divine calling. Pelas talked of it as one that might be claimed or discarded on their own determinism—one he had disavowed. Shail, however, appeared to revel in the chaos of destruction. 
 
    Ean was eager to get back to Alorin and find the Shaido archives—he felt certain that doing so would significantly unbalance the field—but Rafael had more work to do on his project for Tanis before they could return, so Ean was using the time to study his pattern of consequence. 
 
    His personal view of the mortal tapestry was very like that of the ocean as seen from the deck of a ship. He would never have the bird’s eye view of the design enjoyed by immortals such as Phaedor and Pelas—not even there in Shadow could he conceive of it. He was, after all, part of the tapestry. 
 
    Yet from his lateral vantage, he could study the pattern’s currents, note the effects of cause and consequence upon its waves, and estimate the distance to the horizon. He could isolate particular strands, and study how choices influenced their design. 
 
    Moving slowly through the placid waters, Ean looked for changes minute and gross, the products of his efforts to unbalance the field in their favor; and he searched for clues showing him which threads he should target next in order to achieve the same. 
 
    Yet the longer he walked the threads, the more it wasn’t their design that intrigued him so much as the personality he began to perceive associated with each.  
 
    He’d isolated two interwoven threads that bound many others to them and was now walking the labyrinth of their microcosmic pattern, trying to get a sense of the Weavers of those threads, feeling traces of human emotion, letting the pattern’s energy caress his thoughts while his mind studied that selfsame energy. 
 
    There were no books outlining this process. Arion had never written in his journals about how to isolate threads in the pattern. Ean was navigating uncharted waters, literally miles from any shore, letting instinct guide him through the maze of the threads themselves.  
 
    He’d quickly discovered that chasing perceptions only drove them further from mind, but if he let his mind wander, if he spent as much time feeling the silken water around his legs and Rafael’s sun on his skin as he did perceiving the energy of the thread he was following… 
 
    Thoughts floated up to him, gathered around him like tiny fish reflecting bright visions. One was a memory that made him smile… 
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t there a Veneisean Virtue about not coveting your brother’s wife?” 
 
    Ean turned from watching his seventeen-year-old brother Trell trying to show Alyneri how to shoot a bow and arrow to glare at his blood-brother, Creighton Khelspath, instead. “Alyneri isn’t Trell’s wife.” 
 
    “His betrothed, then,” Creighton corrected with a grin. 
 
    Ean slumped back against the tree they were sitting under. A broad expanse of meadow separated the two boys from the rest of the hunting party. The hunt itself would commence later that afternoon. For the moment, the lords and ladies of the court were enjoying themselves on other pursuits beneath the bright spring sun: gaming, walking the river’s edge, picnicking in the meadow…flirting with the girl of Ean’s particular interest. 
 
    Closest to where he sat brooding, his mother and father were entertaining in the shade of the royal pavilion. Beyond them, a pair of governesses were trying to corral the adolescent children of the court, including Tad val Mallonwey and the Lady Melisandre’s ward, Tanis, all of whom were shouting loudly about wanting to play pirates in the river. 
 
    Ean might’ve found lots of other people to watch, but he couldn’t stop staring at Trell, who was now standing close behind Alyneri with his arms encircling her, showing her how to hold the bow. The wind was tossing Trell’s dark hair and the sun was showing off his royal blue coat with all those absurd silver buttons. The Kingdom Blade he now wore all the time was glinting painfully into Ean’s eyes. He looked like a total ass. 
 
    “As if she doesn’t know how to hold a bow,” Ean grumbled. He’d seen Alyneri shoot a bow in the yard before.  
 
    But he’d never quite seen her like this. She was wearing a velvet gown whose color alternated between purple and a sort of eggplant. It made her brown eyes look almost violet.  
 
    Her flaxen waves had been gathered into in an elaborate plait, the kind that probably took a gazillion hours to weave—thirteen hells, what a total pain it must’ve been to be a girl—but with her hair like that and her dress clinging to her slender curves…well, she looked really…nice.  
 
    Ean shoved his hair out of his eyes. “He’s too old for her.” 
 
    Creighton was gazing at the pair rather raptly. Ean had no doubt his blood-brother would’ve rather been staring at Katerine val Mallonwey, but she’d vanished somewhere with her mother. “Seventeen’s not so old,” Cray said dreamily. 
 
    Ean gave him a sooty look. 
 
    Creighton shook himself out of whatever dream he’d been in and focused on him. “Besides, you’re too young to marry.”  
 
    “I don’t want to marry her, for Epiphany’s sake. I just want to kiss her.” Ean added pointedly, “We’re both thirteen. That’s not too young to kiss.”  
 
    “True. Trell’s probably kissed her a bunch of times.” 
 
    Ean shoved him. 
 
    Creighton laughed and resettled himself cross-legged beside Ean, his sharp features focused on the current focus of Ean’s angst. “Ean…” Cray glanced his way wearing his I-really-think-you-need-to-listen-to-me expression, “you know you only like her so much now because she’s betrothed to Trell.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Admit it. You’re still smarting from the horse.” 
 
    The truth of that hit like an arrow to his heart. Ean flung a deeply injured look at Cray. “Why did he make me train the horse if he was just going to give him to Trell?”  
 
    “His Majesty never told you he was giving the horse to you.” 
 
    “But then why did he have me train him?”  
 
    Ean couldn’t let go of it. All those hours spent learning each other’s ways, developing a rapport, earning the Hallovian’s respect…the trust he’d seen in Caldar’s big brown eyes…and when all was said and done, what did his father do but give his horse to Trell!  
 
    The chagrin choked him. The loss made him sick. He laid in bed every night unable to sleep for thinking about it.   
 
    “Caldar should’ve been mine,” Ean said in a choked voice. “I trained him. He trusts me.” 
 
    Creighton laid a hand on Ean’s arm. “How do you know Trell didn’t train your brother’s horse the same way? There must be some purpose in it. His Majesty never does things without good reason.” 
 
    Ean glowered at him. “You’re supposed to be on my side.” 
 
    Creighton knuckled him in the shoulder. “No matter how questionable your motives or your logic?” 
 
    “Exactly. That’s what blood brothers are for.” 
 
    Creighton shook his head. “As your blood brother, it’s my responsibility to point out when you’re being an ass.” 
 
    Ean’s eyes flew wide. “I’m being an ass?” He flung a hand at Trell, who was now firing off arrow after arrow into the red center of the bull’s eye to the accompaniment of Alyneri’s shy applause.  
 
    Then he gave Creighton a pointed, care-to-reconsider-that-assessment? stare, grabbed his own bow and quiver and stormed off into the woods. 
 
    Creighton caught up with him about five minutes later as Ean was jumping a path of rocks across a creek. “You have to admit your brother’s a good shot,” he called from the opposite bank.  
 
    “I’m a good shot.” 
 
    “I’m not saying you’re not, Ean.” 
 
    “You weren’t saying I was.” He jumped to the next rock. 
 
    Cray considered him for a moment. Then he said as he followed Ean across the creek, “You know, this reminds me of a story of Annwn.” 
 
    “Annwn.” Ean glanced over his shoulder before jumping again. “As in the Extian Doors and the Returning and all that Agasi blarney?” 
 
    Cray jumped to the stone Ean had just vacated. “You know the Returning isn’t myth.” 
 
    “Whatever. Is that the Annwn you mean?” 
 
    “Well, the name’s the same, but according to my mother’s people—they’re Hallovian, you may recall.” He knew full well that Ean did. “You know, where that horse you’re so enamored of came from? Anyway, Annwn is the name of the Otherworld in Hallovian legends.” 
 
    Ean jumped to the opposite bank and turned to face him. “Okay, what about it?” 
 
    Cray soon joined him. “There’s this story about the prince of Doved who changed places with the prince of Annwn for a year, each pretending to be the other.” 
 
    They started off through the forest side by side. Ean adjusted his quiver, which he had slung diagonally across his chest, and glanced to his friend. “Changed places how? Did they look alike?” 
 
    “The faery prince of Annwn—his name was Arathan—used his magic to make the peoples of each land think they were looking at their own prince.” Cray picked up a branch and started stripping the dead leaves from it while they walked. “Anyway, the prince of Doved—his name was Padryn—earned Arathan’s trust because the whole time he was pretending to be him, he didn’t sleep with his wife.” 
 
    Ean gave him a screwy look. “How are you reminded of that story?”  
 
    “Because Arathan gave Padryn a magic horse to thank him.” 
 
    “Ah.” Ean rolled his eyes. “Let me guess. The horse’s name was Caldar.” 
 
    Creighton grinned. 
 
    The prince looked him over narrowly. “How is this supposed to make me feel better?” 
 
    “Dunno.” Creighton shrugged. “I just like the story.” 
 
    Trudging moodily across the carpet of leaves, Ean pulled an arrow from his quiver and plucked at the fletching. Spring was still new enough in the trees that the sun came pouring down on them between the branches. It would be many months before the canopy was so full that Ean could walk there in constant shadow, and by then, Trell would be gone to the south, to M’Nador, to fulfill the diplomatic role he’d trained for all his life. 
 
    As they walked on in silence, passing beyond the boundaries of their usual haunts, Ean brooded on everything Creighton had said.  
 
    In truth, he didn’t begrudge his brother the gift of Caldar. He just…well, if he was being perfectly honest with himself…he just wished that Alyneri might’ve looked at him the way she’d been looking at Trell. 
 
    A loud rustling ahead froze both boys. Ean’s hand slowly went for his bow… 
 
    But it was only Katerine val Mallonwey and her mother, the Lady Fallon, who practically fell out of a copse of saplings, tripping and tugging at their skirts. The matching color of the ladies’ auburn hair was unmistakable, even from a distance.  
 
    Katerine and her mother appeared flushed, and they clutched at each other’s arms. Both seemed very out of place, stumbling across the forest’s crude carpet in courtly slippers meant for gardens and ballrooms. 
 
    The duchess was the first to lay her eyes upon the boys. “Thank Epiphany!” Relief fairly exploded out of her. She took her daughter’s hand and moved decorously towards Ean. “I feared we’d become lost. Your Highness has truly come to our rescue. I was beginning to suspect some feral creature was following us.” 
 
    Ean bowed politely to the ladies. “Your Grace, Lady Katerine.” 
 
    “Prince Ean,” the latter said with a demure smile, though her green eyes never left Creighton’s face. His blood-brother beamed. 
 
    Ean surreptitiously elbowed him, whereupon Cray recovered himself and murmured bashful greetings to the Lady Fallon before going wordless again staring at Katerine. 
 
    Lady Fallon meanwhile glanced around nervously. “Your Highness…I wonder if you and Lord Khelspath might escort us back to the others?” She eyed the arrow still clenched in Ean’s fist. “That is, if it wouldn’t be too much of an inconvenience.” 
 
    Ean gave her a little bow. “It would be our pleasure, Your Grace.” He turned and motioned them off. 
 
    They hadn’t gone far when Ean noticed Cray angling him a half-smile. “What?” he whispered, though he knew well enough what his blood-brother was smirking about. He added plaintively under his breath, “Trell’s not the only one who knows proper etiquette with ladies of the court.”  
 
    A grinning Creighton whispered back, “A first-rate courtier, you are.” 
 
    In truth, Ean wasn’t sure he was doing this escort business exactly right. Technically, he thought he and Creighton were supposed to each have a lady on their arm, but Katerine and her mother were still clutching to each other, and Ean didn’t think breaking them up would be the prudent approach.  
 
    He made a mental note to ask his chivalry instructor what would be the proper etiquette when you met frightened ladies in the forest? Maybe he was supposed to have a horse.  
 
    He couldn’t take them back the way he and Creighton had come, because the ladies would never be able to navigate the stream. Ean accordingly went a different direction that he thought would get them there…only they hit a ravine cutting through the trail and had to change course around it, which put them heading west instead of south.  
 
    At least he could easily navigate by the angle of the sun. Yet too soon, he felt, it was falling on its arc and casting long rays through the trees. The ladies were all atwitter about the golden light and how everything looked so lovely and gilded. Ean wasn’t feeling the love for the forest just then. 
 
    “Where in Tiern’aval are we?” Creighton whispered in Ean’s ear. “Aren’t we going the wrong direction?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not the right one.” Ean eyed the ravine they were skirting. It seemed to go on endlessly in both directions. 
 
    Forever after, he couldn’t figure out how Katerine managed to trip in such a spectacular fashion as to dump herself precisely into the ravine, but the next thing he knew, she was screaming, rolling and sliding down the steep-sided incline amid an avalanche of dry leaves and scrub. 
 
    The boys went in after her while her mother shouted her name from above. 
 
    At the bottom, Creighton helped Katerine to her feet. She had leaves in her hair but didn’t seem to be bleeding anywhere. That was the first thing you were supposed to check for. And broken bones.  
 
    “Is anything broken?” Ean affected the concerned expression his mother always used after she’d caught him doing something particularly foolhardy and dangerous. 
 
    Katerine looked dazed as she brushed at her dress. “I…I don’t think so.” 
 
    Cray pulled a leaf out of her dark red hair with painstaking care.  
 
    She turned large green eyes to meet his. “My ankle hurts.” 
 
    That’s when they heard the growl. 
 
    Katerine spun and simultaneously cried out as her ankle gave under her weight. Creighton barely caught her before she fell. He said something under his breath that he was not ever supposed to say in front of a lady. 
 
    And the mountain lion moved out of the underbrush, baring her teeth. 
 
    Katerine screamed.  
 
    Lady Fallon screamed.  
 
    The cat’s growl accelerated into a roar. It flattened its ears against its head, and those terrible teeth shone all too plainly. 
 
    “Move back—slowly.” Ean grabbed Katerine around the waist because she was absolutely frozen, staring at the huge cat. She whimpered as she began limping off with him.  
 
    “By the Lady, that thing is big.” Creighton’s eyes were fair saucers, staring at it. 
 
    On the ravine rim, the Lady Fallon was still screaming. 
 
    Ean shot her a tense look. “My lady, please!” His own heart was beating fast. One wrong move, and the cat would be on them like as to a hare. 
 
    The mountain lion snarled again, more fiercely than before, and they froze. It seemed that any move they made only increased the cat’s agitation. 
 
    “It must be a female protecting her cubs.” Creighton turned Ean an uneasy look.  
 
    Running afoul of a mother protecting her cubs was just about the worst-case scenario for a wild animal encounter. 
 
    Katerine was still whimpering. Creighton wrapped his arm around her shoulders and leaned to whisper to Ean, “We need to scare her off.” 
 
    Ean looked incredulously at him. “Using what? Your terrible sense of humor?” 
 
    “Shoot an arrow at her.” 
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    “No! You can’t!” Katerine gasped, suddenly surprisingly lucid.  
 
    “She’s right. I can’t.” He flicked a heated look between Creighton and Katerine. 
 
    Creighton held his gaze. “We have to scare her off, Ean.” 
 
    Kat clutched at Ean’s arm. “What if you hit her?” 
 
    “Ean’s a good shot. He won’t hit her.” Creighton looked pointedly back to him, trying to seem calm and composed, but Ean could tell he was just as scared. “Just…put it at her feet. You know…cover our egress.” 
 
    They’d played at escape scenarios plenty of times in their adventuring, but this was real, and the big cat was looking more enraged with every passing second. 
 
    Ean met Creighton’s gaze. “It might just anger her more.” 
 
    “Do you have a better idea?” he whispered hotly. 
 
    Ean looked back to the huge cat, who was still snarling and baring her teeth at them. His heart was racing. Any more nerves and he wouldn’t be able to hold his bow still. “Fine. Get behind me.”  
 
    He slowly nocked arrow to bow to the accompanying snarl-growl of the mother cat. He could feel the blood pounding in his temples and a sick unease in his stomach, but at least his hand didn’t shake as he took aim. 
 
    “Come on, Katerine,” Creighton whispered behind him. Ean sensed them moving off. 
 
    He aimed a foot in front of the mother cat and slightly left to be sure he didn’t hit her. Here goes nothing… 
 
    The arrow twanged into the earth exactly where he’d expected it to. The cat hissed and swatted it with razor claws, and it flew askew.  
 
    She hunkered into a tighter crouch and roared again, even louder.   
 
    Further behind Ean, Katerine whimpered against Creighton’s shoulder.  
 
    Ean shakily lowered his bow. They couldn’t run, as the cat would certainly chase. Kat was in no condition to run anyway. On the hillside, Lady Fallon was alternating between blubbering and shouting desperately for help. 
 
    Ean was feeling a faint sense of panic not at all assisted by the hysterical duchess when the thunder of hooves answered prayers he hadn’t even formed yet. 
 
    Suddenly, Trell stormed Caldar down into the ravine with Alyneri clutching close to him. The duchess’s wailing changed abruptly to cries of encouragement.  
 
    Trell heeled Caldar in a charge at the mountain lion, shouting and waving his sword. Ean was sure the horse would buck, but—Epiphany bless him—the brave animal charged right at the mother cat. 
 
    She swiped once and snarled, then turned tail and vanished back into the thicket. 
 
    Lady Fallon gave a cry of relief and sagged against a tree. 
 
    The resulting silence felt achingly loud by comparison. 
 
    Trell pranced Caldar back and forth a few more times to be sure the cat wasn’t planning to charge out again. Then he sheathed his sword and trotted Caldar over to where Ean stood with the others. His expression revealed care and concern, and no small measure of relief. “Are you three all right?” 
 
    “Kat hurt her ankle,” Creighton said faintly. They were all shaken, all relieved, all awed by the spectacle of Ean’s older brother intimidating a mountain lion back into its den.  
 
    Trell dismounted and then helped Alyneri do the same. For the first time, Ean noticed that his brother was nearly as tall as Sebastian had been before he left. How could he not have noticed that before?  
 
    Alyneri went straight to Kat while Trell approached Ean. 
 
    “What about you, Ean?” Trell bent his head to meet his gaze. “Are you all right?”  
 
    Ean nodded. Why did he feel more disturbed at seeing the concern in his brother’s eyes than he had at staring down a lion? 
 
    Trell took his arm in a strong grip. “That was incredibly brave.”  
 
    Ean finally found his voice. “What are you doing here? I mean—” it hadn’t sounded as grateful as he felt. “How did you—” 
 
    “I noticed you two leaving.” His grey eyes lifted to include Creighton. “When you stayed gone for a while…” a smile hinted on his lips, “well, suffice it to say, I thought I ought to check on you.” 
 
    He didn’t say it, but Ean saw it in his eyes. They were both thinking the same thing: if Sebastian had been there, he would’ve been the one coming in search, the one to save them from their mutual misadventures.  
 
    But Sebastian was gone. They only had each other now. 
 
    Ean threw his arms around his older brother. Trell hugged him tightly back. 
 
    Alyneri came up to them, suddenly seeming possessed of far more than thirteen years. Sometimes she seemed so mature that Ean didn’t even know how to talk to her. Like right then—she was all business. She always got that way when she was doing anything with her talent.  
 
    “My mother should see to Kat’s ankle as soon as possible, Your Highness,” Alyneri advised Trell. Then she smiled bashfully at Ean, like she hadn’t just ordered his princely brother like some lackey. 
 
    “Right.” Trell made a quick assessment of the scene. “Ean, you take Kat back to the others on Caldar—he knows you best. Creighton and I will escort Alyneri and the duchess on foot.” 
 
    Suddenly Ean didn’t begrudge his brother anything, not even his horse. “No…it should be you who rides him. He’s yours now, and you…” Ean glanced to the others, “you saved us.” 
 
    Trell smiled. “I would’ve ended up in the soup if you hadn’t trained Caldar so well. Did you see him charge right at that cat?” 
 
    Ean turned an admiring smile at Caldar. “Yeah. I saw him.” 
 
    The Hallovian snorted and tossed his mane.  
 
    Trell stroked the horse’s neck. “I’ve never seen a horse prouder to be what he is.” His eyes crinkled as he smiled.  
 
    Then he focused a caring look on Alyneri. “Are you sure you’re fine to walk?” 
 
    “I’m sure Prince Ean and Lord Khelspath will take good care of me in Your Highness’s stead.” Alyneri glanced shyly to Ean again, though her tone had sounded certain.  
 
    “Fair enough. Well then, Kat? Shall we?” 
 
    Kat was staring dreamily at Trell.  
 
    “Kat.” Cray tugged on her sleeve.  
 
    She blinked and looked bemusedly at him. 
 
    “The prince asked if you’re ready to go,” he said in a low voice while his not so lightly veiled glare said, What the heck, Katerine?  
 
    She blushed. “Oh, yes. Thank you, Your Highness.”  
 
    Trell obligingly helped her onto Caldar’s back and then swung into the saddle behind her. Taking up his reins, he told Ean, “Cross the ravine and head due south, brother. We’ll be watching for you.” 
 
    Ean nodded.  
 
    Trell heeled Caldar back up the hill and out of sight. 
 
    “I’ll go help the Lady Fallon get down,” Creighton muttered. 
 
    Ean kept staring after his brother. 
 
    That is, until quite suddenly Alyneri leaned in and kissed him on the check. 
 
    Ean turned her an astonished look. “What was that for?” 
 
    She lifted her chin. “Heroes are supposed to get a kiss from a pretty maiden. Everyone says so.” Then she added more uncertainly, “There aren’t any other maidens here…so I’ll have to do.” 
 
    Ean slowly slung his bow across his shoulder, frowning. “You didn’t kiss Trell.” 
 
    Alyneri gave him a little smile. 
 
    And right then, Ean decided he would face down ten deadly cats if it meant having Alyneri look at him like that every time.  
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    In the middle of the endless ocean, Ean stopped still. 
 
    He didn’t know how he knew that this was Alyneri’s thread, but he was suddenly certain that it was.  
 
    Her design continued beyond the point where he’d stopped walking, but no Malorin’athgul shadows fell across it that he could see. Under the circumstances, that was the best he could hope for. 
 
    Alyneri… Ean marveled at where the game had taken her.  
 
    As a stone thrown into a still pond casts ripples, so had her choices cast forth future spirals of consequence. As with any posited future, not all of it would come to be. Only the strongest spiral would continue on, the thread weaving new branches off whichever strand took deepest root.  
 
    In that moment, Ean realized that he had more power to change the shape of the design than he’d ever imagined.  
 
    But he had to be smart, discerning, surgical in his actions. If he changed a Player’s decision or choices for them, then the whole pattern could spiral off into a new design, one that might have unexpected and deadly consequences. 
 
    Suddenly Ean understood Björn’s reticence to counsel him, and Phaedor’s before that. Because a person’s choices had to remain their own choices, or the whole design could shift instantly, skewing the whole structure being studied, throwing off all of one’s plans and postulations.  
 
    And it was a delicate, fragile thing, indeed, to help someone without influencing their choices. 
 
    But if he could…if he found a way…it could shift the Balance of the entire game. 
 
    Reveling in the possibility, Ean started walking the next thread.  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Forty-seven 
 
      
 
    “You can gauge the forward progress of civilization by the  
 
    number of people still throwing rocks at things  
 
    they don’t understand.” 
 
      
 
    –General Loran val Whitney, Duke of Marion 
 
      
 
    Katerine val Mallonwey sipped delicately at her tea and kept her eyes downcast, that her ears might miss nothing of what was said.  
 
    The Calgaryn sun, shining in through the windows of the Dowager Countess of Astor’s solar, had that bright autumn feel, the kind that beckoned one outside to enjoy the crisp morning air and the gilded colors of the forest. The kind that spoke of fog-bound mornings and frothy seas, of misty days and the promise autumn always brought to the land, foretelling of winter’s deep-sleeping magic buried by snow-drifts, and of barren trees bound in glittering ice. 
 
    All of the same colors burnished the trees as had colored them in years past. Apples veritably clogged the pathways through the Queen’s Garden, especially beneath the Arbor Promenade, where the fruit trees had been trained over tall arches. The kitchen hallways perpetually smelled of cider, and every day the sky shone a depthless blue only achieved at that time of year. The palace staff were already preparing for the Harvest Festival, though few believed it would actually happen, not with the Duke of Morwyk marching his army across the kingdom and Calgaryn in his sights.  
 
    Everything seemed the same, yet everything was different. 
 
    “…Analiese closed her city house and headed for her country estate with her lord husband,” the Dowager Countess of Astor was complaining while continuously stroking the Shinti-Hansa napping in her lap. The dog’s black nose barely peeped from its mane of golden fur. Katerine wished she could sleep as soundly as that dog. 
 
    “They were wise to leave, what with war on the horizon,” noted Ianthe val Rothschen d’Jesune, better known as the Marchioness of Wynne. She reached to pour more tea, and the sun caught her golden hair in a halo of light, befitting images of the angiel in paintings and frescos. 
 
    Katerine thought the vision darkly ironic. 
 
    “You shouldn’t speak so boldly, Ianthe,” demurred the Contessa di Remy. She hailed from Caladria in far western Agasan, and her husband served as an aide to the Empress’s Ambassador to Dannym. “After all, we do not yet know that war is assured.”  
 
    Katerine always admired the way the contessa managed to present herself as such a voice of impartiality when privately she would support anyone who promised a contentious reprieve from the boredom of her days. 
 
    “Doesn’t the aristocracy always retreat to their country estates at this time of year?” Katerine’s sister, Lisandre, asked. She was only fourteen and could get away with all kinds of questions that would’ve looked suspicious if Katerine had voiced them. “I know our family usually leaves Calgaryn at the end of the season, before the first snow.” 
 
    But they wouldn’t be going anywhere this year. 
 
    As if hearing the thought, the marchioness fixed her ice-blue eyes on Katerine. “I’m surprised your lord father hasn’t sent all of you home to Towermount where you’d be safe from the coming atrocities.” 
 
    “Really, Ianthe,” protested the Contessa di Remy. 
 
    “War is a terrible place to be, Nicola.” Ianthe turned her scrutinizing gaze back on Katerine. “Especially for beautiful unwed girls.” 
 
    She didn’t add, who may find themselves on the losing side of the battle, but Katerine heard it all the same.  
 
    In truth, the lords had started fleeing back to their country estates long before the social season ended—as soon as reports of Morwyk’s army on the march had reached Calgaryn. Some lords had never made it home.  
 
    Katerine’s father, the Duke of Towermount, believed Duke Stefan of Morwyk was attempting to eliminate anyone who supported King Gydryn. Her father had secretly sent decoys to their own estate in the east, even going so far as to have soldiers dress as his wife and daughters. The decoys were attacked their third day on the road. 
 
    Sadly, her father had learned little for his effort. The mercenaries had only been paid to kill. They’d had no knowledge of who’d hired them. 
 
    Katerine held Ianthe’s gaze, wondering if the marchioness knew about the decoys sent to Towermount.   
 
    “All I know is Analiese’s departure has left a gaping hole at my card table,” Lady Astor groused meanwhile. 
 
    Ianthe shifted her gaze to the grey-haired countess. “I would be pleased to fill it for you, Wilamina.”  
 
    Lady Astor snorted dismissively. “Don’t be ridiculous, Ianthe. You’re pathetic at tarot.” 
 
    “That’s rather unfair.” 
 
    “You do bet imprudently on too many tricks,” the Contessa di Remy murmured into her tea.  
 
    Ianthe darted a frown at her. “As a strategy, it has merit.”   
 
    “In any event, I have asked Lady val Taren to join my table.” Lady Astor was espying Ianthe like an unwelcome spot on her linen. “That is, if she isn’t also fleeing to the countryside to avoid the coming unpleasantness.” 
 
    Ianthe sipped her tea. “It will only be unpleasant if Errodan defies Lord Stefan.” 
 
    Hearing Ianthe use Her Majesty’s name so intimately always made Katerine’s skin try to crawl off her bones.   
 
    “I can hardly see Her Majesty welcoming Lord Stefan with open arms,” the Contessa pointed out mildly. 
 
    Lisandre suddenly exhaled a shuddering breath and lifted wide eyes to the other ladies. “I don’t want to see our kingdom at war.” 
 
    Contessa di Remy placed a hand over Lisandre’s. “No one does, mia cara.”   
 
    Katerine thought this the worst lie the contessa had uttered thus far that morning. 
 
    “But what if what everyone is saying is true, and His Majesty is truly…dead,” Lisandre barely whispered the word, “—may he find his way in the Returning—and Prince Ean also…” She paused, holding the contessa’s gaze with large hazel eyes, then continued more quietly still, “That is…if Prince Ean died in that accident that destroyed the Temple of the Vestals in Cair Rethynnea, as everyone is saying, then…shouldn’t Her Majesty step down?” 
 
    Lady Astor and the Contessa di Remy exchanged an unreadable look, but Ianthe regarded Katerine’s sister with a faintly superior smile. “I applaud your wisdom, ma cherie. If only your queen shared your point of view.”  
 
    Ianthe was Veneisean by birth and loved pointing out whenever possible that Queen Errodan was not her queen. In fact, she relied upon her foreign birth to excuse all manner of presumptive, condescending and critical utterances—that is, her birth, and her lord husband’s excessive wealth.  
 
    Katerine was always on the lookout for any slip of tongue that would prove the marchioness complicit in sedition against the throne, but Ianthe was careful only to espouse ideas, never actions.  
 
    Lady Astor sighed. “I do not envy Her Majesty the coming months.” 
 
    Ianthe’s blue eyes flashed to the aging countess. “Oh, come off it, Wilamina. Everyone knows Errodan has no grounds to defy Lord Stefan and no hope of holding the throne herself. The Lord Duke will surely walk the palace Promenade to the thunderous applause of a grateful people.” 
 
    “If His Majesty is dead,” Lady Astor returned sharply beneath a skeptically arched grey eyebrow. 
 
    Lisandre’s eyes widened. “Who would dare speak such a thing if it wasn’t so?” 
 
    “Exactly. It is undoubtedly true.” Ianthe set down her tea rather forcefully. “If Errodan was not so imperiously stubborn, she might’ve spared all of us the immense embarrassment of her persistent willful denial. It serves no one. Why, the season was cut shockingly short by all of this… this à la débandade,” she practically spat the Veneisean phrase, which connoted a chaotic debacle. “I had to cancel my final soiree, and it was to be the most spectacular of all!” 
 
    “A tragedy, I agree,” clucked Lady Astor. “That husband of yours is quite the looker. I could ogle him all night and never tire of the view.” 
 
    “Honestly, Wilamina.” The Contessa di Remy eyed her disapprovingly. 
 
    Lady Astor lifted her chin in an imperious tilt. “If one cannot speak one’s mind at sixty and eight, Nicola, when can one?” 
 
    Still frowning faintly—for the Contessa di Remy was far too savvy to display emotion in any extreme—she looked to Ianthe and murmured with warning like a lacing of sugar on her tone, “Yet…I do hope the Lord Duke has evidence to support the claims currently sweeping the kingdom as his vanguard. It would be quite the embarrassment for His Majesty to suddenly return, riding hale at the head of his army, after being proclaimed dead to the entire world.” 
 
    “Surely you don’t expect Lord Stefan to produce a body, Nicola,” Ianthe scoffed. “As if Prince Radov should’ve dredged the bloodied sands for mangled corpses after those barbarian Basi attacked their caravan?” 
 
    “I don’t expect anything of the sort.” The contessa cast the marchioness a smile that brought the taste of ashes to Katerine’s tongue. “But Her Majesty might.” 
 
    Katerine dropped her gaze back to her tea.  
 
    The Akkadians had proven themselves treacherous in the past, but it seemed too coincidental that both Prince Sebastian and His Majesty would’ve fallen prey to the same tactic—that is, an attack while on the road to a parley with the Akkadian Emir.  
 
    Her father said His Majesty had been warned to expect treachery and would’ve taken steps. In fact, her father didn’t believe for a heartbeat that King Gydryn was dead, though he admitted His Majesty could’ve been wounded in the attack, which was the only part of the rumor that had been confirmed.  
 
    As far as Katerine knew, no one had received word from His Majesty or any of his knights since they all departed Tal’Shira for the parley countless moons ago, and only rumors—started, most likely, by spies loyal to Lord Stefan—offered any explanation for the lack of news. 
 
    But Katerine’s father said that if His Majesty had actually fallen to the Basi, the Duke of Morwyk would’ve come thundering into Calgaryn with the king’s body on a bier for the entire world to witness.  
 
    Instead, he was taking his time crossing the kingdom, paying visits to every noble household along the way. Only a fool would imagine that sedition wasn’t at the heart of those visits. But without His Majesty or any of his sons to legitimize the val Lorian reign…when Lord Stefan did arrive, he would be well within his rights to claim the throne, and then where would they all be?  
 
    “You don’t think it strange that His Majesty’s body was never found?” asked the Contessa di Remy meanwhile, shifting a sagacious glance between Lady Astor and the marchioness. 
 
    Ianthe shrugged. “The Basi are barbarians. Obviously, they took the king’s body away to do some horrific injustice to it.” She sipped her tea, sounding nothing if not pleased by the prospect. “Head shrinking, or some such.” 
 
    “Those are the Shi’ma, my lady,” Lisandre correctly meekly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The head shrinkers? They’re the Shi’ma of Bemoth. The Basi worship different gods.” 
 
    “Well, whoever,” Ianthe snapped. She was never keen to have her statements corrected. “No doubt you took my point, Lisandre.” 
 
    Lisandre dropped her gaze. “Very much so, Marchioness.”  
 
    Deep inside, Katerine trembled.  
 
    Her world felt like it was crumbling at the edges. Every day there was talk of some new terrifying threat. Every day her mother grew more distant and her father more severe. Every day she woke only wanting the day to end, when she might venture into the garden and find a moment’s peace with… 
 
    But she couldn’t think about that. Not here, for her expression would betray her. 
 
    If she was being perfectly honest though—and Katerine always tried to be perfectly honest with herself—then she must’ve been the most terrible person at that table, because…well, deep in her heart, she was grateful for the Duke of Morwyk’s march on Calgaryn.  
 
    If not for the threat of war hanging over them, her father surely would’ve forced her to marry someone else by now, and then…and then there would’ve been no hope for her to be found in any quarter.   
 
    “You’ve been terribly quiet this morning, little Kat.” 
 
    Katerine glanced up to find Ianthe watching her with that small but very dangerous smile, the one she usually reserved for anyone loyal to the throne, or Alyneri d’Giverny. 
 
    “Surely you must have something to say? It’s hardly like you to remain so silent, even if you rarely have much to offer our table.” 
 
    “Because your commentary is always so insightful and thought-provoking,” Lady Astor muttered disagreeably. 
 
    Ianthe’s eyes flashed to the dowager countess. “Veneisean women speak their minds, Wilamina.” 
 
    “Regardless of whether or not they exhibit a modicum of reason,” Lady Astor noted critically. 
 
    Katerine dropped her gaze to her tea. They all thought her shy and insipid. Katerine had worked hard to create that impression.  
 
    “Your pardon, Marchioness,” she said in her meekest voice. “My mother says politics is an unseemly avocation for a lady and has not educated me in the subject.” 
 
    Lady Astor clucked, “Quite right, quite right. Ianthe is ever leading us into the dark and grimy waters of impropriety.”  
 
    Ianthe glared at the dowager countess. “As if your stockings are filthy from a lack of washing, Wilamina.” 
 
    The old woman arched an imperious grey eyebrow. “I’m surprised you have any stockings left to launder, what with the way you doff them so freely in salons across the city.” 
 
    Ianthe sucked in her breath with a hiss. “At least I don’t have to purchase a man’s attentions! You might as well…” 
 
    The two ladies continued insulting one another while an embarrassed Lisandre stared at her hands and the Contessa di Remy watched with cold amusement. Katerine sipped her tea and tried to keep her expression neutral. Maybe they would forget she was the one who’d started it.  
 
    Her father had admonished her that freedom came at the cost of constant vigilance. Katerine couldn’t productively stand on the walls in defense of the palace and their way of life, but she still had to do her part to maintain the vigilance which freedom required of them. 
 
    Accordingly, she held this vigil every morning with Lady Astor and her coterie of vipers, that she might better tell her father of the treachery slithering beneath the surface of palace society.  
 
     Through the open windows, bells could be heard ringing distantly, carried on the wind from the city. Hearing them, a chill skittered down Katerine’s back.  
 
    As soon as Ianthe and Lady Astor became bored with insulting one another, which they always eventually did, Katerine set down her tea cup and lifted a tentative gaze to the aging countess. “Forgive me, Lady Astor, but I’ve just recalled that our mother asked us to visit her before the noon hour. Might you excuse my sister and myself to attend her?”  
 
    The dowager countess looked mildly upon her. “Of course, child.” 
 
    Katerine glanced to Lisandre, who obediently set down her cup. They murmured polite farewells to the others, then quickly left the salon. As they turned down the corridor, Lisandre took her hand.  
 
    Katerine squeezed her sister’s tightly in return.   
 
    They exited Lady Astor’s chambers into the morning and followed a lengthy, groin-vaulted arcade back towards their family’s side of the palace. Beyond the stone columns, the morning hummed with brightness, but Katerine couldn’t shake the unsettled feeling that had claimed her. 
 
    “I hate those bells,” Lisandre whispered. 
 
    The bells were still tolling from deep within the city. The palace walls broke the summons, such that Katerine’s ears caught but ghostly echoes of the lengthy peal. Still, it seemed like every morning the toll of bells was lasting longer. Katerine dreaded their meaning. 
 
    “Shush, my heart,” she cautioned Lisandre. “The walls could be listening.” 
 
    Lisandre shook her head, making a shimmer of golden locks and blue ribbon. “I can’t bear it if it’s true, Kat.” 
 
    Katerine darted a glance around, then pulled Lisandre into a stone-paved courtyard, where there were fewer places for prying eyes and ears to hide themselves. The morning sun was bathing the stones, but its light offered little warmth.  
 
    Katerine took both of her sister’s hands in hers and asked softly, “If what is true?” 
 
    “If Gideon is dead and King Gydryn betrayed—”  
 
    Katerine hastily pushed two fingers to her sister’s lips and looked around again. “We cannot speak of these things here, my heart.” She wrapped her arm around Lisandre’s shoulders and walked them swiftly on. 
 
    Katerine couldn’t say where the transition occurred exactly, but eventually the palace’s lengthy arcades and vast hallways lost their menace, the sun brought warmth to her back as she was crossing the courts, and the people passing in the corridors looked upon them with friendly eyes. 
 
    Even so, Katerine wouldn’t speak again until they were well within the Queen’s Garden—the fastest route to the royal wing—and safely on the ‘friendly’ side of the palace.  
 
    “Gideon must be alive,” she told her sister then, only praying it was true. To lose both her beloved cousin and the boy she loved within a span of years of each other…her heart would never recover. 
 
    Lisandre turned large hazel eyes up to her. “Mother said there’s been no word from Gideon in many moons, when before we had letters from him regular as the tide.” 
 
    Katerine drew in a deep breath, trying to find her equilibrium on air that didn’t reek of sedition. “There’s a war going on, my heart. We have to expect interruptions of normal channels of communication. Father says we can’t let such disruptions topple our trust in our champions. They’re doing their part, so we must uphold ours.” 
 
    Lisandre caught her thumbnail between her teeth. “Tad says Gideon is in a Basi prison, probably plotting his escape, but the Basi have him chained with magic rope and he’ll have to chew off his own hand to free himself and the others.” 
 
    Katerine spun her a look. “When did Tad say that?” 
 
    “I heard him talking to Killian and the older boys after dinner last night.”  
 
    Katerine pressed her lips together tightly. She was going to have a stern talk with her brother.  
 
    “Do you think it’s true, Kat?” 
 
    Katerine grumbled, “I think Tad has an overactive imagination.” 
 
    She turned them down a shell-paved path towards a statue of Gorion the Archer, which in no way in her mind resembled the stars of the constellation bearing the same name. The statue had grown black with mold in recent years, cast as it was in the perpetual shade of tall elms; but since the queen’s return, someone had undertaken the gargantuan task of cleaning it. They were making slow progress.  
 
    Seeing the dark mold clinging in patches to the white marble made Katerine uneasy. The uneven pattern too closely mirrored the state of the kingdom in her mind. 
 
    Lisandre stared at the statue the whole time they were passing it, even turning her head to watch it disappear behind an ivy-covered wall.  
 
    Then she shuddered. “I’m scared, Kat. What if there really is a war?” 
 
    Katerine thought that a foregone conclusion.  
 
    “Will we be safe here, like father says?” 
 
    “Nowhere will be safe if Morwyk gains the throne,” Katerine muttered. Then she rallied her resolve, for her sister’s sake at least. “But the palace walls are strong and well defended.” 
 
    “Not against an army.” 
 
    “That depends on how many men Morwyk brings to bear. Father says we can hold against a siege for several moons. Long enough for His Majesty to return.” 
 
    Lisandre spun her a look. “Do you really think he’s coming?” 
 
    “I have to believe it so.”  
 
    Her sister frowned. “In the city, they’re saying it’s hopeless. Morwyk is either going to raze Calgaryn and kill everyone in it, or else destroy the palace and everyone loyal to the throne. The Book of Bethamin—” 
 
    “Is full of lies.” She turned her sister a firm look. “You shouldn’t be reading it, Lisandre.” 
 
    “Everyone is reading it.” Lisandre protested. 
 
    That was the unwelcome truth. Between the Prophet’s Marquiin roaming the countryside, preying on the people’s hopelessness, and his Ascendants taking up residence in the city proper, preying on the people’s avarice and aspirations, the morale of the citizenry was being well undermined. Bethamin was doing Morwyk’s ill work for him. 
 
    Katerine thought it fortunate the kingdom had so few Adepts. They would hardly be greeted warmly in Calgaryn anymore.  
 
    “And now those horrible rumors are flying everywhere, proclaiming Prince Ean dead in Rethynnea…” Lisandre let out a little whimper. “Do you think it’s true, Kat?” 
 
    “I know it’s not,” Katerine hissed, barely keeping her tone shy of scalding. 
 
    Lisandre’s eyes widened. “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    Kat inwardly cursed her loose tongue. If only she could’ve told Lisandre how she knew this rumor for a lie.  
 
    What had they come to that she couldn’t trust even her own dear sister with the truth? But Lisandre was too sweet, too suggestible; and serpent-tongued ladies like Ianthe val Rothschen d’Jeune had filled Lisandre’s head with too much conflict.  
 
    Like her father said: in the face of war, the lines between right and wrong became pale as chalk, and too easily erased by an errant hand.  
 
    Katerine suddenly sensed someone watching her.  
 
    She felt eyes like a breeze across the back of her neck, palpable as the winter sun. She drew Lisandre closer and hurried on.  
 
    The red-violet limbs of a plum orchard hung over them, filtering the morning light into patches on a carpet of dark leaves. Shadows hung beneath the branches in hunched knots of darkness where the air remained chill and the leaves untouched by light. As she passed through them, they became as gossamer fingers clutching at her limbs, inviting her into a dance with darkness. She wanted desperately to go with them. 
 
    “I don’t like this path.” Lisandre hugged her arms around herself. “We should’ve gone through the rose garden.” 
 
    But Katerine felt safer with the shadows than in a garden overgrown with dead roses, which, as omens went, was rather on the ill side of portentous. 
 
    They finally reached the wall and its towering royal gate that demarked the entrance to the garden, or the exit back into the royal wing, depending on the direction of one’s steps.  
 
    Seeing the King’s Guardsmen who were on watch there elicited a sigh of relief—the knights Laden and Liam val Kess, twin sons of Dannym’s Minister of Culture, friends of her cousin Gideon, and as true to the crown as her own heart.  
 
    Seeing the knights, Lisandre broke away and ran to greet them, already bubbling with news of her morning. 
 
    Katerine paused beneath the archway and looked back, past the wrought-iron gates. She still felt someone’s gaze following her, but as always, when she sought any form hidden among the trees, her eyes only saw shadows. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Errodan Renwyr n’Owain val Lorian, Queen of Dannym and the Shoring Isles, hugged her arms against the sea breeze and gazed from the palace walls out across the city of Calgaryn far below.  
 
    The capital’s white-washed storefronts and city homes dazzled in the bright morning sun. Its tree-lined parks glowed with autumn’s jewel-colored splendor. Peaked blue rooftops appeared a choppy lake between Errodan’s hilltop palace and the mountain’s eastern arm, which ended in a treacherous point demarked by a lighthouse tower.  
 
    She’d last seen her husband vanish around that point, sailing away on the dawn tide. She’d had no word from Gydryn for too many moons now, nor from her youngest, Ean; only vicious rumors that claimed both men had perished. 
 
    What fortitude it took for her to believe they were still alive, that they were still walking their paths despite all rumor to the contrary!  
 
    Maintaining that faith in the face of opposition was proving harder than giving birth to her daughter alone while her husband fought for his throne two kingdoms away; harder than ruling in Gydryn’s absence; harder even than overcoming her sons’ deaths—by far the greatest challenge she’d ever faced. 
 
    Pressed between her folded arms, Errodan’s breasts felt heavy, tender. She suspected her daughter would wake soon, ready for her next feeding. Dannish ladies offloaded their children to wet nurses, mortified by the idea of a babe suckling at their breast, but Errodan was a princess of the Shoring Isles, and Shoringers nursed their own. 
 
    It was one of many divisive currents Errodan had lately perceived dragging her adrift of Dannym’s nobility. 
 
    Ironic how in good times, the idiosyncrasies of one’s leaders might be looked upon with a fondly tolerant gaze, but in ill times, those same attributes became differences irreconcilable to society’s expectations. 
 
    It all came down to perception…and faith, she supposed. Honestly, the two were inseparable when it came to governance. A strong rule was less about might than about maintaining the people’s faith and trust. As Gydryn had long maintained, an idea could travel farther and cut deeper than any sword. She wished Morin d’Hain better understood this. 
 
    But perception or no, Errodan wasn’t about to let societal expectations dictate how she raised her children.  
 
    And that, too, sets you apart. 
 
    Errodan pressed palms to her eyes and exhaled a slow breath. She’d always taught her sons that honor was their strongest shield. She prayed that clinging to her own wouldn’t result in the kingdom’s downfall. 
 
    The sound of bells drifted up from the city, carried by the spiraling wind. Said wind tossed wisps of cinnamon hair into Errodan’s eyes while threatening to tear the rest free of the elaborate plait that crowned her head. The wind likewise whistled around the actual crown she wore, whose weight posed a constant ache in her skull. 
 
    Morin and Duke Gareth val Mallonwey had both agreed that she needed to wear the crown at all times. Perception, again. The people had to see her as their ruler, not their king’s estranged wife. But it had been over a year and a half since her husband had sailed south, and all the jewels in the world wouldn’t help her if she couldn’t keep the people’s trust.  
 
    Oh, she had their sympathies…most of them. The mothers, anyway. But sympathy and trust were not the same order of sentiment, especially not with Stefan val Tryst’s long anticipated army finally on the march towards the capital. 
 
     “Shadow take those damnable bells.” Morin d’Hain came up beside her, wearing a pained expression.  
 
    Errodan gave him a look of commiseration by way of greeting.  
 
    The spymaster seemed to have aged ten years since Gydryn sailed south, looking closer to forty than the bare thirty revolutions of the sun that he claimed. She only imagined the sight she must’ve presented to him in return. She was hardly sleeping more than Morin these days. 
 
    He shoved a hand through his longish blond hair, then scrubbed his knuckles across the cleft in his chin, grimacing slightly—at the continuing peal of bells from the city or aught else, she couldn’t say.  
 
    The spymaster had taken to wearing a fitted cuirass over his court attire, ever since the third attempt on his life had barely missed his heart. How that wound had so miraculously healed was a topic they never discussed aloud. 
 
    Morin spread his hands on the parapet. “They’re thumbing their noses at us,” he griped, referencing the bells. 
 
    Errodan sighed. “Wouldn’t you, if you were in their position?” 
 
    “Give them their small victories,” said an arriving Gareth val Mallonwey, who came striding up as if fresh from a good night’s sleep, or at least a good night’s lovemaking—Errodan would’ve settled for either, personally—though she doubted the duke had seen his bed or his wife for more than a few hours.  
 
    The Duke of Towermount was a towering man, completely bald and generally imposing, with a warrior’s build and the tenacity of a cornered badger. In the absence of her husband, Errodan felt most at ease when Gareth stood nearby.  
 
    The duke grunted. “Small victories are all they’ll have when the cards are counted.” 
 
    Morin nodded a terse welcome to the duke. “I despise gloaters.”   
 
    Gareth cast his brown-eyed gaze out across the city, ostensibly in the direction of the tolling bells. They couldn’t see the temple that had recently been dedicated to the Prophet Bethamin, but they could certainly hear its summons. “Do you really think this many people converted overnight?”  
 
    Morin matched Gareth’s steely stare aimed towards the bells. “Doubtful.”   
 
    “But the truth hardly matters,” Errodan noted with a sigh.  
 
    Perception, again. If the people thought so many others were converting to Bethamin’s doctrine, they would be more willing to convert themselves. What all of those conversions would amount to, Errodan couldn’t say.  
 
    Ideologies embraced out of fear rarely lasted once the crisis was over—especially self-abnegating doctrines that required people to dispose of the luxurious lives to which they’d become accustomed. But in the short term, Bethamin’s growing cadre of followers could pose a considerable problem. 
 
    The bells were still tolling. Supposedly the Ascendants rang them once for every convert. 
 
    “Surely this many people can’t all believe the Prophet’s drivel,” Gareth grumbled. 
 
    Errodan adjusted the crown on her head, trying to find a position that didn’t ache. “The Book of Bethamin appears to offer them solace when all seems hopeless. Bethamin’s doctrine appeals to the people because it validates their suffering.”  
 
    Gareth snorted. “Convoluted logic—we’re all born to die? What kind of person believes that nonsense?” 
 
    “A lot of them, apparently,” Morin grumbled.  
 
    Errodan exhaled a sigh. “I warned Gydryn not to ban that book.” She abandoned her search for a more comfortable position for her crown and resettled it into the indentations it had already made in her skull. “Turning The Book of Bethamin into forbidden literature only increased its allure, especially to those who feel entitled to more than their current lot in life, who believe they’re deserving of Fortune’s graces.” 
 
    Morin scowled. “When you put it that way, I’m surprised the whole of Calgaryn hasn’t converted.” 
 
    “Testy today, aren’t we?” Gareth looked Morin over mildly. “What, did no one try to kill you last night?” 
 
    “Don’t jest.” Morin gave him an injured look. “If Morwyk’s people aren’t trying to kill me on a daily basis, I begin to fear I’m not doing my job properly.” 
 
     “If you’re so eager to court your own death, why the cuirass?”  
 
    Morin tossed blowing hair from his eyes. “Expecting attacks doesn’t mean I aim to assist the assassins in the execution of their duties.” 
 
    “Execution of their duties,” Gareth smirked. “That’s funny.”   
 
    Errodan reflected that the three of them had come a long way from the early days of her return to the mainland, when she’d been excluded from the king’s confidences—at least in public—in order to protect their son, while Gareth had been constantly at Morin’s throat, and Morin hadn’t known what to make of Errodan at all. 
 
    On the wind, Errodan thought she heard a toddler’s cry. 
 
    The same wind carried their own words over the wall and out across the sea. The only way anyone could overhear them would be if the eavesdropper was somehow clinging to the sheer, unscalable cliffs, risking a five-hundred-foot drop to instant death. If one of Morwyk’s spies was that enthusiastic to listen in on their conferences, more power to him. 
 
    Feeling a tugging at her heart as much as the calling of her body, which suggested rather strongly that her daughter was surely ready to feed, Errodan walked to a plain wooden chair sitting in the corner where two ramparts met. The men followed. 
 
    This was one of three places in the vast labyrinth of ramparts that the spymaster had deemed safe from archers as well as Morwyk’s spies. 
 
    She sat and arranged her skirts. The only court that mattered was now in session. 
 
    “What news then, gentlemen?” 
 
    “Two more lords left for their estates this week,” Morin reported. 
 
    “Which two?” 
 
    “Peidmont and val Rysen.”   
 
    Errodan winced. “I thought they were loyal to the crown.” 
 
    “They may very well be loyal.” Morin fingered the back of his head, wincing slightly. He was still healing from the laceration made by an arrow that had just missed its mark two days ago. “Mayhap leaving the city was the lesser of two evils.” 
 
    “Please explain this logic to me, Morin.” 
 
    “If the lords are being threatened with bodily harm or other forms of extortion,” Morin posed, “it could be that leaving town is the only way to keep from having to carry out an act of treason.” 
 
    “In which case, whoever is behind the act wins either way,” Errodan surmised. “Our enemies have eliminated a possible threat to their own aims while also whittling down our support at court.” 
 
    “That’s the theory,” Gareth muttered.  
 
    Errodan switched a frown between the two men. “But you’ve no idea who is threatening the lords?” 
 
    Gareth said, “We’re unsure if it’s a campaign of intimidation and extortion for petty aims, or something darker.” 
 
    “Extortion can build into sedition with a single missive left in the middle of the night,” Morin said. “Fear speared deeply enough fractures even the stalwart.” 
 
    Errodan suspected that everyone living in Calgaryn was on intimate terms with fear. 
 
    Never had she appreciated her husband’s strong leadership more. In the early days, when her boys were young, Dannym had flourished beneath Gydryn’s rule; but since losing their sons to treachery, since sending Dannym’s army south to honor an age-old pact that few still willingly upheld, dissent, hardship and loss had forged a simmering resentment among the people.  
 
    In addition to losing brothers, fathers and sons to another kingdom’s conflict, Dannym had lost precious Healers and other Adepts—not to mention knighted heirs of the nobility who were leading the military units. Now, in Gydryn’s absence, the heretofore quiet yet widespread resentment was finding its voice through a multitude of fractious outlets. 
 
    “The attack last week on Minister val Kess has given us a possible lead.” Morin shifted and replanted his feet in a position of parade rest, hands clasped behind his back.  
 
    Errodan had yet to discover where the spymaster had learned the many specialized skills of his craft, but he often gave her reason to believe that he was neither as young nor as inexperienced as his apparent age would imply.  
 
    “Lord Mandor thinks he recognized one of his attackers from among the King’s Own Guard, but he couldn’t recall where he’d seen the guardsman and didn’t know his name. He gave us a description. Unfortunately, it fits half of the guard and a number of soldiers in our own duke’s employ.” 
 
    Errodan looked to Gareth. “Do you believe this campaign of intimidation is being spearheaded by someone in the Guard?” 
 
    Gareth shrugged. “Anything is possible. Before we can determine from where the treason springs, we have to find the operatives and follow them to the source. We know there are factions in the guard who are loyal to Morwyk, and probably more who’re spying for coin or the promise of privilege. I’ve secured the loyalty of perhaps three quarters of the leadership, but the rest are proving difficult.” 
 
    The man the Lord Captain Rhys val Kincaide had named as his replacement had met an untimely end in a tavern brawl that got wildly out of hand. Morin suspected foul play but had been unable to trace the knight’s death back to any source.  
 
    Now the Guard had no clear chain of command and too many lesser officers happily enfranchised with newfound power. The only way to corral and command all of them would be by a showing of force, and Errodan feared such would only result in driving a wedge more firmly into the existing fracture.  
 
    She let out a tense sigh. “We can’t allow the Guard to descend into lawlessness, but we cannot turn the army into a police force to make the Guard comply.” She turned her gaze to the spymaster. “I need Gareth’s men protecting city and palace from the larger threat, Morin. You have to stop this internal splintering and get mortar in the gaps between the ranks. Do whatever is necessary to align the whole of the King’s Guard behind us.” 
 
    Morin exhaled a slow breath. “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Errodan nodded. “Anything new from Bastian?” 
 
    Bastian val Renly, a lieutenant in the King’s Own Guard, had stepped off a ship many moons ago, claiming Errodan’s treasured middle son still lived. He’d told a wild tale of Trell’s purported survival, even claiming the Akkadian Emir had taken her son into his own household for safekeeping. 
 
    Morin had the lieutenant in polite custody, certain his mind had been tampered with. Unfortunately, they had no truthreaders on hand to confirm or deny Bastian’s claims, for the aging Vitriam o’Reith had passed more than a year ago. So the lieutenant was sitting in a well-appointed cell, awaiting his fate. 
 
    Errodan felt they were all sitting in cells awaiting Fate’s judgment. Hers just had a better view. 
 
    Morin rubbed his temple. “The lieutenant still claims he’s telling the truth. We confirmed that he had indeed been staying at the residence he mentioned in Rethynnea, along with the Lord Captain Rhys val Kincaide, but no one has seen or heard from the captain, Lord Fynnlar, or any of their men since shortly after val Renly boarded a ship back to us.” 
 
    Errodan frowned. While Bastian’s news seemed impossible, just as improbable was what anyone could think to gain from claiming her treasured middle son was alive when he wasn’t. Surely no one in their right mind would expect her to believe it.  
 
    She and Morin had wasted too much time already trying to puzzle out who might’ve been behind the subterfuge, and all the while the poor lieutenant swore his mind was his own. The entire affair was enough to keep her up at night.  
 
    Not that she was short on fodder for sleepless nights.  
 
    Errodan pushed a strand of hair from her eyes. “What else? Any progress with the Marquess of Wynne?” 
 
    Gareth and Morin exchanged a look, and the duke answered, “He…appears loyal.” 
 
    “It’s the ‘appearances can be deceiving’ part that troubles me,” Morin added.  
 
    The Marquess of Wynne had an enormous presence at court, despite his minor title. Besides his own charismatic demeanor and an absurd amount of wealth, he commanded a small but well-trained army. Five hundred of his own men augmented the Duke of Towermount’s forces, protecting palace and city. If Wynne threw in his lot with Morwyk at the last minute, it would devastate their defenses.   
 
    Errodan shook her head. “I just can’t see what Colin val Rothschen would stand to gain by putting Morwyk on the throne.” 
 
    “That’s what we’re trying to find out, Your Majesty,” Gareth said. 
 
    Morin made a face. “If val Rothschen is in league with Morwyk, he’s the smartest seditionist I’ve ever encountered.” 
 
    “I maintain the deceit sits with the Veneisean wife,” Gareth rumbled. “She’s a Valdére viper, that one.” 
 
    “Rumor and misinformation is leaking out via some quarter,” Morin told her. “We just don’t know yet how, or how deeply Wynne may be involved in any plots against your rule.” 
 
    Errodan sighed heavily. “We need someone inside the marchioness’s confidence.” 
 
    Morin nodded. “I’ve made several attempts to gain an informer among the Wynne household, but Ianthe val Rothschen spent too much time in Queen Indora’s court. She eats and breathes duplicity and can smell its stink a mile off.” 
 
    Gareth grunted introspectively. “I may have an idea.” 
 
    At their inquiring looks, he said, “My daughter, Katerine, has been reporting to me on discussions she overhears between the Dowager Countess of Astor and the Marchioness of Wynne. So far it’s just a lot of caterwauling, but mayhap Katerine could be of more direct use to us.” 
 
    Errodan considered him gravely. “Thank you, Gareth, but I don’t want to put your daughter in harm’s way.”  
 
    Morin dragged a hand back through his hair. “With all due respect, Your Majesty, we’re all rather irrevocably in harm’s way here. Gareth’s son Tad is proving invaluable to me,” and he added with a glance at the duke, “I’ve no doubt his daughter would display equal intelligence and discretion in managing sensitive matters.”  
 
    Feeling ragged already though the morning had just begun, Errodan couldn’t summon the will to argue. “I suppose we need all the help we can find. As you will then.” 
 
    Morin bobbed a bow. “Very good, Your Majesty.” 
 
    The queen exhaled a long, slow breath. She felt a figure of brittle sticks bound together by overtaxed determination.  
 
    They’d had years to anticipate Morwyk’s plans, to work out his possible strategy for taking Calgaryn. All of their plans depended on having accurately predicted Morwyk’s…but this game of Kings was being played on a real landscape now. One wrong move, and thousands would die.  
 
    Errodan looked between the two men. “Still nothing from Gydryn?”  
 
    They would’ve told her instantly if word had come in, but she had to ask nonetheless. 
 
    “He won’t send word ahead of his return, Your Majesty,” Gareth told her for probably the thousandth time.   
 
    Morin nodded his agreement. “His Majesty knows it would place you in too much danger. Our best plan is the strategy we’ve followed all along—we must allow Morwyk to believe His Majesty is dead. To this end, Radov’s actual attempt on His Majesty’s life worked in our favor. Otherwise His Majesty would’ve had to carry out some subterfuge—” 
 
    “Morin, I’m well aware of Gydryn’s plan.”  
 
    And she certainly didn’t need to be reminded of Radov of M’Nador’s treachery against everyone she loved. 
 
    Morin took notice of her tone and offered an apologetic grimace. “I only meant, Your Majesty, that if Morwyk thought his claims to the throne would find any legitimate opposition—” 
 
    “If Stefan val Tryst had any inkling His Majesty was on his way back here with his army in tow…” Gareth inserted in support of Morin’s point. 
 
    “Then Morwyk would redouble his efforts,” Morin finished. “He’d make his army sprint to reach us instead of taking a leisurely stroll through the kingdom.” 
 
    “Social calls to every duke and earldom along the way,” Gareth muttered.  
 
    “Gaining support,” Errodan said with a wary frown. 
 
    “Buying His Majesty time,” Morin stressed, “whether Morwyk realizes it or not. My contacts in Tal’Shira confirmed that no Dannish forces were present during Radov’s recent defeat at Raku. Doubtless Viernan hal’Jaitar is beside himself wondering where His Majesty’s men went, but we know the truth: His Majesty has done what he set out to do. He’s bringing his army home.” 
 
    Gareth grunted by way of agreement. “We have to keep faith that Gydryn will push through whatever barrier falls in his path to keep to the plan, even as we are.” 
 
    “We must trust to our champions,” Errodan breathed softly, casting a knowing look at Gareth. 
 
    He nodded. “No definitive news is good news.” 
 
    Even so, not knowing if her husband lived or had perished in the attack made a constant turmoil in her heart. Errodan pushed on, day after day, because she had to, because there was no one else to take her place in this perilous game of cat and mouse that they were playing with the Duke of Morwyk. 
 
    Well…no one said it would be easy, her father’s voice admonished. Her self-recriminations always resounded with his implacable tone.  
 
    Errodan felt herself in a holding pattern, trying to keep the rudder hard to starboard, sailing a wide, circuitous course through tempestuous seas, round and round, while a leviathan moved in to seal off any escape. 
 
    They were all just bait for the monster. 
 
    Epiphany give her strength to stay the course.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Forty-eight 
 
      
 
    “Doubt is not the opposite of faith; it is a critical component of it.”  
 
      
 
    –The Adept truthreader Cristien Tagliaferro,  
 
    arguing with Maestro Markal Morrelaine 
 
      
 
    Trell regained consciousness to the sounds of moaning.  
 
    At first he thought the sounds might’ve been his own—certainly his body ached in enough places to account for it—but as his sight adjusted to the dim light in the chamber, he saw another man stretched out on the dirty stones.  
 
    As Trell slowly pushed up to sitting, the heavy weight of manacles dragged at his wrists. They were linked to chains connecting to the wall. At least they’d given him enough slack to lie down. An unexpected mercy. He took hold of the chains, tested their strength, and found them regrettably adequate.  
 
    The details of his capture were fuzzy. His mind still shied from recalling the experience, still trembled at the depth of the violation. He felt as with the after-effects of a drug: displaced, maladjusted, unable to focus. His thread of binding to Alyneri just vanished into a fog. He couldn’t reach her. It should’ve disturbed him, yet he found himself oddly ambivalent. 
 
    It had to be the lingering effects of the compulsion, remnant commands still fading away, as the morning-after poisons of too much drink needing time to wear off.  
 
    What must this experience have been like for Sebastian, day after day? Waking to this haze of hardly knowing himself—or worse, trying to make sense of what had happened while lost in the throes of compulsion, to make sense of what he’d done…  
 
    How many such disassociated wakings could one man endure without losing his sense of self? And Trell had only been compelled, not tortured and compelled, not compelled to torture himself— 
 
    Shade and darkness, he couldn’t let his thoughts twist like this. Perhaps it was better not to think much at all, under the circumstances. 
 
    He rested his head back against the stones and sought the calmness of breath and that solitary stillness all swordsmen are taught to find. Released of responsibility, his attention wandered like a child in an empty room, peeking out windows and into cupboards with idle fascination.   
 
    It was too dangerous thinking of Sebastian, but thoughts of Ean brought a faint smile. He’d been recalling times with his younger brother more often of late. He wasn’t sure why, but certainly with the pressures of his recent mission, he had found catharsis in remembering happier, easier times.  
 
    He and Ean had been so close as children, then estranged for a while as adolescents. Losing Sebastian had shaken the entire family, damaged them far more than any of them had wanted to believe. The structure of their solidarity had been compromised. 
 
    Yet Trell and Ean had found each other again at the end, in those bittersweet months leading up to Trell’s fateful journey on the Sea Eagle. And more and more recently, Trell had thought he could almost sense Ean on the field, his distant teammate in the Mage’s game.  
 
    But he could barely sense anything in that moment. 
 
    Compulsion still fogged his mind. Now that he’d had time to test the boundaries of his thoughts, he could feel the malevolent presence of subconscious commands shadowing his every decision, waiting to attack his will should he dare to think incorrectly.  
 
    It should’ve frightened him, losing the rights to his own determinism, but here again, all he could find was a strange and unsettling indifference. This in itself was analytically terrifying. Yet feeling anything about it…he simply couldn’t. The emotions just stood remote.  
 
    Trell had the vague recollection of having been chained somewhere else first. He had glimpses of the wielder’s cadaverous face inches from his own, blurred visions of pain and protest, fury…defiance. Whatever the wielder had done to him, he couldn’t access such emotions anymore.   
 
    These were not mercies but torments, and something told him that the wielder had learned enough of his mind to know that.  
 
    To be unable to cry when he desperately desired that release, to be denied even rage over the injustice of his treatment, to be so dominated as to be prevented from finding even the smallest ounce of causation—that of defiance…  
 
    When all else fails, a prisoner can at least rage against his tormentors. He can cry out, weep, struggle, protest. Yet the wielder had denied him all of these. 
 
    An ache on the inside of his arm had been steadily complaining and it finally pierced the fog of his attention. Trell pushed up one sleeve. A round mark of blackened flesh stood where Tannour’s tattoo had been. The wielder had burned it out of his skin. 
 
    Swallowing, Trell laid his head back against the wall, sensing a sort of hysteria he couldn’t actually feel—panic was banging on unbreakable glass walls, unable to reach him, watching in solidarity with grief while he suffered. 
 
    Trell saw how this would go. The wielder would lead him obediently by the hand into act after act that defied his instincts and brutalized his honor until Trell’s mind broke from the strain. And he would break, of this he had no doubt. Sebastian had broken, and his older brother had been far more resilient and courageous. 
 
    Taliah would’ve given her left arm to have such expertise.   
 
    Trell’s only consolation was the belief that he was somehow, some way still walking his path. How he could think that while shackled to a wielder’s compulsion was anyone’s guess. The path appeared to be leading him into hell—Shade and darkness, things had never seemed more hopeless!—but he had to believe that no matter how hard it became, if he just clung to hope, the light would return, as it had for Sebastian.  
 
    Trell took solace in the knowledge that he was keeping his side of the bargain. He had to believe the gods would hold up theirs.   
 
    “Please…” 
 
    Trell opened his eyes to see his cell mate looking at him. The latter’s cheeks were hollowed–by starvation or perhaps some sickness that had taken him. Trell couldn’t say which. Deep bruising surrounded the man’s eyes, and their whites were so bloodshot as to be almost nonexistent. He looked not long for this world. 
 
    “Please,” he whispered again in the desert tongue, locking eyes with Trell. “Please…kill me.” 
 
    The horror conveyed in the man’s gaze roused a distant echo of Trell’s unease even as the man’s heartfelt plea elicited shadows of a vague compassion whose emotional shape he could no longer clearly recall.  
 
    The prisoner started crying.  
 
    His shoulders shook, and his eyes shed blood-stained tears. “Please…I don’t want to be one of them. If you do it now, there’s still a chance…” With great strain, he lifted his head to look down at his feet.  
 
    Trell had thought them terribly dirty, but now he saw the flesh itself had blackened. The man’s hands were the same. 
 
    “Please take pity,” he begged hoarsely. “I’m a wielder…was a wielder. If I die like this…” his already strained voice broke, and he had to force the words in a threadbare whisper, “I…won’t Return. It’s permanent death.”  
 
    More tears followed this confession, dry sobs that left him heaving. “All I ever did was serve my prince loyally.” He rubbed his bloody eyes on his sleeve. “How do I deserve this? It’s not fair!”   
 
    Trell could move no farther away from the wall than the width of his shoulders. It occurred to him that perhaps the reason they’d chained him there was so he couldn’t help his fellow prisoner, only observe his suffering.  
 
    He lifted his arms as far as they would move, clinking the chains taut. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    The man saw this and resumed his weeping. For many hours, the only sounds Trell heard were the man’s agonized sobs. 
 
    Trell was no stranger to dungeons. He’d languished for weeks in a Shamshir’im cell, longer still in Darroyhan. He’d been repeatedly tortured and healed so the torture could continue anew; he’d been bled and battered and his body compelled against his will… 
 
    Yet those hours he spent listening to the wielder weeping in despair, unable himself to feel anything about it, made for one of the longest days of captivity of his life. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “If you’re certain that’s what you want, Viernan.” Dore’s tone implied he thought it an opportunity wasted.  
 
    The wielder sat behind a massive desk with his too-big boots propped on one corner, looking like an emaciated child playing dress-up in his father’s clothing. Dore didn’t say, I went to considerable trouble for you, and this is how you repay me, but Viernan perceived it in his scowl. 
 
    Something had happened in Tambarré.  
 
    Dore wouldn’t tell Viernan any details, but he’d been more crossly insensate than usual and in recent days had taken up what appeared to be more or less permanent residence at Ivarnen, much to Viernan’s displeasure. 
 
    Viernan raked a mordant gaze across the wielder. “What I want is for our business to be concluded.” His tone made it clear that he wasn’t talking about the business closest to hand. 
 
    Dore’s lips puckered. “All things in their time, Viernan.” 
 
    “As far as I can tell, all of the preparations have been made.” Verily, the Sundragon could have shown up that very instant and fallen easily into their hands. 
 
    Dore dropped his feet to the floor and sat forward. “There are other preparations still ongoing.” He shuffled some papers around on the desk, trying to look busily important, but if Dore had read even a single one of those pages, Viernan would eat his keffiyeh.  
 
    Other preparations… 
 
    Viernan clenched his jaw. Other preparations surely referenced some ulterior objective Dore was trying to arrange in concert with the trap for Mithaiya, but Viernan had no intention of performing in that symphony ever again. 
 
    “As to the prince,” he said stiffly, referencing the more immediate problem to hand, “I’ll call you when I’m ready.” 
 
    Dore looked him over with dark rumination. “As you wish.” 
 
    Viernan turned on his heel and strode through the lower passages of Ivarnen. The air belowground was oppressive, stale save for when he whisked past an adjoining hallway leading deeper into the bowels of the fortress and caught a whiff of the sickly-sweet stench of death.  
 
    Ivarnen’s catacombs were narrow, paved in rounded stones worn smooth by the years. Hanging lamps cast a pale, flameless light on the uneven walls but failed to properly illuminate the bricks of the barrel-vaulted ceiling. The place had probably felt ancient long before the kings of Cyrene found their way to power.  
 
    Viernan walked with Fate dogging his every step.   
 
    ‘…If it was Cephrael returned me to your doorstep, Viernan, you can be certain He had his reasons…’  
 
    And returned to his doorstep, Trell val Lorian had—again. Inconceivably, even irreconcilably—and certain Viernan was that the gods were having their way with him. He was certain, too, that the pieces on this game board were divinely baited snares he assuredly wasn’t stepping into anew. 
 
    A moon ago he’d have been gloating, celebrating. He might’ve even shared a glass of absinthe with his prince. But now he saw more clearly of the underhanded machinations of the gods. He was like a raedan to the threads They held upon the world, observing Their ethereal puppet strings outlined in blazing color. 
 
    The hallways grew wider as he moved from Ivarnen’s labyrinthine catacombs into passages lit by muted daylight. He eventually reached a gallery bathed in the golden glow of late afternoon, and a view of the estuary seen through a long row of arched windows. At the far end of the room, a man sat on a couch with his back to Viernan. 
 
    The Consul paused, suddenly pinioned by emotions both foreign and fierce. For a moment, they consumed him. Hatred boiled in toxic combination with rage, and he wanted nothing else but to draw a violent lash across the room, to summon every force he could muster and raze it all to ash and the waiting prince along with it.  
 
    But he mastered these djinn furies, brought them to heel with harsh words bespeaking harsher realities.  
 
    Would the prince ever really know what he’d done for him? Doubtless he wouldn’t think it mercy, but it was. It was. 
 
    Viernan warded the room. Then he slowly crossed the marble floor with the black silk of his robes whispering around his footsteps towards fate. 
 
    The prince turned his head as Viernan approached. Unruly waves of sun-streaked dark hair topped an angular face—a man’s face now, both in structure and in the wisdom revealed in his gaze. Trell val Lorian had always been wise beyond his years, though Viernan suspected that wisdom hadn’t done His Highness any favors.   
 
    The prince stood as Viernan neared. It seemed an odd courtesy. 
 
    “Ah…” a knowing half-smile teased on Trell’s lips, “the plot thickens.” He nodded to Viernan. “Consul.” 
 
    “Prince Trell.”  
 
    Trell glanced down at his rumpled tunic and leather breeches. “If I’d known it was you, I would’ve dressed for the occasion.” He gave Viernan a sharp smile. 
 
    In that unexpected moment, Viernan saw in Trell val Lorian the culmination of all the destruction this family had wrought upon his plans—the mutiny of the Dannish troops, Taliah’s death at Darroyhan, the loss of Khor Taran, the desolation at Raku, his tragic, ruined prince… 
 
    Perhaps it was misplaced, the censorious blame he’d flung across the val Lorians. Perhaps it had always been misplaced, but it was too late to disentangle all those knotted rationales. They were woof and warp woven to form the image of Trell that Viernan held so firmly in mind.  
 
    To see him in a new light, the entire tapestry of thought would have to be thrown out, and Viernan didn’t have the energy for that. So he appeased the moment by turning the damned thing to face the wall and pushed resolutely on. 
 
    A humorless smile curled his lip. “We are both prisoners here.” He motioned Trell to retake his seat and chose his on the sofa opposite. 
 
    The prince studied him intently as he sat. Viernan could see the cogs and wheels of his intelligence turning rapidly. 
 
    Viernan poured bourbon from a decanter on the table into two glasses and offered one to the prince. 
 
    Trell took it slowly, his grey gaze speculative. “What are we toasting?” 
 
    Viernan’s eyes tightened. “Severed ties.” 
 
    “Obscure…but I’ll go with it.” Trell clinked his glass against Viernan’s and downed the drink. He pressed the back of one hand to his mouth, then motioned to the decanter. “Do you mind if—” 
 
    “By all means.” Viernan sat back on the sofa while Trell poured himself another glass. “What happened in Darroyhan?”  
 
    Trell looked up beneath his brows. 
 
    “Reports are inconsistent. No one could say exactly what happened to my daughter.” 
 
    The prince slowly set down the decanter. “She threw herself on a zanthyr’s blade.” 
 
    Viernan felt a smoldering fury. “Why would she have done that?” 
 
    “You’d have to ask Taliah.” He shot back the bourbon and poured a third. 
 
    Viernan eyed him quizzically. 
 
    Trell looked up as he was pouring. “You and I both know I’m not leaving this room alive. Whatever you and that wielder have planned for me, I’d rather not be sober for it.” He saluted Viernan with his glass, then drank deeply of its contents. 
 
    Viernan considered him, studied the currents of elae surrounding him. The prince both believed what he said and rejected it at the same time. Curious. He watched Trell circumspectly.  
 
    “You no longer think Cephrael is watching over you?” 
 
    Trell held his gaze, quite sober despite the copious amount of drink he was imbibing. “On the contrary, Consul, I’ve never believed anything so strongly.” He drained half his glass and added with a grim smile, “But we never know when the gods are finished with us, do we?” 
 
    Viernan couldn’t help the sneer that claimed his lip. “Run out of saving angels? No more drachwyr waiting in the wings? No zanthyrs to orchestrate a daring escape?” 
 
    “You forgot gods delivering me to safer shores.” Trell downed the rest of his drink and poured a fourth. 
 
    This urgency to paralyze his senses was the only indication that the prince feared the coming events, the only hint that he suspected what Viernan had in store for him.  
 
    Yet Trell would never understand the horror Viernan was ultimately sparing him. He wished the prince might’ve heard Dore’s diatribe about the necessity to leash the strong. Then, perhaps, he might’ve recognized the mercy in his decision. 
 
    Viernan held Trell’s gaze with his own dark one and sipped his bourbon. “You understand, of course…Khor Taran, Darroyhan…these offenses cannot go unpunished.” 
 
    “Yes, I think that goes without saying.” Trell swirled his drink, looking contemplative. “Who put me in the cell with the dying wielder? You, or Madden?” 
 
    “I did.”  
 
    Trell nodded as if this confirmed his own suspicions. He sank back against the sofa and studied Viernan while Viernan studied him. After a time, the prince seemed to make some new connection through their consequential stares, for he dropped a smile to the glass he held in his lap.  
 
    “Of all things…” he shook his head, “that’s really surprising.” 
 
    Viernan’s gaze smoldered. “Very well, I will bite. What is so surprising, Prince of Dannym?” 
 
    Trell lifted his eyes to meet Viernan’s again. “You found faith.” 
 
    Viernan’s expression darkened, for this intimate truth was one he’d barely claimed for himself. Hearing it from the mouth of a man he’d called an enemy for so long—Huhktu’s bones, his self-restraint only went so far. 
 
     He stood and stared down at the prince. “Then you know I am sincere when I say, this faith you have in Cephrael…hold to it, for there is nothing more I can do.”  
 
    With that, Viernan dropped his wards and cast a calling on the fourth. 
 
    Trell set his glass on the table and stood. “Thank you for the bourbon.” 
 
    Viernan exhaled resignedly. “Even poisoned tea would not have helped you.” He walked towards the windows, yearning to be elsewhere. 
 
    “I can feel it, you know.”  
 
    Viernan looked back to him. 
 
    “The compulsion he has on me.” Trell doused his glass one last time. He was starting to look slightly unsteady. “I can’t remember it, but I can tell that he’s already been at me. I know I wouldn’t be able to lift a finger to harm myself or anyone here. I can’t even make myself think about escaping. Your messages have been pretty clear. His take a lot of working through.” He took up the drink and stared at the amber fluid. “He has a twisted sense of irony, your friend Madden.”  
 
    Viernan looked back to the view. “You have no idea, Trell.” 
 
    “I have some.” He pushed a lock of hair back from his face. “A glimpse of what lies in store. Enough to know this is your way of showing me mercy.” 
 
    Viernan spied him circumspectly again. “I cannot decide if it is truly deserved.” 
 
    Trell cracked a smile. “But it’s not for my sake that you’re doing it, Viernan.” He shot back the bourbon and set the glass down. 
 
    Viernan’s expression darkened again. The prince was far too intuitive for his own bloody good. 
 
    Whereupon Dore marched into the room, trailing two Marquiin. He waggled a finger at the prince. “Take him.” 
 
    They fanned out to either side of Trell. He posed no resistance when they took his arms. There was no man so docile as one Dore Madden had sunk his claws into. 
 
    “Do it here, Dore.” Viernan turned from the window to face the other wielder. He no more wanted to watch this horror than experience it himself, but he trusted Dore Madden about as much as a zanthyr and perhaps a shade more than Thrace Weyland. 
 
    Dore glowered at him.  
 
    Yes, Dore had surely made other plans for Prince Trell val Lorian, despite their arrangement. The moment Trell left Viernan’s sight was the moment that the arrangement would go by the wayside. 
 
    “Viernan, be reasonable,” Dore protested. “It is much better done—” 
 
    “Where I can see you do it!” Viernan snapped. “Now get on with it. Or do you fear your compulsion and two Marquiin inadequate to hold the prisoner?”  
 
    Dore riffled all over. He moved closer to Trell and took his unresisting jaw with a bony hand, looked him up and down. The hairs on the back of Viernan’s neck roused in disgust—the better looking, the stronger the man, the more Dore lusted to break him down.  
 
    “This is a tragic misuse of potential, Viernan,” Dore whined while practically salivating over the prince. “I’ve long said to you that being too craven and prideful to eliminate the val Lorians was a mistake you’d regret.” He turned an agate stare over his shoulder while still gripping Trell’s jaw. “Dignity and pride, these are poisons of the spirit that dilute the First Law—long have I told you this. But now…” he looked back to Trell and ran his pink tongue along his bottom lip, “now we have a chance to truly profit from your mistakes…” 
 
    Viernan well knew the only one likely to profit from using Trell val Lorian was Dore, whereas Viernan would profit from the prince’s sacrifice, and perhaps others would also. 
 
    “…to make huge strides against our enemies, Viernan,” Dore was grousing meanwhile, “if only you could regurgitate some courage out of that cowardly gullet of yours.” 
 
    Viernan spied him coldly. He might’ve been there as Dore’s honored guest, much against his will, but he wasn’t completely powerless.  
 
    The moment Dore began working his pattern of changing on the prince, Viernan would use the tumult caused in the currents to cover his own small working of the fifth—a meaningless pattern in itself, but it would prove a card of calling on elae’s currents. 
 
    He exhaled soured patience. “Now, Dore Madden, or I recall my prince’s navy from the north and to Belloth’s hells with your plot with Morwyk.” 
 
    Dore cursed profusely at him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Trell stood locked in the cage of his own mind. He knew what was coming—had known it since he saw the dying wielder and realized the reason he’d been put there to watch him die. 
 
    He wanted to fight them, but he couldn’t make his arms move to action. He wanted to roar in outrage, but the emotion wouldn’t rouse its listless head from its paws. He ached to defy the horror soon to be worked upon him, but the ache merely compounded in his chest, dragging its limp weight onto his lungs, making it impossible to breathe. 
 
    So he stood immobile between the two men, whose faces were tightly shrouded in grey silk, breathing shallowly, hamstrung by compulsion and ragged with the tension of it all, his expression as twisted as the reins on his mind.  
 
    The wielder was furious. He snarled a stream of invective at hal’Jaitar before taking Trell’s face roughly between his bony fingers again. They felt like pincers around his jaw. 
 
    Madden’s eyes were so sunken and shadowed by his brow that even up close it was difficult to tell their color.  
 
    “I would have made you glorious—even more glorious than your brother, my Işak’getirmek.” Madden licked his spidery lips with contemplation, while those agate eyes bore into Trell’s, hateful and gleaming. “Now you will be fodder for their defeat. Or…perhaps find your use in mockery, evidence of the futility of their efforts. We shall see…” he looked Trell over again while still painfully, angrily gripping his face. “We shall see.” 
 
    Trell understood why hal’Jaitar was orchestrating this fate for him. The wielder thought it a mercy, thought that a golem halflife was preferable to becoming Dore Madden’s puppet.  
 
    He could almost find agreement in it, almost see a route towards gratitude—of a fashion—but there was no real choice in either option, no lesser of two evils, only a path that would’ve made his bones tremble had he been able to feel the fear. 
 
    Not feeling it made his mind scream. 
 
    Then the wielder took Trell’s head firmly between his hands and mumbled incomprehensible words. All the fires of heaven and hell descended upon him, and very soon, his voice was screaming, too.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Forty-nine 
 
      
 
    “You build a prison of your decisions and throw away the key.” 
 
      
 
    –Phaedor, to his sister Vaile 
 
      
 
    The zanthyr Vaile crouched on a snow-bitten rock at the mountain’s summit. An icy wind wailed a dirge as it swirled through the peaks and down the long haul of a silent glacier. Vaile’s raven hair danced in wild designs to the wind’s haunting melody, but her body remained motionless, still as the stone frozen beneath the ice, watching. She would not again be taken by surprise. 
 
    Vaile still couldn’t believe that Darshanvenkhátraman had waltzed right into the First Lord’s sa’reyth without either herself or Mithaiya being the wiser. And what had followed was even harder to comprehend—the drachwyr banished through an act of treason and Mithaiya left alone to anchor the tapestry? 
 
    Now Mithaiya had gone to chase down the culprits while Vaile stayed to defend the sa’reyth, but with the First Lord always in T’khendar, Vaile’s only news now came from the Nodefinders in the adjoining valley, or what she could glean from her brothers’ minds during their infrequent conversations.  
 
    She’d never felt so disconnected from the game, so isolated in her role as protector. Information flowed in on a trickle, and the waters were never sweet. 
 
    Vaile should’ve been the one hunting down the wielder to be punished, the one scouring the tapestry for signs of his thread, the one claiming retribution on the part of Balance and the First Lord’s game. Such was supposed to be her role.  
 
    But she’d exhausted herself into unconsciousness trying to escape Darshan’s doughy net, and she still hadn’t regained her strength from that encounter. How could she be expected to, with a dark nebula churning at her core? She wondered if she would ever reclaim the strength she’d once possessed. 
 
    Well…you wanted it this way, didn’t you? 
 
    Did she? Rarely in these times did she know what she really wanted. She wasn’t sure she wanted anything at all, save to see him… 
 
    But the words were shy children afraid to escape the safety of their mother’s skirts. Even the tears burning the backs of her eyes couldn’t make them take shape. 
 
    Would you have made this choice if you’d known what was coming? 
 
    The truth was, she didn’t know. When it came to her future, all she seemed possessed of these days was numb indecision. It was the thing that most frightened her about herself, and it infuriated her brother no end.  
 
    Far below her, the sa’reyth lay quiet now, sleeping. In the adjoining valley, the Nodefinders had turned down the lamps and found their cots. Vaile’s long-hearing ears brought her the somnolent discord of Fynnlar’s soft snoring. 
 
    The wind was making constant gooseflesh of her skin that night. Inhaling felt like breathing needles into her lungs. But the cold in her core was colder still. Far colder than the ice clinging to her lashes. She saved the fifth now for things more important than freezing to death. 
 
    She could’ve mended herself, once…but that road lay behind her, lost on a switchback trail of choices she would rather have forgotten yet seemed doomed to recollect with perfect clarity.  
 
    The choice to go to Darroyhan. To step on the field. To defy Balance and save Trell. She regretted none of these choices. The drachwyr hadn’t even wondered at them. They knew Cephrael had been no friend to her for a very long while. 
 
    But the choice to do nothing to save herself…she had to make that choice newly every single day.  
 
    The bolt of deyjiin that the demon had blasted into her on Darroyhan had only momentarily overwhelmed her system. Some simple steps of her own and a Healing from the First Lord would’ve mended her right as rain. 
 
    But she’d allowed the imbalance to fester, to become the canker death eating her from inside. Now deyjiin’s singularity burned within her, drawing her life energy into its insatiable core. 
 
    Oddly, she’d thought she would see her future better once it had become so assured, but the waters ahead were more muddied than ever, while those behind remained too clear. Ironies abounded. 
 
    In the distance, ice cracked. Snow heaved a sigh and shifted its bulk, and an errant tumble frothed down the glacier. Above her, Mother Earth swung her child moon in a twirling arc as they flew through the heavens, locked in a perpetually spinning embrace.  
 
    Vaile gazed through crystalized lashes at a panorama of diamond-sharp stars. The night was so clear, and the sleeping land beneath her so dark, she could see all the way to the next realm—clear to the edges of creation if she chose.  
 
    A zanthyr’s eyes saw every refraction of light in the visible spectrum. Were she to phase-shift partway into the form—as she’d done that night, so that her pupils assumed a cat’s oval aperture—her vision became spectroscopic, enabling her to discern any wavelength and frequency in the full range from infrared to ultraviolet. She needed only to lay her gaze upon a star to assess its astronomical distance.   
 
    So it should’ve been absolutely impossible for her not to find her brothers anywhere in the night sky. 
 
    Oh, their stars were there. Czavo’s always rose behind the sa’reyth’s erratic moon. Sabrian’s was the first to appear during the hour of dusk. But her brothers themselves…they weren’t resting among the stars as they should’ve been, recovering their strength, regenerating, readying themselves to return to the realms when interest or Balance summoned. Even were they to lie among the vastness of space, dormant as a dark star, she should’ve been able to read the wavelength of their life signatures within the infrared spectrum.  
 
    Yet Sabrian and Czavo weren’t there.   
 
    Vaile turned her gaze from a truth she didn’t want to think about and focused in a new direction. The sight was no more heartening. 
 
    Deep in the southern sky, positioned directly between two jagged peaks, the black silhouette of T’khendar shone to her enhanced vision. Crimson limned half the world.  
 
    Centuries ago, she’d sat in that very spot, watching night after night as the First Lord and his Council of Nine had constructed T’khendar to plug the tear in Alorin’s aether—a contusion which at that time had glowed like phosphor in the ultraviolet spectrum.  
 
    Thinking of the tear twisted her thoughts into dark shapes.  
 
    Vaile’s body shivered.  
 
    A sharp rock lodged beneath her boot was jutting into the soft flesh of her foot. She smoothed the stone by melting it with a thought, then felt a twinge of sickness that brought a pressure to the back of her throat. Faint. Easy to ignore. 
 
    Not so easy was the overwhelming sense of loss that dragged at her every breath. 
 
    Immortality could be…challenging.  
 
    If any aspect of the human plight elicited her envy, it was the gift of amnesia of one’s previous lives.  
 
    To be free of the regrets of centuries. To know only one lifetime’s worth of heartache. To no longer bear the desolate sense of loss that only compounded through the unending millennia. To have forgotten the tragedy of mankind’s repeating cycles of destruction…  
 
    What would she have given to live one lifetime still invested with hope for what her life might bring? To naively believe that goodness thrived in the hearts of all men? To have awoken each dawn with a smile at the day’s possibility? 
 
    What would she have given to be able to forget the ones to whom she’d offered her heart and too quickly thereafter lost, before she could reclaim that important piece of herself? What would she have traded to know not an empty ache that never abated, but with each new lifetime, the blossoming warmth of affection, the fever of passion, the kiln heat of enduring love. 
 
    You have known these sensations.  
 
    Yes, but it had been millennia since she’d felt them. 
 
    Her mistakes…well, she could live with those. They were hers. She owned them. 
 
    But the horrific crimes man and immortal perpetrated against their own kind; the treachery, the tyranny, the sanctimonious hate…the sheer maliciousness towards all that was precious in life…to suffer innumerable consequential losses by others’ hands…  
 
    Too many of the ones she’d loved had been stolen from her before their time, never to be found again on the mortal fabric. Over the millennia, her treasured brothers and sisters had abandoned her in favor of the oblivion offered by the stars. And what should have been an immortal love had become an immortal ache.  
 
    Unremitting, unending, unrelenting passed the years. 
 
    Atop her lonely mountain, Vaile shivered.  
 
    At least the cold made her feel something. 
 
    Vaile…. 
 
    Her brother’s calling cast a hot spear through her thoughts. Perhaps he’d perceived her troubled mindset and was reaching out to console her with his usual patience and compassion. 
 
    Right. And warthogs farted dragon eggs. 
 
    Hello, Phaedor.  
 
    His mind lay open to her, but he gave no response, only maintained their connection, sharing the stillness of his thoughts, ostensibly giving her a chance to say something…perhaps to confess her despair so that he could chastise her for it, as was his wont.  
 
    Well, two could play at that game. Vaile focused her gaze off into the night. 
 
    Only…her brother’s open mind made a vortex for her attention, such that she couldn’t ignore him when he was obviously not ignoring her. Worse, the calmness of his mind formed a vacuum for her emotion, drawing it to the forefront of her own thoughts, choking off speech.   
 
    Between them, the silence lengthened. The wind howled. Vaile’s hair flew in tangles, like her heart. 
 
    Eventually the silence grew so long, with the warmth of Phaedor’s mental presence flowing quietly into her the while, that she began to wonder if he actually was just offering a warm hand to hold.  
 
    Which irritated her no end. His compassion was the last thing she needed. Compassion from him would only make her cry—and damn him for knowing that and offering it anyway! 
 
    Vaile’s emerald gaze grew steely. You are the most infuriating creature our Maker ever saw fit to bring into this or any world in the known! 
 
    Phaedor chuckled. My love to you, too, sister. 
 
    His voice felt molten in her thoughts. Elae’s warmth flowed into her core, where the singularity absorbed it. He knew it was there. She knew he perceived it, but he said nothing.  
 
    Vaile clenched her jaw. What, no lecture? 
 
    Because they’ve proven so efficacious in the past? 
 
    That’s never stopped you before. 
 
    Perhaps I’ve finally come to see your point of view. 
 
    Vaile puffed a dubious exhale. Right, and tomorrow Cephrael will appear to apologize for his part in this entire fiasco. 
 
    She felt him form a quiet smile. He may yet surprise you…but the way you’re going about things, you won’t be around to receive his remorse. Ironies abound. 
 
    Vaile gritted her teeth. Only her brother could so effectively use her own thoughts against her. 
 
    I would prefer you didn’t use them against yourself, he corrected gently.  
 
    She knew he spoke a truth. When your thoughts turned inward in criticism, there was no one to protect you from yourself.  
 
    But all Vaile could think about were the compounding years pressing down on her heart. No diamond would come from the pressure of that compaction. 
 
    She exhaled a slow breath of frost. The wind swept it away. Time flows differently for you. 
 
    You don’t really believe that.  
 
    Vaile hissed a curse in the language of the stars. What does it matter, Phaedor? There’s hardly enough magic in the world to require our agency. Why shouldn’t I join Sabrian to wait until the realm’s magic is reborn?  
 
    Yes, why indeed? 
 
    Vaile growled another curse at him. ‘Because Sabrian isn’t there,’—that would be his rejoinder, the meaning that was layered beneath his faintly sardonic tone. She knew his mind as well as he knew hers. They’d argued this many times.  
 
    If she’d been unequivocally decided, he would’ve let her go, as he’d let Czavo go, and Sabrian, Irlana, Orion and Sybil…so many of them now in the stars. 
 
    Or, perhaps he would’ve fought her tooth and claw to the bitter end. She was the oldest and he the youngest. Some harmony in this connection had always bound them to each other more closely than to the rest…though she’d usually preferred Czavo’s company. He hadn’t been so didactic.  
 
    Phaedor was quiet for a long time.  
 
    She could hear his argument: ‘Would you really be willing to take that risk, Vaile? Abdicate all cause, all care, all custody? For if you leave the realm and the Balance fails to shift…’ 
 
    ‘I trust you to manage it,’ she would reply. ‘You won’t let the game fail.’ 
 
    ‘Won’t I?’ he would challenge. ‘You know my views on their age-old contention. It isn’t our place to rewrite the stars.’  
 
    ‘But we should let the two of them destroy all creation in their belligerence?’ She would protest heatedly. 
 
    ‘And how exactly will you solve their argument by absconding into the aether to wait it out with the others?’ 
 
    ‘Who’s to say that isn’t exactly what Balance has been requiring of us all along?’ she would snap. ‘It’s been obvious how little the realm needs us for an embarrassing number of centuries. We’re relics from an age long past, Phaedor. We cannot help now but interfere in the pattern. The best thing we can do for the realm is to leave it.’  
 
    Whereupon, he would reply with infuriating equanimity, ‘If you truly believed that, you would’ve left long ago.’ 
 
    On the other end of their binding, Phaedor said nothing.  
 
    With the rest of the argument continuing to scroll out in her head, Vaile growled at him, Have you nothing to say? 
 
    He mentally smirked at her. What need, when you’re playing both parts so effectively? 
 
    Vaile bit back a retort. The matter of whether she should stay or go would be settled soon enough.  
 
    Phaedor had called it cowardly, the way she’d maneuvered events to force Balance to choose instead of having to make the choice herself.  
 
    That was her whole plan, the reason she refused help, refused to heal herself. Either deyjiin’s singularity would win out or somehow her body would. The latter would prove—to her rationale at least—that Balance still needed her involvement in the realm.   
 
    Phaedor knew instinctively what she was doing, which was why he didn’t push her to let him heal her. Undoubtedly because he expected his point would be proven out instead of hers. 
 
    Björn hadn’t healed her because she’d asked him not to.  
 
    Across the sleeping land, a spark flared on the second strand. Vaile’s gaze shifted to its location. 
 
    Someone’s coming. I must go. 
 
    She felt her brother’s sudden reticence like a ship dragging its anchor, hauling against her thoughts. There was something important he wasn’t telling her. Don’t do anything you’ll actually regret, was all he said. 
 
    I have no room for more regret, she replied as she summoned the fifth to shift her forms. I am overflowing with it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Demetrio Consuevé knew that he was destined for great things. 
 
    The day he’d been born, his lady mother had exclaimed, ‘You are a gift from the gods!’ Then she’d shoved him onto a wet nurse’s teat and as far as he recalled had never looked at him again.  
 
    But that didn’t change the facts.  
 
    The problem was just that he’d been born ten years too late. 
 
    Ten years could make a big difference. When Demetrio was young, it was the difference between gaining the eyes of the lovely ladies or having his cheeks pinched by the decrepit ones. Later, at the Sormitáge, it was the difference between comfortably peering through the high window into the girls’ dormitory baths or having to stand on some other bloke’s back to see over the ledge.  
 
    If he’d had ten more years under his belt before Malachai had fractured his sanity into a million little Shades, Demetrio would’ve had his rings; he’d have been standing tall with the Companions on Tiern’aval, not skulking in some Sormitáge hall watching the Empress’s Adeptus pace protective ruts around them. Ten years and he could’ve shared in the glory of the Companions’ attempted coup! 
 
    For want of ten years, he’d missed his window. He never had forgiven his mother for that. Demetrio felt like he’d been trying to find another open window ever since. 
 
    Funny how life didn’t ever really get better. You’d kind of expect it to. You’d kind of think that if you went through it long enough, toiled enough, suffered enough, dealt with enough idiots—you know, paid your dues—you’d expect a little return on your investment. 
 
    Like what you’d expect from a fine wine. If you coddled it, kept it cool and resting on its side, it was supposed to improve with age. But one wrong move, you know? The wrong conditions, the wrong handling, and all you’d get after years of waiting was vinegar.  
 
    Demetrio had been waiting for maturity on his investment in life for over three bloody centuries. It was high time life paid up.   
 
    “What’s taking so gods-damned long, Dallen?” Demetrio shouted over the heads of the others standing in front of him.  
 
    The Nodefinder Dallen, who was preparing the way for their travels, was somewhere on the other side of a hundred mercenaries and out of sight of Demetrio, lost in the shifting river-light of the Pattern of the World. 
 
    Demetrio had thought about leading the charge to the sa’reyth himself. Then he’d realized that was stupid. Kings always had a vanguard preceding their arrival. He would go last and appear the triumphant king.  
 
    Besides, someone needed to hold the anchor in Alorin while Dallen mapped the way. Otherwise, they’d all get flung hither and yon on the Pattern of the World. 
 
    Only, now—being at the rear holding an anchor in Alorin—he couldn’t see where they were going. A hundred heads were in the way, and the Pattern’s brightly shifting light kept making his eyes water.  
 
    It was different when you were the one linking the nodes. You didn’t notice the light as much. Standing at the back of the mass of bodies, the light was blinding. 
 
    From somewhere ahead, Dallen shouted irritably back at him, “Do you want to do this, Consuevé?” 
 
    Demetrio assuredly did not want to do it. The little prick knew that. “Just hurry up!” 
 
    The men between Demetrio and Dallen started grumbling about how long they’d been standing on the Pattern, scratching their arses. 
 
    Dallen made a scathing remark about possibly losing some of them in transit, at which point they shut their mouths. 
 
    ‘You’ll need a competent Nodefinder to locate the ley line to the sa’reyth on the world grid.’ 
 
    That’s what Leyd had said. A competent Nodefinder. That’s why Demetrio was standing at the back. 
 
    Whatever. He didn’t think competence was worth all the hype. Competent people were usually the ones in the front of everything, which meant they were the first ones to lose their heads. Why else did the lords always march at the end of the bloody army? Because the competent people were leading it. As long as he got things done, Demetrio didn’t give a rat’s ass about being competent at it. 
 
    See, he could think these things. He was deep. He could have introspective thoughts. He ruminated. He bloody loved ruminating.  
 
    It never occurred to him to apply the fruits of his ruminations to better conditions in his own life, of course. That was taking ruminating a step too far. But all that deep thinking, all that philosophical stuff? Hell, he could keep pace with the best of them. 
 
    Consuevé sniffed.  
 
    His nose itched. He held a weapon in each hand, so he couldn’t scratch it. He rubbed the appendage against his coat sleeve instead and inadvertently bonked the guy in front of him with the flat of his sword. 
 
    The man glared at him. 
 
    Consuevé sniffed again.  
 
    He might’ve been getting a cold. 
 
    It was that piss-hole, Ivarnen. He never got colds when he spent the season in Rimaldi. The southern summers lasted so long that they had snow in Hallovia before Rimaldi felt the first hint of chill. But summer in Saldaria might as well have been monsoon season, and now it was autumn and he hadn’t once seen the bloody sun.  
 
    Consuevé sniffed again. “What the hell is taking you so long, Dallen, you prick?” 
 
    “Consuevé, shut your bloody snot hole or come do this yourself!” 
 
    Demetrio considered the idea newly, weighing its merits, but in the end, he was just too fond of his head. And Leyd had been rather specific about needing a hundred men to take down his sister. Better all hundred were in front of him, even though they had a foolproof plan. Demetrio knew it was foolproof because someone competent had thought it up.   
 
    Speaking of which… 
 
    He banged the flat of his sword against the head of the wielder standing in front of him—you know, to get his attention.  
 
    The man turned with a glare. He looked about sixteen to Demetrio. He was one of those Vestian types with a total absence of facial hair, and eyes that were too slanty. Made him look like he was perpetually trying to squeeze out a turd.  
 
    Demetrio sniffed. “You know what to do when we get there, eh, chum?” 
 
    The man gave him a black look. “It isn’t alchemy.” 
 
    Demetrio didn’t know what that was supposed to mean. Maybe it was a Sorceresy thing. Dore preferred using Sorceresy freaks over Sormitáge-trained wielders—the gods alone understood why. 
 
    Demetrio’s nose itched. He scrubbed it against his upper arm again. “So…you know what to do then, yeah?” 
 
    “Hold the shield. Don’t let her get through to us.” 
 
    “And you know what’ll happen to you if you fail.” 
 
    The freak gave him a wan smile. “Same thing that’ll happen to you.” 
 
    Demetrio’s eye twitched in reply to this.  
 
    The freak didn’t know there were two classes of fools—the ones Dore made into eidola if they pissed him off, and the ones he made into puppets if they pissed him off. Demetrio wasn’t of a mind to educate the freak to the fact that he wasn’t any class of fool.   
 
    “What about the rest of it?” 
 
    The freak rattled off the rest of the plan with the bored inattention of a school boy stuck inside on a blue-sky day, which rather strengthened Demetrio’s impression that he was sixteen, even though the tattoos on his neck and the backs of his hands would imply he’d spent more than his share of years getting fully fecked over by the Sorceresy. Because, hell, everyone knew that’s how it worked over there.  
 
    “I found it!” Dallen announced this like he’d just discovered bloody Xandeng or something. 
 
    Demetrio shook his head. The idiot had no idea he was about to get slow-cooked by a zanthyr. She’d probably serve him up with pickles and a bun, slathered in hot sauce. 
 
    “Good show, chum!” Demetrio called cheerily back. “Get us off the bloody Pattern.” 
 
    They were all linked together with hooks and rope, which was a hell of a lot easier than trying to keep everyone together by touch. The downside of this arrangement was that you kind of got yanked forward by the people in front of you as they started moving off the Pattern of the World, which reflexive effect built momentum, so that by the time Demetrio felt the motion it was less a gentle tugging than a giant jerk. 
 
    He flew hips-first across the node and slammed into one of the men in front of him, who knocked into someone else, and so forth, until an uneven pie slice of the mercenary force was rebounding into one another. 
 
    “Detach!” Demetrio ordered, even as he yanked the hook off his own belt. If someone more competent than Dallen had been leading them, they would’ve all spread out the moment they arrived, thus avoiding the pileup.  
 
    He looked around. A luminous moon showed him they were standing within a wide valley, perhaps five miles across. It was hard to estimate the distance in the dark. High mountains jutted all around them, blacker than black, save where the moon lit on a snowcapped rim or a ridge of trees. No lights shone anywhere. 
 
    Demetrio started a countdown in his head. 
 
    “Form up!” he called. Then he nudged the wielder. “Do your thing.” 
 
    “The currents don’t show—” 
 
    Demetrio grabbed him by the arm hole of his vest and pulled him nose to nose. “It’s a bloody zanthyr out there coming for us, bujete?” Understand? It was the only non-swear word he knew in Vestian. “Do your thing.”  
 
    The freak did his thing. 
 
    Demetrio wasn’t sensitive to elae, but he could damn well tell when the hairs on his arms were standing on end. There wasn’t any reason to account for that except a zanthyr flying towards them on tides of the fifth and the freak shielding them with the same. 
 
    He wished he’d had a hand free to check his moustache. It never suited to go into battle with one’s whiskers awry, but his hands held black-bladed steel—Merdanti, and a zanthyr’s blades at that—which he planned to lodge in the flesh of Leyd’s sister in very short order. 
 
    Plus, Dore had warned him that if he let go of either of those very special blades for so much as a second, he would make him eat his own balls, so…there was that. 
 
    “Move out!” Demetrio called. 
 
    They moved out. 
 
    It was less a militant march than a coordinated walk where every man kept an eye on the man beside him so that if their neighbor was the first to go down beneath an unseen foe—namely Leyd’s sister—the rest could move rapidly out of striking distance. 
 
    Not one of these hundred men knew they were there mostly to serve as fodder for an immortal’s fury. That part of the plan you generally didn’t share with the troops. 
 
    Leyd had said to go up the hill, so they were going up the hill. As the grumbling cloud of malcontent that was their party started up the incline, Demetrio just hoped they were heading in the right direction. 
 
    Dore had been all never-trust-a-zanthyr! after Leyd left their meeting, and the gods knew the oily bastard was a scheming prick—he’d have sliced his own mother’s throat just for shites and giggles, if he even had a fecking mother—but Demetrio knew that anything that served to satiate Leyd’s particular brand of malice would be solid intelligence, and for whatever reason, he really wanted to see his sister skewered.  
 
    Skewering people happened to be something Demetrio was really good at. Very nearly competent, even.  
 
    The countdown in his head ended pretty much at the exact moment that something big slammed against the wielder-freak’s shield, directly over Dallen’s head. If the shield hadn’t been there, the little fecker would’ve been mincemeat.  
 
    Demetrio couldn’t afterwards say if his countdown ended because he’d actually reached one or if he’d just lost count completely when the Sorceresy freak’s shield lit up like fire candles over the Archduke’s palace on Rimaldian Independence Day. 
 
    The men shouted. Many hunched behind upraised swords, as if even Merdanti steel had any hope against a zanthyr in the form. The only weapon that could mark them was one of their own blades, and Demetrio was the only one holding that kind of steel. 
 
    ‘You’ll have to force combat, make her leave the form.’ 
 
    The freak’s shield was meant to do that. If she couldn’t get at them from the air, she’d have to confront them in hand-to-hand combat, or so Leyd had claimed. 
 
    It took a while to convince her, apparently. The shield lit up like a damned lightning storm and stayed that way for what felt like forever. The men hunched and cursed while the wielder-freak stood with his hands in fists and sweat pouring down his face. Demetrio picked at a sore tooth and thought about how good a meal of roasted lamb sounded right about then. 
 
    Eventually a break came in the lightning. This was the change Demetrio had been waiting for. It indicated the zanthyr was changing out of the form to come at them with her blades, just like Leyd had predicted.  
 
    Beside him, the wielder-freak sucked in a shuddering breath. 
 
    Demetrio nudged him. “You keep that shield solid, chum.” 
 
    The freak gave him a sickly look that said clearly, I don’t know if I can. 
 
    “Keep it solid,” Demetrio growled, “or I’ll offer you up as her amuse-bouche.”  
 
    Demetrio had learned that word from eating at the Archduke’s table. Technically it was a Veneisean word, but the Rimaldian gentry generally used Veneisean words to describe culinary events, kind of the way Demetrio swore in other languages because it made him look learned.  
 
    Suddenly the shield flared again, but that time it was all mottled and sickly looking. The wielder fell into convulsions, and his shield vanished.  
 
    A wild scream sliced the night. 
 
    Then the entire left side of the formation became a churning mass of carnage, like a great beast had chomped its maw on half a dozen men at once and was shaking its head from side to side, flinging bodies hither and yon.  
 
    The rest of the men charged an attack.  
 
    Wearing a dark smile of satisfaction, Demetrio began inching around the battle.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vaile’s claws scraped across the shield, and blue-white lightning lanced outwards, illuminating a dome of protection. The fifth hummed. The air vibrated. Inverteré sizzled in her thoughts. 
 
    Vaile pushed her wings down and thrust herself into a climb. These men obviously meant ill or they wouldn’t have arrived at the sa’reyth armed and using a node that equated to sneaking in the back door. Beyond these facts, she didn’t need to know why they’d come, nor did she care.  
 
    She kept a flow of the fifth aimed into the shield as she circled, assessing it. The pattern of its construction caused a convex inversion of the fifth that effervesced deyjiin as it reacted against itself.  
 
    This was mor’alir at its best. Whoever these men were, they must’ve had a Sorceresy Adept protecting them, for few others in this day were so adept at wielding inverteré patterns.   
 
    Vaile tried a few ways of breaking the shield without success. This was the power of inverteré, the reason the Sorceresy spent centuries studying Warlock patterns—because inverteré drew upon both elae in the positive and deyjiin in the inverted negative; such patterns were therefore stronger than elae alone. 
 
    She was going to have to attack the shield with Merdanti, which nullified both energies.  
 
    Vaile flew out over the hillside and phase-shifted out of the form. The patterns ingrained in her native process of thought recombined particles of her life energy to assume her human shell— 
 
    A memory flashed, recalled perhaps by her shifting particles of self, for assuredly she would not have thought of him, not if it could be helped:  
 
    ‘You know I’m not of the fifth,’ he goaded her.  
 
    ‘But you could be,’ she replied, too easily falling into their favorite contention. ‘All of the immortal races are fifth-strand, and you are immortal.’ 
 
    ‘But I don’t work the lifeforce,’ he answered with a smile full of defiant grace, ‘therefore I cannot be fifth-strand.’ 
 
    ‘But you could work it if you chose to,’ she argued, ‘thus, you could be of the fifth.’ 
 
    To which he replied in that darkly sensuous way, ‘You know precisely why I can work elae, Vaile, and it has nothing to do with my native construction.’  
 
    In response to which she curled her fingers in his hair and whispered close at his ear, ‘You have no idea how you were actually constructed— 
 
    Hissing at herself, Vaile dropped from the sky and landed in a crouch. Her head was swimming. For once, the cold knot twisting in her stomach had nothing to do with the singularity at her core. 
 
    Storm clouds began amassing overhead in response to her emotional distress. Shifting had drained her more than she’d expected or she would’ve maintained tighter control over her power. She reined in tightly on both and focused on the mass of men downhill. 
 
    Leather creaked as she straightened. Her swords left their scabbards in a silken scrape of steel.  
 
    Then she rushed the intruders.  
 
    Halfway down the hill, the wielder’s shield was draining itself of the elae she’d thrust into it, turning invisible again. Vaile made a talisman of one of her blades and channeled a potent cocktail of destabilization into it. She took a running leap, flew through the air and came down slamming her blade into the shield. 
 
    Magnetic deionization shivered through its pattern. Energy particles decayed at speeds beyond the capacity of mortal eyes to follow. The shield disintegrated.  
 
    Vaile charged into the mass of men with dual swords spinning in the ta’fieri, the zanthyrs’ spiraling figure-eight form. Utterly lethal. Men came at her and ricocheted away, sundered, bleeding, broken. Most did not rise again.  
 
    Her muscles knew what to do without conscious thought. She was an unstoppable force shearing through the mortal tapestry, severing dozens of threads at a time.  
 
    They’d brought this fight to her. Protecting the sa’reyth was her charge. She would not falter in it.  
 
    Yet within the part of herself that perpetually ached, that selfsame indecision roused again. Was this really what she wanted to be doing? Hacking pieces out of the tapestry like a seamstress taking to a moldy drape?  
 
    ‘When all the Cosmos asks of us is menial labors even a goat herder could manage, isn’t it time we moved on?’ Her brother Leyd’s words felt like acid in her veins, yet she couldn’t deny the pain of their truth. 
 
    Bodies kept coming at her. They were just forms, not men. Just a field of sugarcane to be cut for pressing, and her the downtrodden worker with machetes in hand. 
 
    When had she become so cold? 
 
    Was it deyjiin’s singularity that had corrupted her resolve into apathetic indifference? Or was it the long years of impotence spent watching the realm decline, watching everything she adored wither and fade, yearning for a love she would rather have forgotten, watching time tick in an agonizing trickle while the game ever-so-slowly shifted the great bulk of cosmic will back towards benevolence. 
 
    It seemed so futile, so purposeless, this gargantuan effort of rerouting Fate’s river against His wishes— 
 
    ‘Do you really think he desired the decline?’ Björn had asked her. Theirs was not a favorite contention, though they’d discussed it often. 
 
    ‘He willed it,’ she’d declared with ferocious certainty. 
 
    ‘Cephrael didn’t twist the welds to Shadow, Vaile. Mankind did that. I did that.’ 
 
    ‘With his blessing,’ she’d hissed. 
 
    He’d given her a look. ‘You know better than to claim our choices are his because he refused to interfere’— 
 
    Lightning struck ground in a jolting clap of thunder, and a jagged dissonance in the aether jerked Vaile back to the moment.  
 
    The storm was whipping her hair, tearing through the battle she was waging against straw men. They had no more hope of withstanding her than they had of avoiding the storm. The storm was her, the embodiment of her anger, her frustration, her pain. Still, she should’ve been able to keep a tighter hold upon it. 
 
    But fatigue kept pushing her thoughts awry of her will, as much as her own unwilling participation was spawning it; and with the singularity in her core continuously eating elae, she couldn’t keep her power contained. Her mind was splintered. 
 
    The remaining men parted to let the mor’alir wielder come at her.  
 
    He was a firefly in the night. She captured him in a glass container of power and extinguished his life with a pinch of the fourth.  
 
    The others backed away. 
 
    Lightning splintered the sky, mirroring her resolve. 
 
    Vaile stared down at the Adept’s lifeless form while the clouds split and poured rain upon them. Water made pools of his dead eyes. 
 
    What had he thought as he expired? Had he wished for more, for better, for a different life? Had he felt purposeless, hopeless…lost in his own shell?  
 
    All paths are valid, the Sorceresy claimed, but Vaile had no path, nor even any purpose any longer, when she’d been reduced to the tapestry’s plow. 
 
    Water was dripping into her eyes. The wind plastered wet hair to her skin. Vaile looked upon the dead wielder, mourning all she’d lost—her lover, her friends, her joy and hope…her compassion. 
 
    She perceived him an instant too late. 
 
    Pain stabbed an electrical current up and down her spine. 
 
    Energy exploded unbidden, warped.  
 
    Lightning fractured the sky, illuminating the world in negative. 
 
    Vail pitched to her knees. She might’ve cried out.  
 
    Her energies dove into instant contest, fighting for dominion. Forced duality of awareness plunged her between halves of herself. She caught her hands in the blood-muddied grass, gasping raggedly, while parts of her body flickered in refraction. 
 
    “Interesting, the things I’ve recently learned about zanthyrs,” a man’s voice said from behind her.  
 
    Vaile saw a pair of boots appear before her blurring vision. Agony continuously lanced her body, in time with the shockwaves of power coursing her spine. Wings had sprouted from her back, stealing energies to fuel their construction. They quivered half-in and half-out of form. Her eyes flicked into the spectroscopic dimension.  
 
    She was phase-shifting without conscious control. 
 
    “For instance,” he said cheerily from above her, “if you strike them in their sacral energy center with a dagger of their own making, it forces them to phase-shift—but only partway, as you’ve probably noticed. While you’d think this would make them more powerful, it actually incapacitates them, as their energies become split between the phases and can’t fully settle into either one.”  
 
    Vaile tried to reach for the dagger lodged in her back, but her muscles were locked up—with pain, shock, or from the nullifying patterns of the Merdanti weapon buried in her spine…she couldn’t say which.  
 
    The man half-turned to someone else and continued his cheerful explanation while her wings spasmed and her heart fluttered and pain ravaged her remorselessly.  
 
    “Like a shark, you get me? You turn them over in the water and the bloody things are practically docile. You can split them open and gut them for all those pricey eggs, and the fins that fetch such a fortune on the black market, and then set them off again still swimming. The damned things don’t even know they’re dead until their brothers come to feast on them.” 
 
    Suddenly a hand caught Vaile under the chin. She couldn’t even jerk free of his touch. 
 
    He crouched down to meet her refracting eyes, revealing a face with a waxed moustache and pointed goatee. He flashed a smile of slightly imperfect teeth. “Someone’s got it in for you something fierce, kitty-cat.” 
 
    Vaile knew exactly which someone.   
 
    He released her chin and straightened out of sight again while she sucked in shallow, shuddering breaths.  
 
    A score of men had gathered around by then. Vaile saw their boots in the ultraviolet spectrum.  
 
    Rain was dripping from her brows, her nose, her chin. It ran along the strands of her hair into her open mouth as she gasped.  
 
    “Dallen and you three are with me,” the man said to others beyond her view. “I want to see if this so-called sa’reyth lives up to its hype. The rest of you, find the traitors.” 
 
    Most of the boots vanished from Vaile’s sight. 
 
    With her energies waging an embittered contest, her vision refracted, and debilitating pain sweeping her, Vaile knew an intimate duality: of uncommon impotence and righteous fury; of aching hopelessness and dauntless duty; of yearning protest and numb submission— 
 
    But she would not submit defeat to an amalgam of treachery and guile in the guise of a veritable Carnivále mask. The very idea of this despicable mortal surveying the First Lord’s private chambers set her aflame in a way she hadn’t been keen to since…well, a very long time. 
 
    The Nodefinders of the rebellion would have to take care of themselves. The sa’reyth was her only concern. 
 
    “Honor,” Vaile whispered to distract him while she embarked upon the mammoth undertaking of corralling enough power to carry out her intent. 
 
    “What was that, she-cat?” He crouched down again to look upon her dripping face.  
 
    Lightning flashed. Thunder cracked the firmament. The storm was fighting her efforts to contain it. 
 
    She saw enough of her attacker in the light’s afterimage to note he was wearing a wide-brimmed hat, which kept the rain from ruining his carefully curled moustache.  
 
    “Honor,” she gasped again, barely croaking out the word. “You have none.” 
 
    He rested elbows on his knees and smiled. “Honor. Now there’s another massively over-hyped word. Clinging to it only gets in the way of getting things done. As case in point, a man with honor would not have stabbed a lady in the back, you understand? But I guess that’s your point, isn’t it?” 
 
    Vaile held his gaze, seeing him in triplicate on three visible spectrums. He saw a lady brought to her knees. But she was no lady. 
 
    With her power finally in hand, Vaile framed Absolute Being around the sa’reyth, whose tents rested just beyond the distant rise. Then, with a desperate force of will that left her visibly trembling and sick, she ripped the entire camp out of that timestream and shoved it into the future. 
 
    Lightning splintered the sky. Thunder made a continuous timpani roll. Rain poured sideways on a sheering wind that nearly tore the remaining men off their feet. 
 
    They cursed. They staggered.  
 
    Vaile smiled into the muddied grass.  
 
    Deep beneath her clawed fingers, she felt the world-fabric tremble.  
 
    “Shade and darkness!” someone cursed. “Just kill her, Consuevé, and be done with it!” 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot,” said the man Consuevé, her attacker. “Don’t you know what that would do?” 
 
    “No,” the other yelled above the howling storm. “What would it do?” 
 
    Consuevé appeared to be pondering this, for he paused before he answered. “I don’t know, but it would be bad. Clearly you know nothing about zanthyrs.” 
 
    Vaile was thinking this Consuevé person knew far too much about zanthyrs. 
 
    “Don’t get your knickers in a wad,” Consuevé yelled over the wind. “We’re not leaving her like this—she’d recover too quickly. Grab her wing!” 
 
    Someone yanked one of her wings and dragged Vaile down onto her side with a sharply painful gasp. Boots stepped on her wing’s bony cartilage, pinning it to the ground.  
 
    An instant later, he staked her through that cartilage with another zanthyr’s blade.  
 
    Vaile definitely screamed that time.  
 
    A shockwave of power lanced through her system. Paralysis seized her body. Her lungs froze.  
 
    Her energies rebounded in alternating current between the two poles of the daggers. She could feel her lifeforce draining away, absorbed by the earth, while she lay in its effluence, quickly suffocating.  
 
    His breath touched her ear a moment before that voice posed, “You’re no one’s avenging angel now, are you, sweetheart?” 
 
    Then he kicked her in the face.   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Fifty 
 
      
 
     “Do not pray for courage. Pray to have no fear.” 
 
      
 
    –An old desert saying 
 
    
 Tannour Valeri flew towards Ivarnen on tides of Air he shouldn’t have been able to manipulate, much less commune with. He’d felt tetherless, dispersed into millions of non-cohesive particles, certain on some level that he would never regain himself.  
 
    He still couldn’t comprehend how it had happened. One moment he’d been aimless and lost, the next self-aware and rushing into form. He had no idea how he’d first tethered himself to Loukas, or later to Trell; and he certainly didn’t understand how Loukas had managed to tether him, hauling him out of the aether like fruit netted down from a tree. 
 
    Perhaps Loukas had been right in saying that the Sorceresy had been lying to him about his abilities since day one…that they didn’t have nearly as much power to control him as he believed.  
 
    Yet if that was true, it made no sense of what had come before. 
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    Tannour had returned to the Sorceresy with dread in his heart. He’d completed his mission, but he hadn’t been able to withhold his desires. In the ten days he’d spent with Loukas, he’d marked him with his affections as surely as tattooing a target on his back. 
 
    Always, Tannour lived with the threat of losing Loukas dominating his conscience, ever afraid they would pluck the truth from his thoughts. But over the course of the following year, his instructors continued his training and missions as if nothing had happened, building his skill-set through their typical cruelty and subversion, binding him with ever more tattoos, until… 
 
    It was the first and last time he’d ever argued a mission. He’d rushed into his superior’s office and slammed the door. “I won’t do it!” 
 
    Kmourra lifted her gaze from the papers she’d been reading. She was a tall woman with grey-streaked red hair and shrewd green eyes that had seen every horror under the sun. She might’ve passed fifty years or five hundred. Still, she was beautiful as she rose from behind her desk. “An anchor must be tested before you know it will hold.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” he growled. “You don’t own me!” 
 
    “Actually we do.” She smiled as she came towards him, gracefully lean beneath her Sorceresy robes. A tattooed collar of daggers banded her throat. “You were the coin Lord Orinth Valeri paid us for the luxury use of our magic.” She took his face in her hand, his gaze in her own. “You were chattel to him, but to us, Tannour, you are priceless. Even so…” her green eyes looked him over, “we have many priceless things. We can always make more.” 
 
    Tannour felt sick. “I’ve done everything you asked,” he said desperately.   
 
    “And now you will do this.”  
 
    He dropped his gaze. “I won’t. I…can’t.” The very thought made his breath leave his lungs and refuse to return. 
 
    Kmourra took his hands and opened his palms to the ceiling, revealing the delicate filigree inked in bands around his wrists. The tips of her own fingers were entirely silver with solid mercuric tattoos. “You are who you are, Tannour. Ver’alir chose you. The path requires sacrifice. You know this.” 
 
    Tannour stared at her with burning eyes. “You ordered me to befriend him.” 
 
    “But I didn’t order you to fall in love with him.” Her smile that time had invisible fangs. “No friends. No ties. You know our rules. If you want him to live, you’ll do this.” 
 
    She held onto the back of his hands. He knew better than to pull away from her, but he made fists within her mercury-tipped fingers as he growled, “How can I keep my tether if I betray him?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re going to find out.”  
 
    But it made no sense. He’d been communing for years. They couldn’t just now want to test the strength of his tether. This had to be about breaking him, about severing all ties to anyone who stood to become a threat to their hold over him.   
 
    “You know nothing about tethers.” Kmourra ran her thumbs over the tattoos on his wrists, sending tiny electrical shocks through his body. “You only know what you feel, and I dare say you barely understand that.”  
 
    Touching her tattoos to his tattoos linked their energies. It felt like worms were writhing inside his veins. She could touch other tattoos and harvest other sensations, most of them deeply unpleasant. Kmourra knew his tattoos intimately. 
 
    “You are an alloy of elements, Tannour. A blade forged in our furnaces. You must be annealed, quenched and tempered, as with any blade.” Her green eyes looked him over calmly, but it was the calm of a placid lake teeming with poisonous eels. 
 
    Tannour banked the coals of his fury, lest he do something really stupid. “And what if I shatter in the process?” he ground out. 
 
    Her smile that time slid ice down his spine. “Then we’ll melt you down and start all over again.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Loukas n’Abraxis stood at the edge of camp, staring through the night at two flaming pyres. One burned on the near moors, the other inside the yard of the fortress that had once belonged to the warlord.  
 
    It had taken days to free all of the Dannish soldiers and to gather the fallen from both sides of the conflict. Now Trell’s men stood a vigil around the nearer pyre, paying their respects to the dead.  
 
    The ranks of Trell’s army had grown to fifteen hundred men. Loukas had spent hours conducting searches through the fortress to acquire supplies and armor to outfit the additions, many of whom had little more than breeks to their name. Madaam Chouri was still seeing men in need of her ministrations, and the line extended long every night.  
 
    They would need several days more to ready everyone for the long march out of Abu’dhan. And within that time, Tannour had to find Trell and bring him back.  
 
    Fiera’s ashes! The fact that Trell had been taken and Tannour nearly killed while everything else had been going so right…Loukas could barely wrap his head around the paradox. And now, worrying over Trell’s wellbeing was nearly driving him mad. 
 
    That the A’dal had surely foreseen something like this was a given. They’d gone into battle plenty of times without Trell feeling any need to pass the reins. But this time, he’d been explicit. 
 
    ‘You’re in charge if I don’t return, Loukas. I trust no one better to see Naiadithine’s missive accomplished.’ 
 
    Fethe, Trell. Loukas shoved a hand through his hair. He couldn’t even think about what would happen if the prince didn’t return. 
 
    Trell had made the cause his crusade, but Loukas knew the others were not such fervent believers. Lazar would follow no one but Trell. Raegus was chomping at the bit to return to Raku, and Gideon could barely sleep for the weight of the duty he felt to reunite with his king and the Dannish forces at Nahavand.  
 
    Talk about impossible tasks… 
 
    And on top of all of this, with everything he needed to be figuring out and solving, all Loukas could really think about was Tannour. 
 
    Sometimes he felt like his entire life pivoted around the Vestian. Even when they’d been assigned to separate companies of Converted, Loukas had barely managed a day when he didn’t think about Tannour, wonder about him, be simultaneously furious with him and miss him so hard that it hurt to recall his face to mind. 
 
    There were times when Loukas felt like Tannour was the embodiment of Death, like his life had begun its decline when Tannour shot that arrow across the Ver; and times when he believed, deep down, that his life had only truly begun that day—  
 
    ‘All of the years and everything between us…how could you do this to me?’ Loukas had felt like his heart was being repeatedly ripped from his chest. 
 
    Tannour had been on his knees before him, his face wracked by contrition. ‘All of the years and everything between us…how can you not forgive me for it?”— 
 
    Fethe, why did he do this to himself? 
 
    But he couldn’t stop thinking of that night, as if the tether between them still existed, as if Tannour, wherever he was, kept hauling Loukas’s attention back to the betrayal—whether to punish Loukas or punish himself, he honestly couldn’t say. 
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    Tannour changed after they became lovers. Or perhaps it was truer to say he’d been continuously changing, but it wasn’t until they became intimate that Loukas could track the course of the changes so closely. 
 
    Every time Tannour came back from the Sorceresy, there were more shadows behind his eyes, more scars on his body…as well as in other places Loukas couldn’t see. Every tattoo seemed to claim a little bit more of him—hiding more of the boy Loukas had grown up with and the man he’d taken to his bed. 
 
    Frequently Tannour would appear in Loukas’s room in the middle of the night, distraught or melancholy, sometimes distracted or oddly confused.  
 
    Once he’d come in a tumultuous, dark humor and fethed Loukas until he was senseless and spent, then left without saying a word. Another time, Tannour had entered through the window, laid his head on Loukas’s lap and stayed there, shaking, for three solid hours, never speaking a word. He’d just stared into space. Loukas didn’t even think Tannour knew he’d been crying. Then he’d gotten up again and left without speaking a word of explanation, ever. 
 
    If after any of these episodes Loukas asked him what had happened, Tannour would only say there were dark things in the world that he never wanted Loukas to know about. 
 
    Yet for all of these glimpses of Tannour’s private turmoil, they had as many nights of bliss—arguing philosophy over wine or a game of Twenty Squares, rendezvousing for a hunt or a swim, sharing their meals and each other’s beds as often as they could.  
 
    When he was being truly daring, Tannour would take Loukas far from civilization and show him some of the things he could do with his gifts. Sometimes he would show him in his own bed. 
 
    Loukas paid a courtesan in the city a lavish fee to say she’d been with him on the nights he spent with Tannour—just in case his father’s men came calling. And he shared her bed from time to time so she’d have true memories for his father’s baddha satya to find.  
 
    Tannour had asked him about it once after they’d finished their lovemaking. He’d been lying with a hand behind his head and the other across one bent knee, the sheet draped between his bare legs and his mercuric tattoos covering his form like armor sculpted to every inch of muscle.  
 
    “Do you prefer women, Loukas?” 
 
    Loukas turned from pouring them a drink, immediately bewildered. “Why would you ask that?” 
 
    “You seem to be spending a lot of time with a certain courtesan in the city.” 
 
    Loukas grunted. “I’m covering my ass, Tannour.”  
 
    “Seems to me you’re uncovering it.” Tannour smirked. “Isn’t that the point of seeing her?” 
 
    “Women are for breeding, men are for fething, or so says my father.” Loukas crossed the room and handed Tannour his wine. “I’m never giving that bastard a chance to doubt me again. One unproven infraction he might overlook. Two he would never forgive.” 
 
    “The better to come live with me.”  
 
    Loukas snorted. “In your dreams. I’m headed for the Fire Courts next year. You love the debate, but I actually intend to change things.” 
 
    Tannour’s expression sobered. He set down his goblet. “I won’t be able to visit you in the Fire Courts. Not regularly.” 
 
    Loukas stood over him, drinking his wine. “I thought you said you could go anywhere.” 
 
    “I can’t afford to be seen there.”  
 
    For some reason, Loukas didn’t think Tannour meant being seen by someone at the Fire Court. He couldn’t make sense of the subtext. 
 
    Tannour looked Loukas’s naked form up and down. “Will you miss me?” 
 
    Loukas rolled his eyes. “Horribly. I shan’t be able to sleep.” 
 
    Tannour settled both hands behind his head. “Love can often do that to you.” 
 
    “I’m not in love with you, you moron.” 
 
    “No? Then why are you always staring at my ass like you want to grab it?” 
 
    “Grabbing versus pounding, very different activities.” 
 
    Tannour flashed a dark smile. “Pounding with your cock, perhaps.” 
 
    “For fethe’s sake, Tannour—” 
 
    “Why do you blush when I speak of the things we do together?” He pinned Loukas with that smile that always aroused him whether he wished it or not. “Oh, I know sex is taboo to Avatarens. The Ghost Kings forbid anyone outside the Fire Courts should learn how licentious you all truly are.” 
 
    Tannour was still leveling him that smile. Then he dropped his eyes to Loukas’s groin, and the smile became cat-like.  
 
    He sat up and tugged Loukas closer. “I love that I can make you hard just by looking at you.” He took hold of Loukas in a way that made his breath catch. “Think you’ll find someone in the Fire Courts that can do to you what I do?” And he proceeded to prove to Loukas the likelihood of that.  
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    In the tragedy of hindsight, Loukas saw that in this single conversation, he’d given Tannour everything he needed to damn him. 
 
    Sometimes Loukas wished they’d had one last night together. More often he was glad Tannour hadn’t come to him again. It would’ve made his betrayal feel premeditated on top of everything else. 
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    Loukas had been studying the High Court Orations when they summoned him. He knew the Orations backwards and forwards, of course, but they were lengthy speeches combined with complicated hand gestures, and even one mistake was an unforgivable offense. 
 
    They’d ushered him, bewildered, into his father’s audience chamber. A balcony lined the high-ceilinged room, the better to admire the designs carved into the dome overhead, or perhaps those of the parquet floor. Sometimes the ladies would gather above, but that night the room stood empty save for his lord father, the baddha satya, Ianver, and a large contingent of guards, all of whom looked ready to kill. 
 
    As Loukas entered, the Lord n’Abraxis froze him with a stare. Loukas drew up short and looked around at the others, but their expressions revealed only their fury, not what had roused it. He stood in a hum of ill apprehension. 
 
    His father said to the guards at the doors, “Show him in.” 
 
    They opened the doors, and— 
 
    Loukas would never forget the sinking feeling of dread he’d experienced watching Tannour stride into his father’s hall.  
 
    His breath fled. His face drained of color. He strained desperately to imagine some justifiable reason for Tannour to be there. And why was he dressed like… 
 
    Well, he wasn’t dressed, really.  
 
    Barefoot, Tannour wore only a pair of fitted leather pants slung low at his hips—and his tattoos, mercuric armor bonded to his flesh. His dark hair hung loose, his arms open at his sides, palms forward, innocuous, conveying surrender. 
 
    Suddenly Loukas reasoned out at least part of what must’ve happened. For some unfathomable purpose, Tannour had requested an audience with his father. The guards had surely told him no, so he’d handed them their asses on a silver platter until they’d reconsidered.  
 
    But whipped or not, they wouldn’t have let Tannour approach the Furie armed, and…well, stripped down was likely the only way they’d know he wasn’t hiding weapons. Knowing how Tannour could fight, Loukas reasoned they probably would’ve preferred him to come naked. 
 
    Loukas’s father confirmed these suppositions when he growled, “So you have your audience, Vestian.” His deep voice fulminated the word. “What is it you want?” 
 
    Tannour stopped halfway between the guards and the Lord n’Abraxis. His air of confidence dwarfed the room and everyone in it, yet Loukas saw tension in the brace of his shoulders and dread in his gaze.  
 
    “I am Prince Tannour Valeri of Vest,” his eyes flicked to Loukas and away again, a split-second apology, an instant of warning, “and I claim ring rights of your son.” 
 
    Oh, Fiera, no!  
 
    Loukas suddenly couldn’t breathe. 
 
    After a certain number of moons together, a Furie could give his lover a special ring to claim him as his own. No other Furie could then compel the man to become his paramour. The rings were not worn on a man’s finger. 
 
    Tannour shouldn’t have even known of such things, much less be speaking of them in open court. Worse, his father would think Loukas had been the one to tell him.  
 
    For some reason, the most important of these points—that Tannour was claiming ring rights of Loukas—took longer to register, but when it did, Loukas nearly lost his dinner. 
 
    The room shouted with shocked silence. 
 
    “Ring rights.” His father barely managed a rough whisper, his fury had such tight hold of him. “Ring rights. Of Loukas.” 
 
    His father’s disbelief echoed Loukas’s own for very different reasons. 
 
    Tannour said without looking at Loukas, “We’ve been lovers for eleven moons.” 
 
    “Eleven—” his father choked on the word. He swung a furious glare at Loukas, then looked back to Tannour. “What proof have you of this, Vestian?” 
 
    Tannour shifted a burning gaze to Loukas. It was indescribable, that look; a culmination of every black and bloody thing they’d forced him to do, all rolled into a single devastated glance.  
 
    “What’s the phrase?” He pressed a finger to his lips. “Women are for breeding, men are for fething. That’s how Loukas described it.” 
 
    Loukas really thought he was going to be sick. He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Couldn’t fathom why Tannour was betraying him like this. 
 
    The Lord n’Abraxis swung his stare to Loukas. “Is this true?” 
 
    Wordless, shaken, Loukas could only stare at Tannour. 
 
    But his father hadn’t been addressing him anyway; his gaze was on Ianver, who was standing beyond Loukas. The baddha satya replied, “The Vestian speaks truly, en Furie.” 
 
    Loukas felt cold and hot and sick and spinning, all at the same time. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to stand up much longer. Not that it would matter, where he’d be going.  
 
    The Lord n’Abraxis was gripping the arms of his chair so tightly that his knuckles had turned white. His expression was livid. He looked from Tannour to Loukas and back to Tannour. Then he stood with hatred violent in his gaze. 
 
    “Kill them both.” 
 
    Loukas gasped, “Father!”  
 
    Tannour danced into a fighting crouch. 
 
    Ianver grabbed Loukas by his hair and dragged him towards the side door. Loukas clawed ineptly at the Adept’s hands. All of his combat training went by the wayside, trapped in the unreality of the moment.  
 
    Some vague awareness told Loukas that if Ianver succeeded in dragging him from the hall, he would never see daylight again, but he was too shocked, too hurt, too disbelieving—totally unable to make sense of any of it. His mind was just…frozen. 
 
    He heard shouting, bodies falling, and then something whizzed past him and into Ianver, the force of which dragged Loukas to his knees as Ianver fell, still clutching Loukas’s hair. The baddha landed in a smear of blood with the butt end of a sword sticking out of his gut.  
 
    That one moment stood timeless in Loukas’s memory: the pain in his knees, the smear of blood across the floor, the horror captured in the baddha’s colorless eyes, the blood pouring over his hands, his utter incredulity…  
 
    Loukas had never seen a man die right in front of him.   
 
    Then the life fled Ianver’s gaze, and time started again. Loukas pushed to one knee and turned to take in the chaos behind him. 
 
    His father stood on the dais protected by four guards. He was waving his fist and shouting with rage while Tannour fought— 
 
    Fiera’s ashes, at least twenty men!  
 
    Before Loukas’s eyes, Tannour sidestepped a blow and ripped the sword from a guard’s hands, which he speared into another guard while dodging the blade of a third. A knife swung for his throat. Tannour caught his assailant’s hands and spun them back to shove the knife into its owner’s chest.  
 
    He seemed to anticipate every weapon that came at him. 
 
    Tannour shoved a man onto the stabbing blade of another, sidestepped a sword to let it pierce the guard behind him instead. He broke noses with elbows and the flat of his palms, and crushed throats with a scything hand. His bare feet broke knees; his knees broke noses. It was a massacre. 
 
    As the last guard fell, the Lord n’Abraxis finally went silent. 
 
    Tannour left a circle of the broken and dead behind him and ran over to Loukas. Blood covered the Vestian, not a thimbleful of it his own.  
 
    “We need to go.” Tannour slipped a hand beneath Loukas’s arm to help him up.  
 
    Loukas shrugged him violently off. 
 
    Tannour’s lips formed a grim line. “Loukas…don’t do this.” 
 
    “Don’t do this?” Loukas hissed. “What the fethe, Tannour!” 
 
    Tannour’s gaze was grave and full of warning. “Loukas,” he said, low and fiercely protective, “there’s nothing for you here now.” 
 
    But Loukas wasn’t seeing that the future which had meant so much to him had already been lost. He looked to his father. “Furie—” 
 
    “Do not speak to me!”  
 
    His father roared so mightily that Loukas cringed.  
 
    “Get out!” The Lord n’Abraxis flung a finger towards the doors. “Out! You are not my heir, not my son, nor any son of Avatar!” His eyes bulged with rage. His face was aflame with it. “No house will have you! The Fire Courts will know your shame! Out! OUT OF MY SIGHT!” 
 
    Tannour grabbed Loukas’s arm and dragged him from the room—the house, the estate.  
 
    They cantered through the night to reach the coast. Loukas had no idea where Tannour had gotten the horses. He never asked him. He didn’t want to ask him. He didn’t want to speak to him, listen to him, see him. Yet who else did he have now?  
 
    Losing his father’s sanction meant losing everything he’d ever held dear—every desire, every hope, every vision of his future, years of aims and goals, his dreams of changing Avatar… 
 
    Shattered in a single act of betrayal. 
 
    In the month-long ocean crossing from Avatar to Tal’Shira, Loukas might’ve spoken two words to Tannour, and those only under extreme protest. 
 
    They took apartments in Tal’Shira, expensive ones overlooking the sea. Loukas had no idea where Tannour got his money—he wasn’t speaking to him, after all—but he did his best to plow through their reserves, especially of spirits. He spent his days staring out to sea in a wine-induced haze, feeding himself a toxic cocktail of resentment and condemnation, too furious to eat, too betrayed to speak, unwilling even to be in the same room as Tannour.  
 
    Months had passed this way. 
 
    Until Tannour had shown up one night, broken and bloodied—near death in fact. After which Loukas had learned that the betrayal that had shaken him to the core was only the tip of a very large iceberg. 
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    Loukas was causing it.  
 
    Tannour decided this as he airwalked through the skies towards the fortress of Ivarnen, which still felt uncomfortably distant to his perception. The only thing he could think was that somehow, in tethering Tannour, Loukas had aligned their thoughts to the same wavelength and was forcing him now to recall the worst days of his life.   
 
    Absurd. Ridiculous. Loukas could not have tethered him.  
 
    But the truth was, Tannour had no idea how any of it had happened. 
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    When the first two months in Tal’Shira passed without incident, Tannour dared hope they’d gotten clean away. It was the best-case scenario. 
 
    Of course, Loukas wasn’t speaking to him—fethe, Loukas wasn’t speaking to anyone. Or sleeping. He was barely eating, but at least he was alive and out of the Sorceresy’s immediate reach.  
 
    Tannour had expected Loukas to be upset, but he’d never imagined he would find it impossible to forgive him—that he wouldn’t even listen to his side of the story. He felt a stabbing loss every time Loukas turned away from him with his gaze so full of condemnation. Worse was watching Loukas sit for hours, staring despondently out to sea, body and mind befouled by the wasting sickness of shattered dreams. 
 
    Tannour had tried a hundred times to explain things to him. Loukas only turned away, or walked away—stormed away—and left Tannour twisting himself in knots over when he would return. Or if he would return at all. 
 
     That Loukas stayed with him in Tal’Shira was Tannour’s only consolation, the flimsiest, most meager hope that the thread binding them hadn’t been completely severed, that he might mend it with time and patience. 
 
    Every morning he asked Loukas if there was anything he wanted, anything he could get for him. Usually Loukas either silenced him with an excoriating stare or ignored him completely, but when Loukas did answer, Tannour made every effort to fulfill his wish. He would leave whatever had been asked for on the table during the night, along with a red-fletched arrow. 
 
    When he checked later, he would sometimes find his gifts had been accepted, sometimes not. Always the arrows were broken.  
 
    In the third month, they found him. 
 
    He’d been on his way back from the market when the Sorceresy operative appeared. It was impossible for operatives not to recognize each other. Tannour caught sight of him among the ebb and flow of the crowd and knew because he’d spotted him that the operative was there seeking him. 
 
    He’d followed the man into a shadowed alley, whereupon the latter shoved an envelope into Tannour’s chest and vanished back into the crowd. 
 
    Tannour had stood staring at the black envelope with its distinctive mercuric seal for longer than he cared to admit. All the while his heart pounded and his stomach turned agonized somersaults. 
 
    He finally shoved the envelope inside his coat and made his way back to their apartments. Loukas was on the patio with a wine glass caught within the drape of his hand, staring out to sea. For once, Tannour was glad he wasn’t paying attention to him.  
 
    He closed the door to his room and bolted the lock, then sat down at a table and stared through a panicked haze at the envelope.  
 
    The moment he broke the seal, the Sorceresy would know he’d received their orders, and he would be bound to the mission. Leaving the missive unopened wasn’t an option. They’d only send another operative, who would definitely not be as cordial as the first one had been. 
 
    Tannour spent the better part of an hour trying to think of any possible way to avoid opening that envelope, and another trying to work out some way to keep from acting on whatever was written inside. 
 
    But every idea just turned to sludge until he was scraping up useless sediment. Finally, he placed his wrist against the seal, felt the mental click that was the magical lock releasing, and the wax melted. 
 
    Beset with foreboding, Tannour read the particulars of his next mission. 
 
    Forty-eight hours later, he barely made it back to his apartments alive.  
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    He’d lived for nearly a decade without access to any of his powers. Then he’d met Trell and suddenly found he could commune again. With a new tether in Trell, Tannour had no reason to doubt he had regained all of his abilities. Which was the crucial problem. 
 
    Ten years ago, he’d failed his mission by refusing to kill his own uncle—once a Sorceresy operative himself. In retaliation, the Sorceresy had severed his tether while he’d been riding air above the city. He’d fallen out of the sky. If Loukas hadn’t helped him, he would’ve died.  
 
    Now, Tannour feared doing anything that could alert the Sorceresy to the fact that he’d built a new tether. They maintained that if he didn’t work his powers for them, he wouldn’t work them at all. If they learned he could commune again, they would very likely do whatever they’d done a decade ago and sever his tether—likely at the most critical and inopportune time. 
 
    Moreover, if he worked too much of the lifeforce through his tattoos—if he was forced, perhaps, to use some of his more elaborate skills—the tattoos on his neck could activate and bind him forever to their will. Those tattoos were still lying in wait for him to use the wrong power. The worst part of it was that he still didn’t know which skill would activate them.  
 
    Tannour had knowingly sacrificed his powers to stay free of those bindings—fethe, he’d sacrificed nearly everything!  
 
    Yet now, as he neared the fortress of Ivarnen, Tannour faced the very real possibility of losing himself to his former masters so that he might not lose the A’dal.   
 
    It wasn’t a palatable choice, but he didn’t hesitate in making it. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Fifty-one 
 
      
 
    “Ever its doctrine of envy and ridicule appeals to little minds.”  
 
      
 
    –Errodan val Lorian, Queen of Dannym and the Shoring Isles, 
 
    on the Book of Bethamin  
 
      
 
    Stefan val Tryst, Duke of Morwyk, stood at the peaked windows of a highland castle, staring out over a lake of fog. Steep mountains sliced upwards through the furtive grey mist, their sides darkened with fir and pine, only to vanish again into the higher band of clouds cloaking the day. The world wore a mantle of ash.  
 
    “What is grand in mortal man is that he lives to die.” Sitting on a couch across the room, Eugenia val Tryst lowered The Book of Bethamin to look up at her husband. “Are you listening, Stefan? This is the passage I was quoting to you in the coach last evening. The Prophet says, ‘What is grand in mortal man is that he lives to die. This is his divinely invested purpose. In following the divinity within, mortal man becomes not an end but a conduit, a bridge between the corporeal and the static unbeing.’” 
 
    A vein twitched beneath Stefan’s left eye. 
 
    Eugenia continued reading, “‘It is through the pursuit of purpose that mortal man may know my truth. I embrace those who know not how to live, save by seeking death, for they are fervent to ken the bliss of unbeing. I embrace those who despise, for the despisers long for the betterment of all. The happy man, craver of life, betrays a gluttonous insanity.’”  
 
    Stefan’s grown son, Darren, gave an enormous sigh of protest synchronized with his changing of position on the couch. “That book never makes any sense to me, Mother.”  
 
    Eugenia shifted her pale eyes to him, sharp with reprimand. “That’s because you’re stupid, Darren.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m just too smart to believe such drivel.”  
 
    “Oh, darling…” Eugenia contemplated Darren with a sad little smile, “if only that were true.”  
 
    Darren clenched his jaw and returned his gaze to the book he’d been reading.  
 
    Stefan wished that his youngest son did not look so much like himself. 
 
    “And yet…what is the lure of intelligence when we only live to die?” Eugenia still had her blue eyes fixed on her son. The effect was not unlike a viper watching its prey through the verge. “One day you may find yourself grateful to be possessed of such imbecility, Darren.”  
 
    She shifted her gaze back to Stefan. “Do you now see the point I was making yesterday, Stefan? You’re going to become that conduit for all of Dannym, a bridge to the great unbeing. Think of it!”  
 
    Stefan thought Eugenia exemplified every reason why women should not be taught to read. 
 
    Beyond the windows, mist drifted in tattered shreds, clouds flayed by the scourging fir trees. Somewhere beneath that lake of fog, his army was marching towards the River Yves and, eventually, Calgaryn city.  
 
    Stefan would’ve rather been riding alongside his men—the better to see Gareth val Mallonwey’s face when his army poured over the Calgaryn hills; too, it would’ve spared him the unending, torturous hours trapped in a coach with his wife—but he had business with a specific woman at that specific highland manor, not to mention the Adept upon whose arrival he’d already been waiting an hour too long, and such matters required his personal attention.  
 
    “…ridiculous to think we have no choice in our actions, Mother.”  
 
    Darren was still trying to reason with Eugenia. He didn’t understand that reason and his mother had long ago parted ways, even before she’d found a voice in The Book of Bethamin. 
 
    Eugenia gave an exasperated sigh. “As usual, you are entirely missing the point, Darren. Since our only striving is towards death, all action comes of inevitability. The Prophet explains that our destinies are set. Our choices, our actions…we cannot guide these things any more than we can compel the sun upon a different course through the heavens.” 
 
    “So, if I stabbed my dagger into your thigh right now…” Darren’s blue eyes were malevolent spears, “you’re saying it would be inevitable? I should have no responsibility in the matter?” 
 
    Eugenia gave him a smile of sweet venom. “If you were to stab your dagger into my thigh, Darren, I might put my dagger into your eye. Now, this would be an example of cause and consequence, not destiny.” Her condescending gaze scoured Darren, as cutting as her tone. “The Prophet speaks not of accountability, my dear ignorant son, only of the inevitability of our destinies.”  
 
    Darren made some retort, but Stefan had closed his ears to their conversation. 
 
    ‘…What is grand in mortal man is that he lives to die…’ 
 
    The Prophet clearly knew nothing about mortal man, for there was nothing grand about him.  
 
    Every living thing in the realm served some purpose, save for Man. Man used. Man consumed. Man spread his festering seed like a plague across the land, tainting everything he touched, abusing, ravaging, giving nothing lasting in return. This was the only inevitability. One had but to look at his wife for evidence of this truth. 
 
    For a moment, Stefan saw not the lake of shifting mist but a long table of milky marble and the Prophet, seated at its head…  
 
    Bethamin sat with one hand resting on the table and his dark gaze resting on Stefan. The Prophet lifted a long finger and pointed it at him. “What do you seek from this alliance, Stefan, Duke of Morwyk? Power? Influence?... Vengeance?” 
 
    Stefan felt the Prophet’s eyes boring into him, demanding the truth as if hooking it on the end of a fisherman’s line. He let it come. “Punishment.” 
 
    Behind him, Eugenia rose from the couch and walked to a cabinet to pour herself a drink. Stefan watched her reflection in the window as she passed. She was a tall woman with chestnut hair and round hips, a fine figure even after four children. From behind, Eugenia might’ve been mistaken for Errodan val Lorian.  
 
    Stefan always took his wife from behind. 
 
    The study doors opened. The dark-haired eunuch who stood in the parting had a spider tattoo in the middle of his forehead and wore kohl liner around his dark eyes. His robe of crimson silk was patterned with the image of some tropical, long-necked bird. “Lord Duke, my mistress is pleased to inform you that your guest has arrived.”   
 
    The eunuch stepped aside to allow Dore Madden to come scuffing into the room in too-big boots and a coat clearly tailored for a taller man.  
 
    Stefan returned his gaze to the fog until the tattooed eunuch had closed the doors. Then a sort of empty hollow formed in his gut. It was the closest he ever came anymore to anticipation.  
 
    “Well…is it true?” 
 
    Madden wandered the room with his chin tucked into his chest. Stefan had never encountered an ambulatory man more possessed of the likeness of Death. The wielder stopped before a desk and plucked at an ink bottle on its stand. “We found no evidence that would lead us to conclude he’s alive.”  
 
    Stefan could smell the rot of Madden’s dissembling from a mile distant. “That’s hardly an assurance. I thought you had hal’Jaitar in custody.” 
 
    Madden flashed a heated stare at him. “Viernan knows nothing of the fate of Dannym’s king. As I told you before, if Gydryn val Lorian were alive, he would’ve sent word to his queen, and my spies would’ve learned of it.” 
 
     Stefan grunted a dubious agreement. His own spies in Calgaryn had told him the same. 
 
    “We’ve a larger problem than the whereabouts of Dannym’s dead king, Lord Duke. I got out of Viernan after much prodding that the Dannish army was amassing at Nahavand. This is why Radov needed your men to augment his attack on Raku.”  
 
    “Was amassing.” The duke repeated. 
 
    “You are savvy, Lord Duke. The army is now on the march.” 
 
    Stefan arrowed a stare at him. “Led by whom?”   
 
    “The Duke of Marion, logic would conclude. He and a contingent of knights vanished from Tal’Shira on the eve of the parley—another fact I only just learned from Viernan. Here we thought Loran val Whitney had perished along with his king. It appears Viernan was keeping many secrets from us.” 
 
    “As we are from him.” 
 
    “To be sure. To be sure. What allies can afford to trust one another in matters of treason?” Madden wandered over to the couch and stared down at Darren, who in turn pressed himself back into the cushion, wearing an expression of vague revulsion.  
 
    Stefan wished his youngest son didn’t often look so vague. 
 
    Eugenia demanded meanwhile, “How, pray, is this nebulous Dannish army on the march together when its battalions were supposedly scattered across the whole of M’Nador?” 
 
    Stefan resented Eugenia imposing herself in matters suited to men, but he granted in this case that she had a point. “Yes, Madden, do explain this occurrence.” 
 
    Like a vulture from a high peak, Madden studied Darren as he replied, “After much prodding, hal’Jaitar finally admitted to me that King Gydryn apparently gave secret orders to his men before he left for the parley. They were all instructed to abandon their positions and convene at the fortress of Nahavand, across the border in Akkadian-held lands, beyond the reach of the Nadori forces.” 
 
    Stefan misliked the rapacious hunger with which Dore Madden was regarding his son. “Then Gydryn knew he was betrayed.” 
 
    “We shall never know what the king may or may not have known. What matters, Lord Duke, is that Dannym’s army is intact and on the march. And where do you imagine those soldiers are heading but home to Calgaryn, posthaste?”  
 
    Eugenia flung a poisonous stare at Stefan’s reflection. “Perhaps I am led astray, Stefan, my dear, but the untimely return of King Gydryn’s army may put a damper on your plans for siege.” 
 
    Stefan’s eye twitched. “Leave us, Eugenia.” He said this without looking at his wife. Stefan always tried to avoid looking directly at his wife. 
 
    Eugenia glanced to Dore Madden and back to him. “Surely, Stefan, at this late juncture—” 
 
    “Remove yourself from my presence!” His words cracked in the bare-walled room. 
 
    Eugenia gave them a twitching smile, lifted her skirts and departed. 
 
    When the doors had closed once more, Stefan snarled, “I want them stopped. You promised me an army—empty promises, for here you stand with no army in sight!” 
 
    Madden finally spun away from Darren, who heaved a shuddering exhale and wiped his nose.  
 
    “The Prophet flatly refused to make the army,” Madden hissed, “despite his earlier agreement and my many appeals. One cannot account for the capriciousness of gods. I had to wait until he left the acropolis to build your army, but all is solved now, Lord Duke. It will be but a small further delay, I assure you. Nothing will stand in your way come the time.”  
 
    “Except Gydryn val Lorian’s nearly ten thousand men!” Stefan worked the muscles of his jaw and stared hard at his reflection in the window.  
 
    He barely recognized his own face anymore—his son looked more like him than he looked like himself. And yet…the shadows that dug hollows in his countenance had always been there. They’d merely been hiding beneath the plump idealism of youth. 
 
    For a moment, Stefan saw not the hard, haggard lines of his face but the Prophet’s lashing gaze, close in view. For a moment, he felt the man’s long fingers closed again around his shoulder, and his tall form standing but a breath away, emanating winter’s bone-shattering chill.  
 
    ‘If you would know my allegiance, you must know my truth, Stefan, Duke of Morwyk.’ Bethamin’s resonant voice had pinned Stefan to immobility as surely as the man’s hand had pinned his body. ‘Do you fear purification?’ 
 
    Stefan’s advisors had warned him that the Prophet fed on the souls of men, but he didn’t fear Bethamin’s Fire. Why should he, when he had no soul for it to consume?  
 
    He’d looked deep into Bethamin’s dark eyes. ‘I fear nothing.’ 
 
    The Prophet had raked his gaze across Stefan and nodded. ‘I believe you, Lord Duke. We shall seal our alliance with Fire…’   
 
    Stefan stifled a shudder. 
 
    Too well, he recalled that lightning moment, when the Prophet had pressed his thumb to his forehead. He’d fallen into convulsions, battering his head against the stone floor… 
 
    That part he recalled not at all, though they’d told him later that he’d screamed for two days. He didn’t recall this either, though it had been a week before his voice had returned. He was certain, however, that the fever that had ravaged him for the next fortnight, scouring his core in search of his soul, had ultimately departed unfulfilled. 
 
    Stefan had forgotten what it felt like to wake feeling rested; nightmares plagued his dreams. He no longer knew the sensation of warmth; now he kenned only the chill of a dark abyss, mental gorges dredged by the Fire’s passing, so cold and silent and deep that he dared not let his thoughts venture within them.  
 
    He couldn’t even recall the passionate rationale that had driven him to seek the Eagle Throne back then, or why he’d wanted it so desperately that he’d treated with the Prophet Bethamin to gain it. 
 
    But he knew why he wanted it now. 
 
    Stefan focused back on his reflection in the glass to find Dore Madden’s cadaverous face looming behind his shoulder. He knew somehow that Madden had never experienced Bethamin’s ‘purification.’ That man’s madness hailed from some other plain of hell. 
 
    Stefan settled a dangerous stare on the wielder via the window. Threatening the man’s life would prove fruitless, but deny him what he wanted most… 
 
    “If my reinforcements aren’t ready when I reach Calgaryn,” Stefan said, low and ominous, “or if Gydryn’s army places one boot on Dannish soil…by Belloth’s unwholesome eye, Madden, I vow here and now, I will give my allegiance to Errodan, and your hope of siege will vanish like the mist beneath the sun.”   
 
    Madden studied Stefan’s reflection with a twisted expression that might’ve been fury or might’ve been fear.  
 
    He licked his lips. “Have I not advised you truly?” he whispered. “Have I not sent Ascendants and Marquiin to aid you in your endeavors? Am I not the one who first sent you to the Karakurt, to help you eliminate the youngest val Lorian prince, when in desperation you called to me?” 
 
    “For all the good that accomplished.” It wasn’t lost on him that Dore Madden had been utterly indifferent to his appeals until Stefan had shown him the invitation announcing Ean val Lorian’s return to the mainland. “I lost a score of loyal men, well-placed within the King’s Own Guard, vanquished by legend and myth.” 
 
    “But for the interference of the Fifth Vestal’s Shade, all would have gone as planned,” Madden groused. “Such could not have been predicted. But no matter, no matter. It is an imposition, this thing you ask of me, but I will eliminate the king’s army for you—call it a favor, a gesture of my good faith.” 
 
    “I’ve heard this tune before,” Darren muttered from the safety of the couch. 
 
    Madden flung a stiletto stare that silenced the boy. 
 
    “How will you find him?” Stefan asked. “There are thousands of miles of desert between the Akkadian border and the sea.” 
 
    “Ah…but the army marches north, Lord Duke.” 
 
    Stefan swung a stare at him. “North?” What was val Whitney thinking? The land route would take three times as long! 
 
    “At last sighting, they were marching towards the Forest of Doane. They either mean to make for Kandori, or…or,” a vindictive gleam sparked in Madden’s gaze. “Or they have a Nodefinder among them and make for the Seam. In either case, they shall not escape the black tide of destiny I shall summon in your name to wipe this army from the face of the realm.” 
 
    Madden looked back to Stefan and collected his gaze via the window’s reflection. “But let us be candid, Lord Duke.” His voice took on a dreadful intimacy that made Stefan’s skin ripple with disgust. “You would be lost without me. Verily, verily…you would be nothing without me.”  
 
    Stefan clenched his jaw. 
 
    Madden’s spindly fingers found Morwyk’s arms. He stood behind the duke, gazing grimly over his shoulder at his reflection. “Should we walk separately into our mutual past, what scene would we survey?” Those skeletal fingers suddenly gripped hard. “You, Lord Duke, wallowing in insanity, your mind as lost as the Prince of M’Nador’s.” He brought his lips close to the duke’s ear to whisper, “Think on what I have given you.”  
 
    Stefan didn’t for a moment believe the man was helping him out of altruism. Whatever Madden’s vendetta against the val Lorians, he wanted vengeance as badly as Stefan did. That put them on equal ground, no matter how many strands of elae the wielder professed to command.   
 
    Stefan’s gaze pierced through the shadows veiling the wielder’s eyes. “You have until the new moon. When I reach Calgaryn, our accord will either be completed, or I bend the knee to Gydryn’s widow.” He studied Madden’s cadaverous scowl. “Call my bluff if you dare. My aims may be achieved other ways, but yours I daresay cannot.” 
 
    A sepulchral smile twitched on Madden’s lips. He dropped his hands to his sides. “You drive a hard bargain, Lord Duke.” With that, he spun and made a scuffling departure. 
 
    When the door had closed again behind him, Darren shuddered. “Gah, that man is repulsive. Why do you treat with him, father?” 
 
    Stefan ignored his son.  
 
    He didn’t trust Dore Madden’s assurances any more than he trusted Fate to be generous. He was going to have to take steps…and they were going to be costly.  
 
    As if hearing the thought as its own sort of summons, the doors opened to admit the spider-tattooed Pearl, followed by a seven-foot giant wearing pantaloons and a scimitar, and behind him, half a dozen bodyguards of similar size but more adequately clothed.  
 
    Then came the Karakurt herself, wearing a silk robe sashed tightly at the waist, her face obscured by multiple veils, and her head crowned with an ornate headdress fashioned in the shape of two long-necked birds. 
 
    Costly or no, Stefan knew the Karakurt to be the kind of woman he would gladly take from any angle. 
 
     “We hope you’ve found our hospitality to your liking so far, Lord Duke,” said the eunuch, Pearl. His smile was surely as oily as his limp cock. “Hopefully the wielder provided you with the information you needed to be able to complete your accord with us.” 
 
    Stefan moved away from the windows. “That’s between myself and your mistress.” He pinned a smoldering gaze on the woman in question.  
 
    Who smiled knowingly beneath her veil. “Leave us,” she commanded in a throaty purr.  
 
    Stefan never had been able to place her accent, though her coloring suggested she hailed from a desert locale.   
 
    Her minions turned and filed back out of the room. Pearl gave Stefan a slight bow and a large smile, then followed the others. 
 
    Still gazing darkly at the Karakurt, Stefan murmured, “Darren, go find something useful to do.” 
 
    Darren passed his gaze between his father and the woman and cleared his throat. “Of course. Useful. Righto.” He rose and strode from the room on long legs, past the Avataren who’d taken up a position outside the doors. 
 
    Watching Darren departing, Stefan reflected that his youngest son was much like a wind-up toy. Most of the time he laid listlessly about, a forgotten plaything, but if wound and set upon a course, he would continue doggedly in that direction until either he reached his objective or his gears stripped themselves in the attempt. 
 
    Once the doors were closed, the Karakurt removed her headdress and unwound the veil from her head and shoulders. Long black hair uncoiled down her spine. Stefan well recalled how he’d wrapped the rope of her hair around his arm the last time he’d been taking her. 
 
    She walked to the cabinet and selected two glasses and one of the better absinthes. She poured the spirit, placed filigree spoons across two glasses, dotted each with cubes of sugar, and poured water across them. The faintly green spirit turned milky. She said while engaging upon this ritual, “I trust you got what you wanted from Madden. It was no small feat, getting him here to speak with you.” 
 
    Stefan watched her noncommittally. 
 
    She turned from the cabinet carrying the drinks. Her hips moved gracefully as she crossed the room to stop in the shadow of his form, close enough that he could smell her perfume…and something else that scented his nostrils with the chalky brittleness of ash.  
 
    She sipped from one glass, then offered the same glass to Stefan, along with a smile. “It has been some time since we’ve seen each other.” 
 
    Stefan took the glass and watched her drink from the second one.  
 
    She smiled again as she lowered it from her lips. “Many deaths to mark the passing moons.” 
 
    “If one counts the days by deaths.” 
 
    “How else should one count them?” Smoke-grey eyes gazed at him, hinting of amusement.  
 
    He recalled her eyes had been colorless when last he’d taken her to his bed. Then again, it wasn’t her eyes he’d been focused on at the time. 
 
    She sipped her drink. “What of this army he promised you?” 
 
    “Delayed.” 
 
    The hint of an I-told-you-so smile touched her lips. “So, you’ve decided to proceed with our new arrangement.” 
 
    Stefan eyed her darkly. “You failed me before.” 
 
    “You tasked us to slay a na’turna prince, but Ean val Lorian proved to be a wielder of merit. We cannot be blamed for sending a fox to snare the hare when the hare is actually a tiger.”  
 
    “If the prince lives, he could become a problem to my aims. Our first accord was never completed.”  
 
    “Madden will finish it. His vendetta against the prince runs deeper than yours.” 
 
    Stefan looked her over. “Be it so…why should I treat with you again?” 
 
    She smiled meaningfully. “You tell me, Lord Duke. You sought me out here in this manor, seat of your own dead liegeman. My boudoir skills are well admired, but I don’t imagine you crossed three mountains, dragging wife and army, just to take me to your bed.” 
 
    Stefan would be taking her all right, but it would be right there on the Earl of Pent’s desk, not in a bedchamber guarded by spying maids. 
 
    As he studied her, he couldn’t help being reminded of their previous encounter. He recalled how she’d been insightful to his mind in ways that had disturbed him even while her ruthlessness had aroused him.  
 
    Stefan sipped from his glass. “Can you succeed where others have failed? This is what I must know.”  
 
    Her smile turned liquid. “All things may be achieved for the right price.” 
 
    The first of his needs, he wasn’t sure even the Karakurt could manage. His own men had proven wholly inadequate to the task—especially the now-departed Lord Brantley, Earl of Pent, in whose study he was currently standing.  
 
    “What is it you seek, Lord Duke?” She was still leveling him that knowing smile. “Or might I more accurately say, whom?” 
 
     “Alyneri d’Giverny, Duchess of Aracine.”  
 
    “Last seen with Dannym’s royal cousin Fynnlar val Lorian in Rethynnea.” She surprised him with her knowledge.  
 
    “The duchess is my only insurance against the interference of Dareios of Kandori.” 
 
    She gave him a predatory smile. “Consider it done.”  
 
    Stefan slipped an arm around her waist and dragged her close. Her body was as absent of warmth as his own, but her curves felt right in all the important places. Shadows circled her eyes as she gazed up at him, faint beneath the powder that concealed her olive complexion.  
 
    Stefan tossed back the last of his drink, then let the glass fall to the carpet while his throat flamed. Could she still read his thoughts with her talent siphoning out through every pore? He’d seen enough Marquiin to recognize the signs of the Prophet’s poisoning. He knew what the change of her eye color revealed.  
 
    She lifted herself and closed her mouth over his. Her tongue probed seductively; her lips tasted of the drink. She removed his hand from her hip and pressed it to her breast. He squeezed obligingly. 
 
     “We’re in far over our heads, Stefan,” she breathed at his ear. “You don’t know the morass you’ve stumbled into—witchlords and Warlocks, and wielders bearing immortal grudges.” 
 
    Stefan found her nipple beneath the silk of her robe. He pinched it hard, feeling the rough nub rising along with his own need. “Is that a warning?” 
 
    “A comment only.” Her breath was coming faster, in tune with his own. She slipped her hand inside his pants and made expert work of his desire. “There is more you want, Stefan, Duke of Morwyk. Tell me.” 
 
    He had to focus to recall the answer, the second of his needs, which he believed she could manage without difficulty. “The witchlord you claim Madden reports to. I want to meet him.”  
 
    If Madden failed him, perhaps the witchlord would not. 
 
    “I will forward your request.” She pressed her lips to his ear while her hand continued stroking heat through his core—Stefan wondered how he could feel such burning when he knew himself to be so hollow.   
 
    “Ah, but it is the hollow shaft where lies the strength,” she purred, quoting from the Book of Bethamin, while her hand continued teasing heat into his groin, the only part of him that still knew warmth. “How does the passage go? ‘Those whose cores have endured the erosion of contempt. Strengthened by their emptiness, they suffer not Man’s frail inconsistencies—love, happiness, connection, compassion. Absent such debilitating fragilities, they are elevated. They are already free, for they know in their scoured core that death is the only purposeful end.’” 
 
    Her hand stilled as she finished the words, leaving him aching, burning, breathless. Her eyes lifted to meet his. “This is who we are, you and me.” 
 
    He knew it for truth, as much as anything in the world could be true.  
 
    “And the last thing you need?” she teased with lips and breath and stroking hand. 
 
    The last thing, he knew she could provide in spades. 
 
    Growling, Stefan ripped open the folds of her robe. Her skin was the color of dark honey. Her breasts hung ripely, the nipples large and hardened, begging for his mouth. He grabbed her and shoved her across the room towards the Earl of Pent’s desk.  
 
    She gasped as he bent her backwards over the wood. “And my fee, Lord Duke?” 
 
    “I’ll pay it,” he growled, ripping silk as he shoved her legs apart and himself between them. “Whatever it is.” 
 
    She laughed, then cried out as he entered her. Every desirous utterance she offered him was like a fine drink, redolent of despair. 
 
    Stefan drank it all. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Fifty-two 
 
      
 
    “Gold can buy everything but common sense.” 
 
      
 
    –Yara, an old Kandori woman 
 
      
 
    A tremendous clap of thunder shook the night, and Fynnlar val Lorian startled fully upright in his chair with his hand outstretched, gasping, “My wine!”  
 
    Then, realizing his surroundings, he scowled. 
 
    Wine had become an unpopular subject with him of late. The entire topic compounded indignity upon indignity, starting with weeks spent drinking Cassius’s bubbling travesty of a beverage and ending with Balaji getting himself ousted into some distant, unknown future.  
 
    How could the drachwyr have been so utterly careless with his own welfare, especially knowing Fynn was depending on him for sustenance? He was going to have hard words with He Who Can’t Get His Priorities Straight when the drachwyr finally found his way back into the proper timestream. 
 
    Thunder exploded directly overhead, startling Fynn again. The nearby tent poles trembled. 
 
    Fynn had never heard thunder at the sa’reyth. It was a strange enough occurrence to make him sit up straighter in his chair. 
 
    Technically, he had a room to himself at the sa’reyth and a cot assigned for his use in the tent where the Nodefinders crashed when their eyes and brains simply wouldn’t endure another minute upright, but Fynn had been fronting troubling dreams of zanthyrs ever since Vaile saved him from those daggers that his abdomen had inconveniently acquired in the Kutsamak, and sleep had accordingly lost its appeal. He spent most nights slouched in an armchair in the rebellion’s main pavilion and let his sword have the cot. 
 
    Thus, he was in the perfect position to witness the intruders sneaking inside.  
 
    The part of his brain that triggered his fight or flight response kicked him out of his chair, and he was running for his sword before the men fully materialized through the tent opening. 
 
    Fynn careened around a corner right into Gannon Bair. 
 
    The hirsute truthreader and leader of the Nodefinder Rebellion was bearlike in more ways than just body hair. Gannon’s tree-trunk arms grabbed Fynnlar as he rebounded off his chest and thus kept the royal cousin from bouncing backwards into yesterday.  
 
    “Intruders!” Fynn hissed when he’d recovered himself. 
 
    Gannon clutched Fynn’s arm. “We know. The others are coming.”  
 
    A rumbling avalanche of thunder rolled across the camp. In its wake, the sky opened up and rain emptied down in a roar against the tent canvas. 
 
    Gannon moved determinedly past him. Fynn ran for his sword. 
 
    He reemerged in the main pavilion amid a smoky chaos. A brazier had been overturned and a rug was burning. Smoke choked the air.  
 
    Near the open tent flaps, beyond which the rain poured in solid sheets, the thief Kardashian was holding his own against four goons wielding Merdanti blades. The intruders were like bees flying around, spraying rainwater as they tried to mark the thief.  
 
    Near the glowing globe of the world grid that hovered in the pavilion’s center, Devangshu Vita and another Nodefinder were battling back to back, surrounded by a mass of intruders. To Fynn’s right, the Whisper Lord Ledio Jerouen was a force unto himself, holding off at least a dozen men by way of his daggered gloves.   
 
    Gannon Bair was now nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Fynn rushed to engage one of the closest intruders. He drove the man on the defensive towards the burning rug, while in the back of his mind, a voice kept demanding how in the hell Consuevé’s goons could’ve found their headquarters. 
 
    Thunder pounded beneath the continuous drum roll of rain. The tent’s canvas flapped and strained against the wind.   
 
    The air grew hotter and barely breathable the closer Fynn got to the fire, which was sucking a damp wind in through every orifice to fuel itself, and spreading madly.  
 
    The man Fynn was fighting battled hard, but Fynn proved the better swordsman—despite being sober—and in short order he had him pinned between his flashing blade and the flames. One well-placed kick, and the man flew backwards into the boiling smoke. 
 
    Fynn spun around, looking for his next opponent— 
 
    Only to watch in horror as Kardashian staggered, clutching a spear lodged in his chest. The thief fell into a hanging map, which ripped from its supports and crumpled atop him. 
 
    The man who’d speared Kardashian grabbed up a blade from the floor and made a beeline for Devangshu. 
 
    Seeing red, Fynn sprinted in pursuit. 
 
    The man barreled through the mass of intruders surrounding Devangshu, flinging his fellows hither and yon, and engaged Devangshu in a hard press, driving him back towards the glowing globe. Fynn had to fight his way through the men in chase.  
 
    He’d just downed his third attacker when he heard a cry from Devangshu. 
 
    Fynn elbowed one goon in the face and kicked another’s knees out from under him—he ensured he stayed down by putting his blade through the man’s gut—then he spun towards the sound… 
 
    Only to watch Devangshu gripping a blade where it impaled his chest.  
 
    Vita toppled.  
 
    Fynn let out a murderous cry and charged Vita’s attacker. 
 
    The man turned wearing an expression of dismay—and well he should. Fynn could be a fury when his veins were dry of drink. He slammed into the man—it was a bit like ramming an iron door; the man was a lot heftier than he looked—and they both went down into the smoke in a tangle of growls, splayed blades and bludgeoning fists.  
 
    That is, until something hard met the back of Fynn’s head, and he snuffed out like a light. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Demetrio Consuevé muttered a litany of curses in the name of zanthyrs as he stomped around, taking out his aggression on the dead grass and the mud. 
 
    What in Tiern’aval had the she-cat done?  
 
    He stood there being pounded by wind and rain in a space that should have—by all accounts and Leyd’s promises—housed the tents of Björn van Gelderan’s famous sa’reyth. 
 
    But the bloody place was gone. 
 
    The plateau where Demetrio, Dallen and the other men stood had certainly housed something. A great big something. Many tents-worth of something.  
 
    The long grass of a wide space lay flattened into brittle straw, which flashed a sickly brown beneath the near-continuous lightning. In other places, the rain splashed into pools made in the bare mud.  
 
    But of the many conjoined tents that supposedly housed luxuries and treasures beyond reckoning? Demetrio found nothing. 
 
    He cursed again.  
 
    He had to bring back something to show Leyd he’d been there…something other than Carian vran Lea’s head. 
 
    Even more than vengeance, though, he’d wanted to sit in Björn van Gelderan’s chair—surely the man had a chair somewhere—and gaze out over his domain, wearing a smile of satisfaction. That smile was his due, damn it! 
 
    But all he had to show for his efforts were muddy boots and a ruined hat. The latter was so soaked that its wide brim was drooping and its feather had become a waterlogged noodle that kept dripping water down inside his collar.  
 
    Demetrio sniffed and wiped his eyes. “Belloth’s necrotic balls.” He swung a glare at Dallen, who was staring absently around like a gaoler who’d misplaced his keys. Demetrio shouted to be heard over the rain, “Dallen!” 
 
    The man turned him a blank look. 
 
    “What in Tiern’aval are you doing?” 
 
    Dallen shoved dripping hair out of his eyes. “Did they move it?” 
 
    “She moved it.” He’d half a mind to stalk back to the she-cat and slice her stem to stern just to assuage his irritation. But then he wouldn’t be there to see vran Lea and Gannon Bair strung up like pigs, and that was the main show he didn’t want to miss. “Come on,” he growled to Dallen. “There’s nothing here.” 
 
    Demetrio stalked back down the hill towards the rebellion’s compound. In the distance, the pavilion tent was aglow—lit by a fire, if told from the black smoke leaking out the seams. 
 
    Demetrio shoved his way through the long grass, which alternately fled from and attacked his legs, depending on the direction of the wind. Between the lightning and the lashing rain, he was starting to feel a bit henpecked and decidedly sullen, especially since Leyd would never let him live down getting bested by his sister Vaile even after Demetrio had skewered her.  
 
    To rub salt in the wound, Demetrio had that itchy feeling between his shoulder blades, like someone was watching him. It was probably the she-cat. It didn’t sit well with him, leaving an enemy alive at his back, even if she was staked into the mud. 
 
    Speaking of mud, it squished beneath his boots, making every step a potential slip. Lightning cut jagged scars through the heavens, illuminating boiling clouds that flickered constantly with greenish light. 
 
    Dallen joined Demetrio’s side, staring warily at the sky. “The lightning’s weird,” he commented. “I don’t think this is a natural storm.” 
 
    Demetrio angled him a disgusted stare. “You’re an idiot.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “About time you showed up,” said the man guarding the tent opening. 
 
    Demetrio considered skewering him for his impudence—he was in a skewering kind of mood—but the sight inside brought such immediate cheer to his heart that he gave the bastard a magnanimous stare of pardon and shoved past him into the tent. 
 
    Across the way, flames were consuming a large portion of rug and giving off clouds of smoke. The remainder of the tent housed a motley assortment of fallen bodies. But what really warmed Demetrio’s cockles was the slowly rotating illusion of a globe in the center of the space. 
 
    He wandered towards the sphere of silvery blue lines, entranced, while his remaining men toed uninterestedly at the dead. He stopped beneath the globe and let out an amazed exhale. “Belloth blow me. They’ve got a bloody weldmap.” 
 
    “And that’s D’Varre’s map generator,” Dallen said from behind him, noting the marble board on the other side of the globe. 
 
    Smoke from the fire was stinging Demetrio’s eyes, which only intensified his eagerness to get back to Rethynnea now. With the map generator and an actual weldmap in hand, he could name any price he wanted from D’Varre and Dore Madden.  
 
    But first… 
 
    He blinked stinging eyes and peered around at his remaining men. From the count of them, three times as many must’ve been lying strewn upon the carpets. It soured his mood, realizing more of his own men were dead than the rebellion’s.  
 
    “Where’s vran Lea?” 
 
    “He wasn’t here,” one of his men said. Demetrio couldn’t remember his name. Peter or Pewter…his face looked like a turtle’s that got all smashed in. The bruise blooming around his right eye was an actual improvement.  
 
    Demetrio grimaced. “Balls, man! You’ve got to be the ugliest bastard I’ve ever seen. What did you say about vran Lea?” 
 
    “He wasn’t here. I got the Bemothi and the thief though.” Ugly Bastard hitched a split eyebrow, ostensibly towards said bodies over in the corner. “But none of us seen the pirate or the Hallovian.” 
 
    “Vran Lea and Bair.” Demetrio sniffed. He really was getting a cold. And the damned storm wasn’t helping his health. “If they weren’t even here, why the hell are there only six of you?” 
 
    “They had a Whisper Lord,” another guy said, like a Whisper Lord equated to a bloody siege engine.  
 
    “So where is he now?” 
 
    “I got him, too,” said Ugly Bastard. “He fell into the flames.” 
 
    “You’re the bloody hero of the hour, huh?” Demetrio speared his gaze around at the other men. “A hundred men and I’m the one that has to skewer the she-cat while Ugly Bastard here does all the cleanup of the rebellion scum. What the hell did I bring the rest of you for?”   
 
    They weren’t so stupid as to answer him, seeing as how he was in a skewering kind of mood. 
 
    Demetrio sucked on a tooth and considered his options. He wasn’t keen to return without the two rebellion leaders on the end of his rope, but the place was already going up in smoke, and losing their weldmap and generator would put a hefty chink in their resolve. Thirteen hells, these rebellion dogs hadn’t an Adept’s chance in Shadow of posing a threat to Niko now!  
 
    Plus, the weldmap almost made up for missing Bair and vran Lea and would buy him a lot of clout with D’Varre. It certainly went a long way towards buoying his mood. 
 
    Demetrio considered making the rounds to stab a few of the dead men a few more times, just for kicks, but it wouldn’t be good for the morale of the troops, because then they’d want to join in and that would take too long. Consuevé was tired of sloshing around, soaking wet.  
 
    He trudged through the lower half of the glowing globe and snatched the weldmap off the generator. The illusion vanished. The tent pitched into darkness, save for the glow of the fire. 
 
    Demetrio started rolling up the map. “One of you idiots get D’Varre’s generator.”  
 
    Ugly Bastard and another guy attended to the task. 
 
    Demetrio took one more look around. Then he shoved Dallen into the lead. “Get us the hell back to Rethynnea.”  
 
    Dallen scowled over his shoulder at him. “I was nearly eviscerated by a zanthyr today. Why can’t you take us back?” 
 
    Demetrio kicked him in the seat of his pants, and Dallen stumbled forward. “Why would I go to all that trouble when you already know the way?” 
 
    Shooting him a black glare, Dallen stomped out into the rain, followed by the men carrying the marble map generator, and Demetrio, patting the weldmap bulging beneath his coat and smiling like the cat who ate the canary.  
 
    He’d done good work that day—very nearly competent, even.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Fynnlar gasped awake to find Kardashian’s salacious grin hovering over him like the face of death. All he saw was blackness, and that face, illuminated by a wavering candle the thief was holding. 
 
    “Belloth’s balls,” Fynn cursed. “Am I dead too?” 
 
    “You’re not dead yet, mate.” Kardashian offered his hand to Fynn. 
 
    Fynn eyed it suspiciously. “You’re dead though, so if I take your hand…” 
 
    “I’m not dead.” The thief grabbed Fynn’s arm and hauled him to his feet.  
 
    Fynn swooned.  
 
    Now that he was conscious to feel it, his head was pounding as bad as if half of his brain had been torn out by a troll. He gingerly fingered the knot on the back of his skull and scowled around in the darkness. 
 
    The storm had calmed to a steady rain. The fires had all gone out. He couldn’t see much beyond Kardashian’s death-mask leer and wasn’t convinced that he wasn’t dead himself. 
 
    What the hell had happened?   
 
    Fynn angled the thief a determined scowl. “I saw you die. Explain that, Signore Death Come Knocking.” 
 
    “We’ve got no time for your melodrama, Prince of Thieves. The sa’reyth is gone. The weldmap is gone. The generator’s gone, and Gannon’s gone, so we’ve gotta get gone, too.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about? How can the sa’reyth be gone?”  
 
    In one swift motion, Fynn stepped back and drew his sword—which seemed to have bizarrely but quite handily found its way back into his scabbard—and leveled it at Kardashian. “I watched you die, ghost. Explain.” 
 
    Kardashian sighed. He turned an I-told-you-so glower off into the darkness. 
 
    A moment later, Devangshu emerged into the glow of the candlelight. “We were hoping to save explanations for later, Fynnlar, seeing as how it’s already been hours since they left and time actually is of the essence.” 
 
    Fynn took another large step backwards. “I watched you die, too. This is some demon trick, isn’t it?” He spun a stare at Kardashian, sure he was the demon in question. 
 
    Devangshu looked pained. “Fynnlar, if you would just come with us—” 
 
    “And get lured down to the next level of hell? No, right here will do just fine for your explaining.” 
 
    “Just tell him and be done with it,” Kardashian groused. “The other way will take too long.” 
 
    Devangshu gave the thief a frustrated look. “You’re not helping.” 
 
    “I told you we should’ve just let him stay unconscious.” 
 
    “And I said only if you’re volunteering to carry him.” 
 
    “Tell me what, dead men?” Fynn looked expectantly between the two of them.  
 
    Devangshu retorted testily, “We’re not dead. Gannon was crafting an illusion to fool Consuevé.” 
 
    It sounded just eccentric enough to be plausible. Fynn lowered his sword from I’m-about-to-spear-you-through to I’m listening-but-you’d-better-not-try-anything. “Illusion, huh? All right, spill.” 
 
    Devangshu pushed damp hair from his eyes, exchanged a look with Kardashian, who shrugged. “After Carian rescued us from the guild hall in Rethynnea—” 
 
    “He rescued you?” Fynn interrupted indignantly. “I’ll have you know I played a major role in that rescue!” 
 
    Devangshu worked the muscles of his jaw. “After you and Carian rescued us from Rethynnea, Carian told us that he suspected Consuevé would be coming after us again. He thought it was only a matter of time before he found his way here.”  
 
    “The bastard was getting inside information somewhere, sure as silver,” Kardashian inserted. 
 
    Fynn frowned. “Fine, so Gannon was working an illusion…that doesn’t account for how I saw some ugly-faced bloke impale you through the heart.” 
 
    “That bloke was Gannon,” Kardashian said. “When the bastards first invaded us, Bair spotted the guy closet to his own size. We killed him first. Then Gannon wove an illusion around himself to look like that guy.”  
 
    Devangshu said, “The more moving parts to an illusion, Fynnlar, the harder it is to make it believable. It would’ve been very difficult to cast an illusion over everyone in the tent to make them think we all died when we didn’t.”  
 
    Kardashian nodded. “Better to just impersonate one man with an illusion, and as that man, pretend to kill us while we pretend to die.” 
 
    Devangshu blew out his breath. “You nearly sent the plan all to hell when you attacked Gannon.” 
 
    “Ledio had to knock you out,” Kardashian added, “then let Gannon appear to kill him and fall on top of you so Consuevé’s goons didn’t get too interested in the fact that you weren’t dead.” 
 
    Fynn wasn’t so sure about the not dead part. His head was really pounding.  
 
    But between the serious illness he’d recently contracted called sobriety and Ledio’s blow to the back of his skull, he was starting to see things more clearly than any self-respecting inebriate had a right to. 
 
    Fynn fingered the knot on his head again. “You said Consuevé took the generator and the weldmap. Carian’s going to keelhaul us for losing those.” 
 
    Kardashian clapped a hand on Fynn’s arm. “This was all Carian’s idea, mate.”  
 
    Since the thief was somehow related to Carian, Fynn was inclined to believe him.  
 
    “Even so, we took heavy losses,” Devangshu said. “Five dead and Ledio might lose a thumb.” 
 
    “Bummer,” Fynn said, meaning it. He looked around. “So where are they?” 
 
    “We attended to them while you were getting your beauty rest,” Kardashian grumbled. “What did you think we’d been doing?” 
 
    Devangshu waved him quiet. “Gannon went with Consuevé, still pretending to be that bloke, and Ledio followed. We’re supposed to meet up in Rethynnea, where we’ll hopefully find out where Consuevé and Niko’s goons have been making their headquarters.” 
 
    Kardashian made a fast thrusting motion with his hand. “Then we can stab this hydra in the brain, so it can’t grow a new head.” 
 
    Fynn supposed it was all sensibly nonsensical. He puffed a deflated exhale. “You could have told me the plan.” He sheathed his sword, scowling at them. 
 
    Kardashian snorted. “A truthreader so much as breathes in your direction, mate, and you spill like a tart’s breasts from a too-tight corset.”  
 
    Fynn eyed him tetchily. “That’s fair.” 
 
    “Good. Now, can we please get going?” Devangshu started off, with Kardashian close on his heels. 
 
    Fynn followed, mainly because Kardashian had the only light, and the darkness felt creepy and wrong, like it was watching them.  
 
    Heading out into the rain, Fynn winced as the chill water met his flesh. He just couldn’t wrap his head around everything that had happened.  
 
    The sa’reyth was gone?  
 
    Who was going to make wine for him now? 
 
    “But why is the sa’reyth gone?” He felt weak, probably from too much sobriety. And the rain pounding on his pounding head didn’t help at all. 
 
    “We don’t know.” Devangshu pulled down his hood to keep the rain off his nose.  
 
    “Consuevé said he brought a hundred men to fight Vaile,” Kardashian told Fynn, “but there’s no sign of any of them. Or the sa’reyth. The zanthyr, Consuevé’s goons, the tents—they’ve all just vanished.”  
 
    Fynn swore.  
 
    If the sa’reyth was gone and the zanthyr was gone, things really had gone from bad to worse. Vaile at least had procured wine for him when he needed it.   
 
    Fynn clenched his jaw. “We can’t let Consuevé get away with this.”   
 
    “I’m so glad to hear you say that, Fynnlar,” Devangshu said out of the darkness ahead of him, “because we’ll need your help.” 
 
    “And it’s not Tuesday,” Kardashian muttered.  
 
    Fynn’s wine-givers were in peril. Sobriety loomed like the Reaper, haunting his every waking breath.  
 
    Until these wrongs of the world were rectified, every bloody day was a Tuesday. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Fifty-three 
 
      
 
    “The Sight only takes one to the threshold of the next choice.” 
 
      
 
    –Isabel van Gelderan, High Mage of the Citadel 
 
      
 
    Amithaiya’geshwyn flew beneath sunset skies, encased in the fifth and radiating the same simmering fury that had left a miles-long boiling lake of sand around Raku Oasis. At her back, the horizon was aflame. Before her spread a desert of twinkling stars beneath heavens of midnight blue. 
 
    All around, the mortal tapestry fluttered. 
 
    Mithaiya wasn’t merely anchoring the tapestry; she was anchoring her siblings in time. Without her presence in Alorin, the others would not have been able to find their way back to the same time stream, and the Mage would not have been able to find any of them. 
 
    It wasn’t lost on her, this course of cause and consequence.  
 
    Had she not encountered Darshanvenkhátraman at the Mage’s sa’reyth, had their altercation ended any other way than with her lying unconscious on an airless planet, she would’ve been at Raku with her siblings and been lost from this time along with them. 
 
    And then all would’ve been lost. 
 
    This providence heartened her in a difficult time, for it was proof in her mind that Darshan had changed his intent towards Alorin—whether or not he even knew this yet. Otherwise, events would have converged differently into the fateful instant, and Mithaiya would not have stayed behind to enable her siblings’ return.  
 
    She wondered now if such a change of intent was what had driven Darshan to the sa’reyth to begin with. Mithaiya was still fuming over his presumption that day, but she admitted a sliver of forgiveness in light of current circumstances. 
 
    For those she was hunting, she would be offering none. 
 
    Mithaiya had long upheld the belief that interfering in the lives of men was courting disaster. Such involvement placed one an immortal like herself squarely upon the mortal tapestry, and this usually resulted in dire consequences for the mortals.  
 
    Rhakar walked the fabric with seeming impunity; likewise the Mage’s zanthyr—they’d learned how to maneuver among that forest of pitfalls—while Mithaiya had always set a more prudent course around the forest’s edge. But a foul pattern had been worked upon her siblings, and she would not be able to skirt the wood this time if she meant to find those behind the act. 
 
    She’d lost count of the weeks she’d been flying, of the number of times she’d watched the sun labor through its arc in the heavens. She floated on elemental tides, buoyed by kinetic drift, magnetized between ley lines to hold her position over the vast swath of desert and mountains that was M’Nador and Saldaria. Viernan hal’Jaitar could not have fled much farther than this with his prince without leaving a mark, and all of the currents in that part of the continent flowed downstream to her location.  
 
    She needed only a glimpse of the wielder on the currents to hone in on his position. If he worked the lifeforce at all, she would be able to find him.  
 
    Of course, Viernan knew this, also. Theirs was a game of cat and mouse, but when the mouse came out of its hole at last, it would find a dragon waiting on its threshold. 
 
    While the land slept, the currents of elae washed along in kaleidoscopic color—bronze, rose and iridescent silver, representing the second, first, and fourth strands respectively—but that night, it was the glorious fifth that finally carried the pattern she’d been hunting. 
 
     Mithaiya roused from her trance of multiple awareness to latch onto the trace of that gilded pattern. She followed its course back to the source, and it led to… 
 
    Ivarnen. 
 
    Mithaiya dove out of the kinetic eddy on a comet course to the north.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The compound trunk that Ean had identified as Alyneri’s thread in the pattern of consequence represented two Players—Aly and someone else Ean had yet to identify.  
 
    The Players’ threads intersected and entwined yet remained uniquely their own; dual limbs in a spiral trunk. From each limb, vines of consequence leapt outwards, seemingly disparate, yet only as separate as can be the branches of a single tree. 
 
    That tree was changing before Ean’s eyes.  
 
    Vines of cause and effect one moment were, and then were not, their patterns fading even as new ones unfurled.  
 
    Was the other Player’s thread bound to Alyneri’s? Or was her thread bound to the other Player’s? It was difficult to trace back to the point the two merged, though clearly they’d once been separate threads, now interwoven.  
 
    It was the other Player’s thread that concerned Ean at the moment.  
 
    He’d learned the tells of certain patterns—which ones introduced chaos, disorder, confusion, and which ones balanced the equation.  
 
    The vines of the other Player’s thread were starting to fray. As a result, the more distant vines, the ones that represented a greater alignment towards order, were beginning to fade. The entire limb and all of its ramifications had become— 
 
    Dare he say fragile?  
 
    Endangered. That was Ean’s sense of it.  
 
    Suddenly it hit him with a powerful tremor of understanding. 
 
    Ean reached for Absolute Being. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Fifty-four 
 
      
 
    “What you resist you become.” 
 
      
 
    –Fourth Law of Shadow 
 
      
 
    Shortly after sunset, a rented coach dropped off Tanis, Pelas and the Eltanese at the gates of the Satrap’s palace, where they joined the procession of elegantly dressed guests making their way down the promenade. 
 
    Pelas had acquired them courtly robes in violet and blue and himself wore his signature damask in burnished gold. The coat flowed almost to his toes.  
 
    All of them wore their own clothes beneath the loose robes, which was only practical, and Tanis had their weapons and the weldmap secured in the stanza segreta that his mother had attached to his Sormitáge rings, which was clearly prudent. He also wore his Nodefinder’s ring stacked on his fourth finger instead of his pointer finger, but that was just being cautious.  
 
    After they passed beneath the towering gates, the promenade split to either side of a reflecting pool a quarter-mile long. Many guests were going left, but Pelas guided them to the right. 
 
    Running the length of the promenade, banded columns of black and white marble supported braziers burning with red flames, while red jade lions set at intervals along the pool cast jets of water from their mouths to meet the larger fountains in the center. 
 
    To either side of the wide road they were following, decorative alabaster lamps gave off a steady, golden light unlike normal wielder’s lamps or brighteyes. Tanis studied them. Then he studied them on the currents. Then he searched for patterns in their construction.  
 
    “It’s air.” He darted a glance at Pelas. “But how are the lamps making air burn? I can see the pattern but not what it’s doing.” 
 
    Pelas said, “The lamps aren’t burning the air. They’re making it glow, using the fifth.” 
 
    “That must make these very old.” Faroqhar was the only city he knew of that had operational devices incorporating the fifth in their construction.  
 
    “And very rare,” Pelas agreed. 
 
    Gadovan said in a low voice, “It looks like the things you heard about the Furie’s interest in antiquities were correct, lad.” 
 
    “Let’s hope the rest of his guesswork is, too,” Jude commented. “I’m not so keen to sit in an Avataren prison waiting on a rescue that might never come.” 
 
    Mat clapped a consoling hand on his shoulder. “On the plus side, they may allow you a conjugal, which could help with your extraordinarily long dry spell.” 
 
    Jude angled him a devious smile. “I think it’s time you questioned your sister about meeting me in Dreamscape.” When Mat opened his mouth to argue, Jude’s smile turned devilish. “Ask her if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    Tanis imagined that if Mat’s sister looked anything like Mat, she had to be beautiful. Only, he didn’t really have to imagine what she looked like, because Jude was thinking about his time with her quite loudly. 
 
    Tanis said apologetically to Mat, “Your sister is lovely.” 
 
    Mat scowled. 
 
    Gadovan clapped a hand on Jude’s shoulder. “The way I understand it, these people would just enslave us. No sense letting a perfectly good Nodefinder waste away in gaol.”  
 
    “That’s our captain,” Mat muttered. “Always seeing the bright side.” 
 
    Tanis was glad they were making light of the danger. He knew the Eltanese weren’t the most cautious of companions—they’d cut their teeth in their craft by dredging illegal ley lines through the aether between worlds—but he was asking them to place enormous trust in his ability to read the shifting tides of Balance.  
 
    ‘Pray for more donkeys but keep the one you’ve got.’ 
 
     Farshideh used to say this to Tanis, usually as she was shoving a pair of kitchen shears into his hand and pushing him out the door to cut herbs for his lady’s infirmary. Tanis had never figured out what that proverb meant, but he thought it was something on the order of pray for the best, plan for the worst, which was exactly what he was doing.  
 
    That is, praying. A lot of praying. 
 
    It’s a solid plan, little spy. Pelas cast him an amused eye. 
 
    Maybe, but as they say, a plan is only good until the first arrow is fired. 
 
    Pelas clasped hands behind his long coat as they strolled the promenade. Hmm…what was the Fourth Law again? Something about positive determinism being needed to achieve the effect you intend— 
 
    Yes, I take your point. Tanis aimed a grin in his general direction. You sound like my mother. 
 
    And if I may be so bold as to put words in Isabel’s mouth, she would remind you that you are her son. 
 
    Another massive gilded gate separated the promenade from the palace proper. Eight portals opened through the wrought gold, each door wide enough to allow a coach to pass through. Guards in ornate lamellar armor were directing guests through the portals. 
 
    As Tanis neared, he saw a shimmering veil covering each opening. Guests would pause within the veil, answer a question from the attendant standing there, and then step through. 
 
    “It’s some kind of subtle compulsion screen that requires you to tell the truth,” Tanis murmured to the others, “but there’s something else in it, too. I can’t tell everything it’s doing.” 
 
    “Guess we’re about to find out,” Mat said cheerfully, “especially Jude, who apparently can’t tell the truth to save his life.” 
 
    “Just ask her, Mat.”  
 
    Mat spun and hissed, “You’d better hope she doesn’t give me the answer you’re implying—” 
 
    “Play nice, boys,” Gadovan murmured.  
 
    As they watched, a man standing within the shimmering veil responded to a question from the attendant standing beyond it. Abruptly, the entire veil flashed with wavering red energy. Guards rushed forward and took hold of the man, who protested loudly as they dragged him off. 
 
    Next it was Pelas’s turn. He moved forward. The veil shifted from faint blue to silvery-white, like the ones screening the na’turna on the left side of the promenade.  
 
    Not that Tanis found this surprising. Pelas had spent centuries concealing his nature from the Empress of Agasan and the most able Sormitáge maestros. A screen made by modern-age wielders didn’t have a hope in thirteen hells of perceiving his true nature.  
 
    The man behind the veil wore robes of tangerine silk and a flashing collar of citrine stones interspersed with carnelian lions. The wide collar fanned out a handspan beyond his throat and might’ve been beautiful if not for all of the patterns woven through it.   
 
    He had the long nose, high cheekbones and deep brown skin common to the desert peoples of Avatar, and he gazed neutrally at them through a truthreader’s colorless eyes. 
 
    “Your name, please?” he said, seeming neither bored nor especially interested in Pelas’s response. 
 
    “Immanuel di Nostri.” 
 
    The Adept paused for the space of an inhaled breath, then broke into a smile that might’ve looked sincere had it made it all the way to his colorless eyes. “Welcome back, Sardaar di Nostri. My master is honored that you grace his gala tonight and looks forward to meeting you in person. He’s heard much about you. Please proceed to your left.”  
 
    Tanis watched Pelas heading off to wait for them and swallowed. The truthreader looked to him. “Please step beneath the veil and lower any mental shields.” 
 
    Tanis stepped beneath the veil. It immediately turned bright blue. He felt the energy trying to penetrate his mental shields like cold water seeping through a heavy woolen cap. He wouldn’t be lowering them under any circumstances.   
 
    “State your name.” 
 
    “Tanis di Adonnai of Agasan,” he said with his heart pounding. 
 
    The Adept stood still with an unfocused stare for an uncomfortable span of heartbeats—quite a bit longer than he had with Pelas. Tanis resisted the urge to look at  Pelas or over his shoulder at the Eltanese. 
 
    Eventually the Adept refocused upon him. “My Furie asks what brings a stacked truthreader from a mythical province in Agasan to his doors on this night.” 
 
    Tanis blinked, caught off guard. He hadn’t anticipated that the Furie might recognize the valley of his birth or know the legends surrounding it. And he certainly hadn’t expected that the Furie could see through his truthreader’s eyes to notice he was wearing two Sormitáge rings on the same finger.   
 
    Rallying his resolve, Tanis held a hand to the waiting Eltanese. “My companions and I bring a precious artifact for the Furie’s appreciation and request an audience at his leisure.” 
 
     The Adept gave another of those vacant pauses, then replied, “That is acceptable. Have you concealed upon your person any item that might be used as a weapon?” 
 
    “No,” Tanis answered, which was technically true—the weapons themselves were stored in his coach; only the rings connecting to the coach were on his person.  
 
    The humming veil maintained its calm, bluish light. 
 
    “My Furie welcomes you, Tanis di Adonnai, and looks forward to viewing your artifact. Proceed to your right. Next in line step forward please…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tanis hadn’t realized how big the Furie’s palace was until the four of them reached the top of a wide staircase and the next promenade, which ran a lengthy runway through multiple terraced gardens to reach the palace itself. Jude was complaining mightily under his breath by the time they’d climbed to the top of all those terraces. 
 
    They entered a courtyard large enough to hold a thousand people. This courtyard opened into another one that was even larger, which in turn led to a hall even larger than that, and all of them hosted display cases with the Furie’s collection of antiquities.  
 
    Here sat the crown jewels of an extinct kingdom. There stood a squad of copper mannequins dressed in ancient robes and armor. More items and artifacts were scattered everywhere in between. Docents dressed in tangerine silk stood by every station waiting to describe their contents in multiple tongues. 
 
    The mix of peoples, races and languages assaulted Tanis’s senses as much as the overwhelming display of food and drink beckoned to them—from the scent of roasted boar, to small fountains bubbling with melted chocolate or sparkling wine, to the incredible host of other delicacies too numerous to name.  
 
    Guests were either directed to partake from the mile-long table on the left side of the grand hall or the mile-long table on the right side, depending on their caste. Outwardly, it could’ve been interpreted as a gesture of equality, for surely the delicacies were just as delicate no matter which table you ate from; but the Avatarens didn’t guard their thoughts, and Tanis heard the truth clearly enough. 
 
    Our Furie is so rich that in his domain, even the untouchables eat like kings. 
 
    There were hundreds of foreign Adepts in attendance, all of them dutifully eating from the tables on the right side of the hall— 
 
    ‘Like dogs at a pile of kitchen scraps,’ Tanis overheard one Avataren thinking.  
 
    —and even though many na’turna also partook from these same tables, and even though Adepts intermingled throughout the hall, the guests from Avatar’s upper castes never crossed to the right side of the room.  
 
    Thousands of people mixed and mingled, yet there remained a pervasive sense of segregation, a clear separation, and the disturbing feeling that some lives were far less valuable than others.    
 
    The abundance of collared Adepts—like the truthreader at the gate—who passed among the crowd made Tanis feel hunted. Every eye in the room seemed to be watching him, either with disdain or speculation, perhaps as to how much gold he might fetch in Avatar’s slave market. 
 
    Every Avataren Adept wore a collar. Tanis could see patterns clinging to the jewels, woven into the designs fashioned in the colors of whatever Furie or lord the Adept served.  
 
    He could tell the collars bound the Adepts beneath certain compulsions—probably limiting their powers, assuredly their freedom—and he’d witnessed already how the collars operated as a bonded channel to the Adept’s master. It chilled Tanis to realize that the only people capable of constructing those collars were the ones who were wearing them. 
 
    And this was hardly the worst of the indignities he saw there. 
 
    The Avatarens gave Adepts a wide berth, even the ones dressed more richly than themselves. The ebb and flow of the crowd on the left side of the palace was entirely governed by the motion of Adept traffic moving through it. 
 
    What Tanis found most objectionable about this was the way these Adepts seemed resigned, or even oblivious, to their degradation. They smiled, they intermingled, they were deferential or reverent when politeness called for it. He never saw them look appalled at being shunned, or dismayed by the contempt directed at them.  
 
    He saw Adepts driven to their knees by a single condemning look from their master, and others forced to stand there, shedding soundless tears, while obviously experiencing an agonizing reprimand for some perceived wrong. 
 
    Tanis supposed if you were raised as a worthless animal, you would only think it normal to be treated like one, but it wasn’t a truth he could easily stomach. 
 
    It took Tanis and the others the better part of an hour to reach the hall where the food was being served, and not a one of them spoke the entire time—not even in their thoughts.  
 
    When they did finally stop and partake of the Furie’s generosity, as it were, Tanis and the Eltanese drained their first glasses in unison. Pelas sipped his, but his copper eyes were dark embers beneath a layer of char. 
 
    Three sets of doors the size of hills opened off the hall on each side. Two sets opened into smaller halls, while the third remained closed but for an inset door which opened to admit guests arm in arm with men or women who could only be courtesans in the Furie’s employ. 
 
    “What now?” Gadovan murmured, looking around. You would never know from looking at him the loaded spring of tension he was holding in check.  
 
    For his part, Tanis felt unease stitched in cross-hatches through his form.  
 
    Pelas sipped his wine. “Now we wait on the Furie’s pleasure.” 
 
    Mat blew out his breath. “That could be a while.” 
 
    Tanis was struggling to wrap his head around everything he’d seen. “Was it like this when you were here before?” 
 
    “No.” Pelas’s gaze reflected shades of concern mingled with a cold-simmering disapproval. “The Furie I knew was a reasonable man who saw the flaws in Avatar’s social structure. He was as bound by it as the Adepts, yet he sought ways to…soften the relationship. This goes beyond anything I’ve witnessed.”    
 
    “The Council of Realms would impose deep censures if they knew,” Gadovan said. “Enslaving any race is a violation of their consensus on human rights.” 
 
    “Alshiba Torinin has unfortunately been occupied with larger issues of late,” Pelas murmured, and Tanis could tell he was thinking of himself and his brothers as the objects of her focus. 
 
    Jude meanwhile kept eyeing the inset door at the far end, and the steady flow of lovely women moving through it. “Do you think—” 
 
    “No,” Mat and Gad said together. 
 
    With a glance that acknowledged everyone’s disquiet, Pelas set them in motion, and they strolled past one of the smaller halls, where easily a hundred tables each hosted four seated players. Hundreds of other guests feathered the edges of the room, observing the games or waiting for a turn at the tables. 
 
    The game at the tables involved small ivory tiles, etched on one side with different shapes and animals and on the outward-facing side with a red lion, the Furie’s own insignia. The players appeared to be trying to match the tiles to other tiles laid in the center of the table, though Tanis couldn’t see rhyme or reason to some of the matches.  
 
    Some tables had tiles stacked in uneven pyramids, while others snaked in twisting designs. At unpredictable intervals, every player seated around a table would get up and move counter-clockwise, claiming an opponent’s stool, and, ostensibly, his hand. 
 
    From the gaming room, they passed through an archway into a ballroom where the dancing was well under way. Couples occupied the floor without any particular attention to the gender of their partners.  
 
    It was so…odd, these dichotomies of freedoms and subjugations. 
 
    “So what’s your opinion of Avatar thus far, Tanis?” Gadovan asked casually, though meaning aplenty underscored his tone. 
 
    Tanis looked to him. “Is my expression that obvious?” 
 
    “Either that, or someone pissed in your wine.” Mat came up on his other side, equally frowning at the sea of dancers.  
 
    Every one of the five hundred plus guests in that ballroom were either bound Adepts, foreign Adepts or Adept sympathizers—a term Tanis had overheard too many times to count. There wasn’t a single Avataren in sight, leastwise not from the upper castes. 
 
    “I’ve been to a lot of places where I knew I wasn’t welcome,” Mat said, low and tight, “but this just might top them all.” 
 
    “The sooner we can get out of here, the better,” Jude said by way of agreement. He assessed the dancing couples with a speculative gaze. “Doesn’t it feel like every step is just leading us deeper into the funnel of someone’s web? Add a few more poisonous smiles to the mix and we could be in Illume Belliel.” 
 
    The dancers turned and whirled. Faces passed in and out of focus. Between one set of twirling men, Tanis spotted a face that made him instantly stiffen.  
 
    He stared at the place he’d seen the face, waiting for the dancers to move out of the way again. It took another stanza of the song before a visual path cleared, but the Vestian was still standing there, leaning an elbow on a mantelpiece, sipping his drink. Clearly watching them. 
 
    “It’s the same man.” Tanis felt unease uncoiling inside him. 
 
    “Who?” Gadovan scanned the crowd. 
 
    “That man, there.” Tanis flashed a visual image across their bond to help the Eltanese spot the stranger through the crowd. “It’s the same Vestian from the inn.” Tanis shook his head. “There’s something off about that man.” 
 
    “You can barely see him under all those tattoos,” Jude smirked. 
 
    “It could just be a coincidence, lad,” Mat offered reasonably.   
 
    Tanis exhaled a slow breath. “I just get the feeling that he’s here for the same reason we are.” 
 
    “For the gala,” Mat said as if this proved his point. 
 
    Tanis looked to him. “Because Pashmir was the nearest city to where the weld was supposed to be.” 
 
    He looked back to the Vestian and met his gaze through the shifting masses of swirling forms. The hint of a dark smile curled one corner of the Adept’s mouth, appeasing, even tolerant in a wicked sort of way, as though he knew Tanis was shoving through the smoke in his head and also knew he would asphyxiate long before he found anything.  
 
    The Vestian arched brows and nodded significantly to Tanis just as a woman said from behind them— 
 
    “Immanuel?” 
 
    They all turned at the address. 
 
    When Tanis glanced back again, the Vestian had vanished. So the lad returned his attention to the woman standing behind them. 
 
    She was stunningly beautiful. The tangerine silk of the nobility made her dark hair shine vibrantly. Long, heavy curls draped across one shoulder, the whole elegantly affixed with citrine stones. Her complexion was dark honey, her eyes the pale aquamarine of a winter sky. She wore a necklace of rubies and citrines—not an Adept collar—yet Tanis sensed the first strand all about her.  
 
    Pelas looked genuinely startled to see her. “Gemina.” He bowed to her radiance by kissing her hand.  
 
    She tried to withdraw from his hold, glancing around. “You shouldn’t do that here.” 
 
    He ran his thumb across her fingers. “Then you shouldn’t be so lovely.” 
 
    “Immanuel—” an amused exasperation hinted in her smile, “what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Attending a gala. And you?” 
 
    Her eyes were marveling. “I…it’s been so long…most of us thought you’d relented and passed into the Returning.” 
 
    “Most?” 
 
    She flushed beneath the intensity of his gaze. “Well, I…thought I knew you better than most.” 
 
    He blessed her with a dazzling smile. “I would say that you certainly did.”  
 
    Seeing the images that poured through Pelas’s mind upon this recollection, Tanis became a bit flushed himself. He did his best to pull a curtain between his mind and Pelas’s out of deference to his bond-brother’s privacy.  
 
    Gemina looked Pelas over with overtly admiring eyes, but beneath the surface of her expression, surprise commingled with uncertainty, and her thoughts were a confused static. “Does the Furie know you’re here?” 
 
    “Apparently.” He angled her a look. “I didn’t expect to be recognized.” 
 
    Gemina drew back, though not enough to extract her hand. “You didn’t expect him to know you? After—” 
 
    Now her thoughts made Tanis blush.  
 
    He dropped his gaze to his toes, wishing he could as easily divert the images flooding out of her mind as he could avert his gaze. He tried shunting off the deluge but only succeeded in accidentally relaying the whole caboodle on to the Eltanese, who quickly joined him in staring anywhere but at her. 
 
    Pelas apparently gleaned more from her thoughts than just a recollection of the passion they’d once shared, because he sounded shocked as he replied, “You mean…Gabriel is still—” 
 
    “No, not Gabriel. His son Luftan.” 
 
    “Luftan.” The name clearly meant nothing to Pelas. He switched to Agasi so the Eltanese could understand their conversation—that language being a dialect of the lingua franca of Illume Belliel. “Gemina, may I present my companions: Tanis, Gadovan, Mathias and Jude. Gentlemen, this is Princess Gemina Anshirali of Pashmir.” 
 
    They all bowed to her with appropriate murmurings. Tanis took the moment to dart the question, She’s a Healer but she’s not wearing a collar? 
 
    She was born to a Furie’s line—above the law. Pelas’s thoughts reverberated with warning.  
 
    “It is a pleasure to meet all of you,” she murmured politely while her gaze shouted, You should not have come here.  
 
    Her thoughts whirled with uncertainty as she extracted her hand from Pelas’s, only to thread it through his arm instead. Casting a smile across the crowd, perhaps to cover her disconcertion, she led them further into the ballroom. Nervousness practically hummed in her wake. 
 
    Gemina affected a tone of gaiety as she asked, “Immanuel, what must I do to convince you to tell my nephew who helped you achieve immortality?”  
 
    Tanis got the impression she was asking this odd and rather astonishing question for the benefit of listening ears. 
 
    Pelas arched a brow. “Immortality?” 
 
    “Obviously someone helped you work the Pattern of Life.” Her tone was light, but Tanis perceived tension in the way she clung to Pelas’s arm, and her manner held a stiffness borne of long years spent living far from safe shores. “In all this time, you haven’t aged a day.” 
 
    “Nor you, Gemina.”  
 
    “But you know how I achieved it,” she replied with a consequential smile, while her gaze, traveling across Tanis and the others begged, Stay close and follow me. 
 
    Verily, she cast the thought to Tanis directly, knowing he would hear her thoughts as well as her desperation.   
 
    “The search for immortality has become something of an obsession of Luftan’s.” Gemina returned a smile to Pelas, full of apparent amusement, but Tanis could tell it was all for the benefit of those watching. Which was a considerable number by that point. The stunning princess walking arm in arm with Pelas? They drew a great deal of attention. 
 
    “There is only one other na’turna artist as famously immortal as you,” Gemina continued breezily. 
 
    “The Immortal Bard,” Pelas supplied. 
 
    “Just so.” She looked him up and down with invitation in her gaze. “Drake di Matteo was just as silent about his benefactor as you are, though he purportedly dropped many confusing hints.” 
 
    As the guests parted in waves for Gemina and Pelas’s passing and closed in again behind them in a frothing wake of speculation, Tanis noticed four fish trailing them through the crowded seas.  
 
    In the same moment, Gadovan thought to the others, We have a tail, and shared his vision of the same men with his cousins and Tanis. 
 
    Each man wore a floor-length coat, similar to Pelas’s in style, though of differing fabrics and colors. Still, the garments seemed a sort of informal livery, perhaps intended to allow the men to better blend in with the guests. They were following Gemina unerringly. 
 
    Is it just me, Jude thought tightly, or is she shouting, ‘Someone save me!’ to the world at large? 
 
    It’s not just you. A strong protectiveness underscored Mat’s reply, as if he already had a hand on his sword and his teeth bared in a snarl. 
 
    Easy, Mat. Gadovan walked with one hand draped behind his back, calm and self-assured, leading the rest of them with an easy stride, but Tanis could tell he was just as alert as they were. Stay focused on what we came here to do. 
 
    The princess was meanwhile saying with well-practiced nonchalance, as if none of her subtext of danger and alarm existed, “Scholars are still pouring over di Matteo’s works to see if they can find the clues they believe the Immortal Bard left hidden there, the secret of how he achieved immortality without being an Adept.”  
 
    “A fascinating proposition, Gemina,” Pelas murmured. Tanis—his thought struck hard—we might need to find another way to the weld. 
 
    It’s too late now. Tanis was breathing deeply in an attempt to settle the vertigo upending his stomach. He shared his unbalanced perception with Pelas. 
 
    …I see. Came his bond-brother’s considering reply. Something important is happening here. 
 
    Tanis forced a swallow. Evidently.   
 
    They’d almost reached the far side of the ballroom and a door, scarcely visible behind the confection of gauzily dressed ladies and their escorts.  
 
    “My nephew would be extremely interested to know your secret,” Gemina turned Pelas a smile that begged, Please play along, “and would reward you handsomely for the treasure of this unique knowledge.” Her hand reached for the door latch. 
 
    “You make a strong case for considering it, Gemina.” 
 
    She’s trying to tell us something with all of this, Tanis said to Pelas. 
 
    Yes, so I gathered. But what? 
 
    Smiling benignly, Gemina opened the door.  
 
    They all moved through quickly. Tanis had barely stepped inside before Gemina spun and locked the door with a key from her purse.  
 
    They were standing in a dim antechamber, lit only by the light sliding in through a slender parting of drapes.   
 
    Gemina threw herself onto Pelas and kissed him passionately.  
 
    My necklace—please! her thoughts shouted. 
 
    Her necklace—Tanis began, but Pelas was already reaching to unhook the clasp. He handed the dazzling stones off to Tanis and poured himself more fervently into kissing the princess.  
 
    Tanis reopened his mind to the Eltanese with a quick explanation. 
 
    Do you see any patterns on it, Tanis? Gadovan asked, studying the necklace over his shoulder. 
 
    Three, he told them, including Pelas in his reply. Not compulsion. It’s second strand—tracking her, maybe? And another… He couldn’t quite make out what the fourth-strand patterns were doing. These are similar to a pattern of warding but…not.  
 
    An eavesdrop, I’ll wager, Jude replied, like he knew all about such things. 
 
    Whether or not whoever was listening could still hear them when the necklace wasn’t connected around Gemina’s neck remained to be seen, a fact Pelas seemed aware of.  
 
    He caressed Gemina’s cheek as he ended their kiss and murmured, low and desirous, as one lover to another, “Take us somewhere we can be together.” 
 
    Her eyes were frightened, but she sounded both appropriately breathless and slightly amused when she answered, “There is no such place, Immanuel.” 
 
    “We can’t be alone here, Gemina,” he said with meaning threaded nine layers thick. He brushed his thumb across her cheek, while his gaze chided gently, You wanted my help; now you have to trust me.  
 
    She glanced around at all of them, exhaled a slow breath, and nodded. Then, visibly composing herself, she threw wide the drapes closing off the antechamber while saying with a perfect light-hearted amusement they all knew she wasn’t feeling, “No one comes here to be alone, my love.” 
 
    Jude gave a low whistle. 
 
    Holy dross of the gods. Mat’s eyes went very wide. 
 
    Tanis took one look at what was going on in that room and thereafter tried to forget he’d seen anything at all. The spectacle made the earlier visions of Pelas and Gemina’s liaisons seem a child’s tea party by comparison. 
 
    She took Pelas by the hand and drew him deeper into the room. Tanis tried to keep his eyes averted from the lovers all around him, but even staring at the blood-red carpet couldn’t obscure his peripheral view. A heavy haze scented the room, cloying and heady, clearly drugged. Tanis tried to breathe shallowly.  
 
    Pelas brought Gemina’s hand to his lips while they strolled among the mass copulation, as though seeking the perfect bed or couch to sink down upon. There were many to choose from. “How long will we have together, Princess?”  
 
    She smiled adoringly at him, but her bosom was rising and falling far too quickly for desire alone to be driving her breath. “You know they aren’t allowed to disturb us here,” she laughed, while her thoughts said, Leave the necklace. 
 
    They were just then passing a tall-backed couch. Gemina pulled Pelas roughly against her. She fastened her mouth onto his, and he took her head between his hands as they dove into another passionate kiss, leaning partway over the back of the couch. 
 
    Pelas cast Tanis the thought, Now, Tanis. 
 
    Tanis looked around to be sure no one was watching, but it was instantly obvious that everyone was quite occupied with their own affairs. He let the necklace fall between the cushions of the couch.   
 
    Pelas pulled Gemina tight against him and ran kisses along her neck. He whispered, “Which way?”  
 
    She turned her head to give his mouth better access, but her eyes fixed on the back corner of the room. 
 
    Make your way there.  
 
    Pelas returned his devout attention to Gemina’s neck. 
 
    By some tacit agreement, Tanis and Jude headed off together. Once again, they found hanging draperies obscuring an antechamber. Tanis slipped into darkness with Jude close behind, then they waited for the others. Pelas and Gemina were the last to join them.  
 
    The princess unlocked the door and led them hurriedly through a maze of unadorned corridors until she stopped before a wall. She traced a pattern in the air, and a hidden door clicked open. Gemina ushered them all inside.  
 
    Wielder’s lamps flared to life. They were in some sort of bedchamber, but clearly not the kind where you actually did any sleeping. The princess reworked the trace seal on the door and spun to face them. Emotion blazed in her eyes.  
 
    “One of you ward the room,” she commanded. 
 
    All of them immediately did so. 
 
    Pelas turned to her. “Gemina—” 
 
    “Immanuel, what the hell are you doing here?” she backed away from him, clearly shaken. “A real answer this time.”  
 
    He shook his head. “My arrival is completely incidental to whatever is going on here. I regret to admit I had no idea you were still alive.” 
 
    Gemina looked instantly to Tanis. “Is this true?” 
 
    Tanis blinked at her. 
 
    “Gemina—” Pelas said exasperatedly. 
 
    “Is it true?” Her pale eyes were aflame, her breath coming fast. 
 
    Tanis nodded. “It’s true, my lady.” 
 
    She exhaled a forceful breath, then covered her eyes with one hand. 
 
    “Gemina…” Pelas took her hand gently from her eyes, “what’s going on? Why did you think I’d come?” 
 
    A flush had come to her cheeks, and her aqua eyes were glassy. “I thought Luftan had somehow found you and convinced you to help him, like you helped his father.” 
 
    Pelas stilled. “What do you mean?” 
 
    She slipped her hand free of his. “Fiera’s ashes, Immanuel, do you still expect me to believe you’re just a man?” She raked her gaze across him. “For thirty years after you left, Gabriel didn’t age. Luftan grew up thinking his father was fire-blessed.”  
 
    Tanis gleaned from her thoughts that fire-blessed meant an Adept born to a Furie’s line, such as herself, but too much history and too many ramifications stacked behind the term for Tanis to understand fully what this implied. 
 
    Pelas looked honestly shocked. “You think I had something to do with that?” 
 
    “Didn’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t—” he exchanged a concerned look with Tanis. “I didn’t…”  
 
    Tanis knew what he wanted to say—that he’d had no intention of prolonging Gabriel’s life. But Pelas couldn’t deny it because he understood better of his abilities now than he had then.  
 
    The worry now circling Pelas’s thoughts was that it was entirely possible that he had caused the Furie’s temporary immortality simply by desiring nothing to change between them. Such was their power, his and his brothers, that by intent alone all manner of miracles and magic became. 
 
     Gemina studied Pelas, appearing to read his every thought in the flickering dismay in his gaze, in the way his expression fixed with confusion, then twisted through guilt into apology.  
 
    “So you didn’t know.” Irony curled one corner of her mouth. “Which proves nothing, save that you loved my brother.” Her gaze softened, and she touched a hand to his face as she added more gently, “But we knew that already.” 
 
    When Pelas merely gazed at her, she touched her thumb to his lips. “Gabriel died thinking his long life was your parting gift. Do not regret it, whatever your role.” 
 
    She lowered her hand and gave a slow exhale, and her outward agitation finally eased. Though from the way her thoughts blustered and whirled, a storm was still clearly battering her conscience. “Whatever you came here for, you’ve landed in a hornet’s nest.” 
 
    “Tell us,” Pelas said. “Let us help you.” 
 
    “The only way you can help me is by leaving before Luftan gets to you.” 
 
    “Gemina.” 
 
    That time his insistence drew a reluctant smile, redolent of a resigned submission, as if she never could deny him anything when they’d been together before, so why should it be any different now?  
 
    “Very well.” She motioned them all towards an arrangement of chairs. “You’d better all sit down.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Fifty-five 
 
      
 
    “No man can be free who himself enslaves others.” 
 
      
 
    –Ramuhárikhamáth, Lord of the Heavens 
 
      
 
    Viernan hal’Jaitar paced at the foot of Prince Radov’s bed, waiting for the healing sleep to wear off. He needed his prince lucid for what he meant to do…at least, as close to lucidity as Radov abin Hadorin could achieve. 
 
    The terrace doors stood open to the setting sun and the scent of brine rising from the estuary. If not for the humidity that plagued all of Saldaria that time of year, they might’ve been in Radov’s ocean palace in Tal’Shira by the Sea.   
 
    Behind Viernan, Radov stirred, muttered something unintelligible and faded off again. The sleep took hours to wear off, but Viernan didn’t have hours. He clocked a countdown’s swinging pendulum with each exhale and measured its race with the beating of his heart. 
 
    Tick-tock, tick-tock… 
 
    In his long life, Viernan had served seven princes of the Hadorin line. He’d watched Radov himself grow from a precocious child to a marginally adept ruler…at least until the Prophet Bethamin had pressed his thumb to the prince’s forehead. 
 
    Once, Viernan had sired a daughter, but now she was gone, courtesy of Trell val Lorian. Viernan hardly felt it worth the effort of making another child. Offspring didn’t become interesting to him until they’d spent at least a score of years in the Sorceresy. Albeit, in all fairness, Viernan rarely found much interesting in life anymore. 
 
    His prince really should’ve awoken by now. 
 
    Viernan checked the currents, but they only showed that the sleeping pattern had in fact faded away, not how long it would take for Radov to surface beyond its departure. 
 
    This was the fourth time Viernan had tried putting his prince in a healing coma to sleep through the pain of withdrawal from his absinthe addiction. The other three times had brought the real Radov back for a week or two, but as soon as the nightmares started overtaking his days again, the Ruling Prince returned to his wormwood mistress. 
 
    This time Dore had worked the healing sleep. For all he focused his aims towards predominately revolting ends, the wielder had serious talent. Dore might’ve honestly challenged Arion Tavestra for skill if resentment hadn’t overpowered his reason so long ago. 
 
    Viernan could wait no longer. He spun back to the bed and seated himself at its head. His hands assumed the Healer’s hold, and he sunk into rapport. 
 
    He’d been talented once, too. 
 
    In short order, Viernan found Radov’s life pattern and cursed at what he saw. He really should have done this several moons ago, but he’d been dreading what he would find, resisting in truth—unwilling to face what he knew he would see there.  
 
    It was worse than he’d imagined. 
 
    His prince’s life pattern was molding…mottled, not merely unraveling but rotting.  
 
    Viernan released the Healer’s rapport and his hand from Radov’s forehead at the same time. He opened his eyes to find the Ruling Prince awake and watching him. 
 
    “How bad is it, Viernan?” Radov whispered. “Tell me the truth.” 
 
    Viernan considered how to answer. The mad prince would’ve wanted a truth only if it came so buried in confection as to be barely recognizable, but the Radov who Viernan had known for most of his life would’ve spit out even the thinnest coating of sugar. 
 
    Viernan met Radov’s bloodshot gaze with his own dark one. “You’re dying, my prince.” 
 
    Radov grunted. “I’ve been dying for a long time, Viernan.”  
 
    “Yes, my prince.” 
 
    “I feel like I’ve been living in a dream.” His voice was as faint as the fading sunlight. “I can’t clearly recall any part of the past year. What happened at the parley with Gydryn val Lorian?” 
 
    Viernan answered slowly and gravely, “It did not quite go as planned, my prince.” 
 
    “Shame.” Radov’s lids fought to close again. “I thought it was a good plan.” 
 
    “It was a good plan, my prince.”  
 
    Viernan touched Radov’s shoulder and cast him back into sleep. He stood and gazed down upon him, knowing what must be done and regretting the knowledge at the same time. 
 
    Then he swept from the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He found Dore Madden in a drawing room whose ceiling remained vibrant with frescos from Cyrene times, perfectly maintained under preservation patterns laid in by long dead Quorum Adepts.  
 
    The wood floor, equally preserved, shone a complicated mosaic of ebony, willow and ash. Across the room, the zanthyr Leyd was reclining on a crimson settee with his shirt undone and his bare feet propped on the opposite arm, lazily smoking a gold siqaret.  
 
    It wasn’t lost on Viernan that Dore Madden had never used these rooms until he started parading around as Arion Tavestra. 
 
    Tick-tock, tick-tock… 
 
    Dore had cleared off a long table and was using very distinctive marble pieces from the Prophet’s King’s board to mock up a little war game on the map spread out there. Wherever he didn’t have enough marble pieces, he’d supplemented with pale grey mushroomish…things that Viernan had eventually recognized and thereafter chose to forget having ever noticed. 
 
    Dore looked up under his brows. “Ah, Viernan, good of you to join us. It’s all in play. All in play, do you see?” 
 
    Viernan was studiously trying not to see. 
 
    Leyd swung his legs down from the settee’s arm and sat up in the middle of the couch. He draped one arm along the curved back and splayed his legs like a man making room for a whore to do her business. “You really turned Trell val Lorian eidola?” He exhaled a cloud of smoke and grinned maliciously. “I didn’t think you had it in you, old man.” 
 
    Viernan eyed him blackly. “I didn’t know thinking was part of your daily activity.” 
 
    Leyd waved airily with his siqaret. “After Vaile and Náiir risked the Balance to fish Trell of the Tides out of Darroyhan, I thought surely you’d have learned your lesson. The First Lord has personally saved the prince’s life at least twice that I know of, and if Björn’s involved, you know Cephrael’s looking out for the man.”  
 
    He took a long drag from his siqaret again, watching Viernan the while. Then he exhaled a cloud of scented smoke and grinned. “Do you have any idea how pissed they’re going to be? One of the First Lord’s precious Players removed from the field? Stars, but I want to be there to see that.”   
 
    Tick-tock, tick-tock… 
 
    Viernan stared ponderously at Leyd. “Is there any creature in existence more spiteful than you?” 
 
    Leyd gestured with the siqaret. “The question you should be asking, old man, is whether anyone in existence has more right or reason than me to smite my enemies.” He rose and walked to a sideboard stocked with liquor and wine. 
 
    Viernan followed him with his gaze. “Your enemies seem to be all the world and everyone in it.”  
 
    Yet even as he said it, Viernan wondered if perhaps the zanthyr wasn’t targeting someone specifically with his hatreds, as a child lashing out against a parent.  
 
    “All the world.” Leyd snorted contemptuously. “I’ve seen all the world come and go more times than I can count, old man. You’re all just interlopers at this point.”  
 
    Viernan really knew better than to engage with the hateful creature, but stupefaction overruled his reason in that moment. “I’ve never encountered a soul who misuses immortality as you do.” 
 
    Leyd eyed him lazily as he swirled his drink. “I didn’t ask to walk this earth for eternity.” A terrible menace underscored his words. 
 
    And though he’d said it so quietly as to be barely heard, force rippled through the currents, knocking over some of Dore’s marble pieces and scattering the mushroom heads.  
 
    Dore eyed both Leyd and Viernan irritably as he replaced the pieces in their spots.  
 
    “We all know your justifications are beyond reproach, Leyd,” Dore said with surprising equanimity before looking back to Viernan, “and really, Viernan, all of this is quite moot. Princes are useful as bargaining chips and little else. Everyone knows it. Your First Lord knows it—” 
 
    “He’s not my first lord,” Leyd rumbled with ninety-nine layers of meaning. 
 
    “—even the val Lorians know it. A prince who thinks he’s worth more than a piece on the political King’s board is supremely overestimating his value to the realm. Your First Lord never should’ve made a Player out of a prince. That’s the simplicity of it.” 
 
    Hearing Dore talk so cavalierly about Björn van Gelderan made Viernan’s insides pucker. 
 
    “And very soon, the prince will know—” 
 
    But Dore never finished the sentence, for all at once his wards sounded a banshee wail.  
 
    Viernan’s clock had struck twelve at last. 
 
    Leyd paused his glass an inch from his lips. “Is that…?” His green eyes lifted slowly towards the ceiling. Then he vanished. His glass shattered on the floor. 
 
    “Shadow take the infernal creature.” Dore waved Viernan to follow him. “It would appear the drachwyr has come for you earlier than I desired, Viernan,” he said as he scuffed out of the room, “but no matter, no matter. The Lord Abanachtran will be here soon to receive her. Let us bait the trap.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mithaiya made no attempt to evade or destroy the wards surrounding the fortress of Ivarnen. A bear did not bother to swat at a bee. 
 
    As she banked in a circle around the fortress, Ivarnen posed an island of lights amid the deep darkness of the sleeping estuary. Directly above her, the stars of Cephrael’s Hand looked interestedly on.   
 
    With eyes capable of dissecting compound elements, Mithaiya studied the currents washing in and out of the fortress. Their tides carried the impressions of everything they’d touched, bespeaking of eidola and men and gnarled patterns, the progeny of a twisted mind.  
 
    But mostly she studied the currents for the stain of the man she sought: Viernan hal’Jaitar. Homing in on his location, Mithaiya banked again to approach the fortress from the south.  
 
    Below her, eidola jittered in the main yard like clamoring cicadas, clambering over each other in protest and alarm. They were an affront to the lifeforce. But she wasn’t there for eidola that night. 
 
    Mithaiya lifted a wing and angled across the fortress proper, over steep roofs and shadowed courtyards. The currents showed her that so much more lay beneath ground than above it.  
 
    Finding the location she sought, Mithaiya melted out of the form. 
 
    She plummeted out of the sky, through fortress roof and many floors to land in a sonic boom that exploded a crater of stone and earth. 
 
    She rose out of a crouch and drew her sword, her gaze already fixed on her quarry, who thought to hide behind layered shields of elae. 
 
    He could neither hide from her immortal eyes nor her vengeance.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Viernan hal’Jaitar watched with nervous trepidation as the drachwyr Mithaiya rose out of her crouch, drawing her blade. Up close she was lithe and beautiful. If not for the power rippling off her like heat, Viernan wouldn’t have believed her capable of harming them.  
 
    She’d barely taken two steps beyond the crater of her arrival when Dore’s patterns pounced on her. 
 
    To trap the Sundragon, Dore had rigged some of the most vicious patterns Viernan had ever seen. Hooked barbs catapulted towards the immortal, corrosive of the first strand, engendered to erode Mithaiya’s life pattern—and especially designed to melt the elemental fifth. Viernan had watched those patterns turn an eidola into unrecognizable slag.  
 
    The patterns found the Sundragon and ignited. Smoke and flame exploded through the room, hitting up against the combined shield that Viernan and Dore both held in place. The blast sent them skidding backwards. The currents boiled.  
 
    When the smoke cleared, Mithaiya was coming towards them with the fifth running in rivulets off her shield. 
 
    Viernan took a reflexive step backwards. 
 
    He and Dore were not only shielded but magically concealed, hidden behind thick, protective patterns and multiple layers of elae. There was no way Mithaiya was getting through all of that.   
 
    But to see her walking unhindered through that tumult of explosive power…he finally understood the magnitude of his mistake.  
 
    Leyd’s patronizing tone when he’d spoken of Viernan taking on the drachwyr…it made sense to him now. For this creature walking out of smoke and flame with the fifth literally melting off her shields was a Sundragon. No mortal on this plane could hope to even comprehend her power, much less pose a match for it. 
 
    Dore shouted, and eidola poured out of the shadows by the dozens. Viernan knew an uncommon dread, but Dore appeared far from frantic.  
 
    “She’s fallen for it, Viernan!” he whispered gleefully. The manic grin he wore promised that all was going according to plan.  
 
    The eidola swarmed towards Mithaiya, each one infected with the Labyrinth, a teeming mental plague. The creature in the lead launched itself through the air. Mithaiya caught it one-handed by the throat and held it aloft. 
 
    “This is it! This is it!” Dore preened. “She’ll try to burn out its mental core—” 
 
    And the very air exploded. 
 
    The blast drove Dore and Viernan forcefully back again. Even with their shields protecting them they were nearly pitched off their feet under the roaring onslaught of energy.  
 
    Around them, eidola popped out of existence. 
 
    Mithaiya appeared out of the burning, cinder-choked air with her shields radiating as red as the setting sun.  
 
    “The Labyrinth?” Her voice echoed in multiple dimensions and roused all the hairs on Viernan’s arms. She was practically laughing at them as she continued her predatory advance. “You’ll have to do better than that.” 
 
    Dore cursed a stream of invective.  
 
    Apparently, all was no longer going according to plan. 
 
    Throw it! Dore shouted on a wave of the fourth. Throw it now! 
 
    A huge net of goracrosta sizzled as it fell through smoke and billowing ash. It snapped closed around Mithaiya. 
 
    Dore launched towards her, firing off pattern after pattern. Fireballs and sonic booms rocked the room. Stone shattered. Shards of volcanic glass pelted Viernan’s shields. He staggered hither and yon on exploding currents of air. 
 
    The goracrosta net conformed to the surface of the sphere made by Mithaiya’s shields in a sizzling spectacle of white smoke and blue flame. Dore continued his onslaught, snarling, spitting curses, his eyes wild.  
 
    The sphere of Mithaiya’s shield wavered, dented, bubbled and buckled like cheese on a hot iron skillet. She dropped to one knee. 
 
    Dore cackled and continued his attack.  
 
    Viernan watched with bated breath. 
 
    Mithaiya bent her head…  
 
    Viernan wondered apprehensively if it might’ve finally been too much for her. He wasn’t sure if this idea relieved or disappointed him. 
 
    Dore moved closer, shrieking gleefully. 
 
    Mithaiya surged out of her crouch and flung her sword. 
 
    No—flung off her sword a beam forged of pure power.  
 
    The spear of light sliced through Dore’s layered concealment, split matrices that could’ve held off a collapsing mountain, seared through shields designed to withstand an exploding volcano— 
 
    And impaled Dore Madden. 
 
    He flew in a blur to slam into the back wall and hung there, pinned to the stone by a flaming spear of the fifth, his legs flailing, blood gushing, and squealing like a pig. 
 
    Viernan fled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A short time later, keen to the dwindling sands of his own life’s clock, Viernan stood once more over his dying prince with his heart thudding in his ears.  
 
    Would the sacrifice of one prince save the life of another? Did the gods really operate on such crude precepts, the vengeful morality of an eye for an eye? The Fhorgs of Myacene still made blood sacrifices to their gods. Viernan wondered if they even noticed. 
 
    He stepped back from the bed as the blood spreading from Radov’s slit wrists began dripping on the floor. The Ruling Prince’s breath was slowing, his heartbeat fading. No more would nightmares haunt his days.  
 
    Viernan put the bloodied dagger back in its sheath at his hip without cleaning it. This blood he would carry to the end of his days. 
 
    All around him the currents rippled, testimony to Mithaiya’s chase. The drachwyr was pushing a tsunami of the fifth before her as she hunted him down. Viernan already felt the airy elements compressing his chest…either that, or it was the unfamiliar fist-hold of grief clenching around his heart. 
 
    Reverently, almost profoundly, Viernan leaned and kissed his prince’s forehead. Then he slowly straightened, crossed the room and stood before the open terrace doors with his back to the world and his face to his fate. 
 
    Mithaiya rounded the corner with blood in her gaze. 
 
    Viernan thrust a rectangular plate of glass towards her—far better protection than any shield could prove in that moment. He sent a flow of the fourth into the simulacra to waken the illusion pinned there, and a three-dimensional pattern shimmered into being between himself and the drachwyr.  
 
    Mithaiya drew up short.  
 
    “This is what you want, isn’t it?” The fifth was beating off her in waves, pummeling Viernan. “Your First Lord needs this matrix to unwork the deed that banished your siblings, and for that, you’ll need to possess what I’m holding.”   
 
    Mithaiya looked ready to take it from him and his arm along with it.  
 
    Viernan hastened to add, “Surely you see the line of the fourth I have upon the simulacra. Make a move to harm me, and the glass breaks. I assure you, I can destroy this pattern faster than you can destroy me. All I must do is flex a muscle of thought. Even should you slay me here, can you be sure that death will not bring about this very contraction?” 
 
    Mithaiya stared hotly at him. 
 
    For the flash of an instant, with the drachwyr making a volcano of the currents and his prince bleeding out on the bed, Viernan thought of Trell val Lorian undergoing his metamorphosis in the caverns beneath his feet…thought of perhaps using this knowledge as a bargaining tool—Dore hadn’t been completely wrong about the usefulness of princes.  
 
    But he couldn’t bring himself to serve Trell by telling the drachwyr of the prince’s presence in Ivarnen, not even if it meant serving himself. Who would be harmed? Who would be helped? Ever these principles guided his decisions. Besides which, benevolence was a flavor he’d lost all taste for. If Trell val Lorian was going to have some future beyond that night, let Fate be the one to decide it.  
 
    Mithaiya looked him over while the fifth fissioned off her shields. Her gaze alone seemed hot enough to melt stone. Finally, she replied in a voice of velvet steel, “I’m listening, Viernan hal’Jaitar. Make your case.” 
 
    “Your word,” he said at once, “that you will not harm me.” 
 
    “You seek my honor when you display none?”   
 
    “We are both pawns of another’s scheming, Lady Dragon. Surely this truth is clear.” Viernan glanced regretfully to his prince, now lying on a bed soaked with his own blood, then turned his gaze back to her. The waves of her presence were making it hard to breathe. Or perhaps it was the loss of everything he’d held dear. “I didn’t create this matrix—that truth must be obvious to you. For sparing my life, I’ll provide the name of the one who did.” 
 
    Mithaiya arched a raven brow. “And the matrix—unharmed, unaltered.” 
 
    Viernan nodded. “As you say. Do we have an accord?” 
 
    Without pause, Mithaiya crossed the room and carefully plucked the simulacra out of his hand. The heat radiating out of her made him instantly sweat. “The name?” she asked as she pocketed the glass. 
 
    Vengeance burned in Viernan’s gaze. “The zanthyr Leyd.” 
 
    Her expression made no change, but the currents went even wilder. Mithaiya pushed past him and launched herself in a dive off the balcony railing.  
 
    A blaze of brilliance blinded Viernan.  
 
    When the spots had cleared from his vision, Mithaiya had vanished out of view, but the stars of Cephrael’s Hand were burning brightly in the heavens in her place. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Amithaiya’geshwen soared away from the fortress of Ivarnen with the fury of a thousand suns exploding in her core. 
 
    Leyd. 
 
    Of all the unconscionable, spiteful acts he’d perpetrated over the millennia, this one topped them all. She would see him commensurately punished if it took her last dying breath to do it.   
 
    Mithaiya flew out over the darkened estuary with its salt-saturated river reflecting starlight and banked hard before the even darker outline of the Iverness mountains, which formed the kingdom’s northern border. Flying back towards the fortress, she ruminated. 
 
    Her role had never been one of jury, judge and executioner—that was always Rhakar’s providence—and she felt the weight of responsibility to take the simulacra to the Mage as fast as possible. 
 
    Yet…to think of Viernan hal’Jaitar striding down the road of his misdeeds without stumbling on even a pebble of consequence?  
 
    Honor be damned, Mithaiya couldn’t abide it! 
 
    Elae’s currents washing out of Ivarnen were as dark as the night-shrouded river. Verily, the entire island imposed a stain on the mortal tapestry.  
 
    Surely the Mage wouldn’t fault her for wiping such a maelstrom of horrors off the map. And attacking the island…well, she’d made no promises to Viernan hal’Jaitar about the fortress remaining safe. Her honor would stand untarnished. 
 
    As Mithaiya flew high, now a mere gilded speck passing among the stars, she studied the island’s compound elements. The plateau sat on a granite foundation honeycombed with caverns, the rock itself an amalgam primarily of quartz, along with other minor minerals.  
 
    Mithaiya sent the fifth seeking every particle that had solidified in crystalline cohesion until she was certain she’d penetrated to the foot of the mountain, until the entire webwork of quartz was glowing in her mind. 
 
    Then she changed it all, with a single thought, into sand… 
 
    And gave the island a gentle push.  
 
    Once-fused compounds found new chemistry. Compromised foundations shifted with kinesis. 
 
    And deep in its bedrock, the island shuddered. 
 
    Then it all started sliding apart. 
 
    Perceiving the mountain dissolving behind her as she speared through icy clouds, Mithaiya smiled. If any of Ivarnen’s occupants managed to escape her judgment, then Cephrael wasn’t done with them.  
 
    If not, good riddance. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Fifty-six 
 
      
 
    “If we follow the tugging of our hearts, we may find that the hand  
 
    holding that string belongs to our gods.” 
 
      
 
    –Emir Zafir bin Safwan al Abdul-Basir, Unifier of the Seventeen Tribes, 
 
    addressing his Converted   
 
      
 
    Tannour Valeri was communing when he saw the dragon come spearing down out of the heavens. Her body displaced massive quantities of air, while her wings spawned mile-long whirlwinds with every stroke. Tannour recognized her instantly as the same dragon he’d met in Abu’dhan.  
 
    Mithaiya.  
 
    She flew through him—perhaps she took no note of his disbanded particles, or perhaps she recognized him; he couldn’t know—and banked in a circle around the fortress. Black creatures of the same vile make as the warlord chattered and chased below her in the yard.  
 
    The dragon swooped near again, then turned south over the castle. Tannour watched her halt herself with a powerful stroke of her wings. Then a dazzle of shifting elements split Air into refracted particles, and molten gold energy plummeted down out of the sky.  
 
    A sonic boom rattled the fortress windows and sent the eidola scurrying for cover. 
 
    Tannour watched as Mithaiya smashed through a roof, a floor, down through a second level, and finally landed in a clap of thunder and an exploding crater of stone and earth. 
 
    Tannour swept down the tunnel in her wake.  
 
    Was it possible she’d come for Trell? 
 
    The obsidian chamber where he emerged reminded him greatly of the node chamber at the warlord’s stronghold. Like that other place, this one also seethed with patterns waiting to trap, paralyze, destroy.  
 
    Air whispered that the traps were especially attuned to her but warned they would also be attracted to him. Tannour could tell that much just from the electric static charging the space. Choosing prudence over valor, he hovered in that invisible refraction of almost-cohesion where the patterns couldn’t perceive him. 
 
    Mithaiya had taken human form during her plummet. Now she rose out of a crouch and drew her sword from the scabbard on her back. She stepped beyond the crater of her arrival— 
 
    And all hells broke loose. 
 
    Tannour used the distraction to whisper on into the fortress. 
 
    But as he moved soundlessly through the upper passages of Ivarnen, he grew ever more concerned.  
 
    Air found no trace of Trell.  
 
    He should’ve been able to feel him, sense him, perceive at least a hint of his whereabouts. The tattoo he’d inked into Trell’s skin was magnetized to the prince’s life pattern. No matter what horrors might’ve been worked upon Trell’s flesh to erase the mark, the pattern itself would always return, so long as Trell was alive. That Tannour couldn’t sense him… 
 
    He tried not to think about the potential causes of this.  
 
    Air told him only a single living soul resided in the castle’s upper levels. Tannour solidified beside a bed where a man lay sleeping. It wasn’t Trell. 
 
    Already he perceived his binding tattoos rousing to the powers he was using, the hydra lifting its poisonous heads after long years of slumber. The mercuric bands cuffing his wrists tingled. The lines of script on his neck itched. He had no idea how long he would have before his mind was simply no longer his own. Long enough to save Trell, he prayed. Long enough to damn himself, assuredly. 
 
    Tannour shifted dimensional planes and dropped down through the floor. 
 
    Down, down past darkness and stone…five levels down, to where the air stood stagnant. He reversed planes and reappeared in an empty passageway.  
 
    And there he felt it—Trell’s pattern. Faint, because his life pattern was faint. 
 
    More than faint. Practically nonexistent. 
 
    Tannour sprinted down the hall. 
 
    Communing would’ve been faster, but he had difficulty communing underground, with hundreds of feet of rock above and even greater density below. Air became nearly solid in such places, immobile, difficult to manipulate. 
 
    He was mentally thanking Mithaiya for the blessing of her distraction—he remained vaguely cognizant of the drachwyr through Air’s intermittent whispers—when the passage he’d been following opened onto a central hub where other passages connected, and he came face to face with a dozen men guarding a door.  
 
    Either the door, or they were guarding the eidola standing between Tannour and the door, and thus, between Tannour and Trell, for he perceived Trell just beyond the tall iron barrier.  
 
    Tannour’s first thought was to commune, but the door…patterns woven into the iron made it impenetrable to his senses. He tried assessing it on a different magnetic plane, but the entire space beyond it was sealed with patterns that confused his bearings, making the mental compass necessary to such shifting spin wildly.   
 
    He’d have to do it the hard way, then. 
 
    Tannour crossed arms before his chest and drew two curved daggers from his vest—scythe-like, seven-inch blades that made crescents across his knuckles. He could feel Trell’s life slipping away on the falling sands of the hourglass. His patience was diminishing in time with it. 
 
    None of the men standing to oppose him looked too bright, but he gave them the benefit of the doubt. “Choose now if serving that wielder is more important than your lives,” he said in the Common Tongue. “I have no quarrel with any of you. If you give me reason to have one, you’ll meet the Ghost Kings.” 
 
    They laughed among themselves. 
 
    Soon thereafter, none of them were laughing. None of them were breathing. Tannour supposed it was difficult to do either with your throat sliced open. 
 
    The eidola had been leaning against the tall iron door the entire time. Now, as Tannour stood in a circle of the dead, it pushed itself off.  
 
    “He thought you’d come,” the creature said in a wood-slat clatter. “When he burned your pattern off the prince, he thought you’d show up here sooner or later. But you’re too late.” The eidola’s face split in a black-gummed smile. “He’s one of us now.” 
 
    Tannour felt a shock go through him. Air resonated a sluggish truth. 
 
    The eidola grinned wickedly. “When the Lord Abanachtran arrives, he will take your prince to be a leader in his armies. You’re too late to save him.” Still grinning, he waggled a finger at the scythes in Tannour’s hands. “Those blades cannot harm me.” 
 
    Battling a reeling refusal to believe the thing’s words, Tannour ducked his head. “No,” he hissed, sheathing his blades, “but I can.” 
 
    He spun into the cortata and drew upon another of his of skills—changing the solidity of his form.  
 
    The creature dodged his first two punches, but the granite-hard elbow Tannour slammed across its jaw sent it stumbling. He doubted the creature had ever fought anything like himself. 
 
    The eidola recovered and returned a strong right hook that Tannour sidestepped and rejoined with his elbow in the middle of the creature’s back. It stumbled forward. Tannour kicked out its knee, and it staggered. But when he went in for a stunning blow to the back of its neck, the creature launched up and sealed its hand around Tannour’s throat. Instantly they were nose to nose.  
 
    “It won’t be that easy,” it clack-clattered. 
 
    Whereupon their dance began in true.  
 
    “Any minute now…” it taunted as they whirled through a series of blows and counters, with the eidola grinning and Tannour feeling his strength waning and his binding tattoos waxing. “Any minute he shall open his eyes as one of us.” 
 
    The creature slipped inside Tannour’s guard and landed a two-handed punch to his chest, which sent him flying. He hit the stones and somersaulted backwards onto his feet again. But the force of the blow had winded him, and he had to shake off a dazed stupor.  
 
    After days spent in communion flying to get there, his power was siphoning out of him faster than he could replenish it. The iron door and its guard were beginning to seem insurmountable barriers.   
 
    The creature dragged its feet across the floor in a mirthful mockery of a bull, grinning at Tannour around the black ridges that had once been its teeth. “He comes, he comes. The Lord Abanachtran comes!” It wagged its head from side to side, laughing a slatted cackle. “He’ll split the fabric of the realm and snatch your precious prince away!”  
 
    Then it charged.  
 
    Tannour was just a second too slow in dodging. The eidola caught him in the ribs, and he flew sideways. He communed an instant before slamming into a wall. 
 
    Tannour knew an agonized desperation. The faintest sense told him Trell’s hourglass was nearly empty. The tattoos on his own neck were burning. The mercuric cuffs on his wrists felt like manacles of ice. He didn’t know what chance remained for Trell, but if anything at all was left of his prince… 
 
    But he had to get past the eidola first. 
 
    How do you kill a creature that isn’t alive? 
 
    Shifting as quickly through ideas as particles of form, Tannour materialized behind the eidola with his hand inside its head.  
 
    He felt something soft among that stone honeycomb and closed his fist around it. Gripping it for all his worth then, he clenched his jaw, magnetized to the next dimension, and took the creature’s soft parts with him as he shifted. 
 
    An ethereal hand ripped brain tissue out through stone.  
 
    The eidola crumbled. 
 
    Tannour rematerialized before the iron door and collapsed against it, sucking in ragged breaths. The world was spinning, and his stomach was lurching tumultuously. He was unbearably weary, heartsick…furious.  
 
    He flung the creature’s detritus away, cast air into the mechanism to unlock the door, and sent it crashing open with the same force.  
 
    Urgency fueled him as he sprinted down the dim passage beyond. 
 
    Air in that granite corridor reeked of rotting flesh and rotting souls. Tannour ran past hollow rooms and rooms occupied by hollowed minds, down passages painted in shades of death and clogged with patterns that brought the same. 
 
    Trell’s tattoo hauled him now as surely as his own intention drove him to push through exhaustion and concern and a hundred other fears he didn’t dare think about—most pressing of which was how faint Trell’s connection felt in his mind.  
 
    Tannour’s neck burned. His wrists were icy chains dragging against his consciousness. The number of times he’d had to shift dimensions or commune had left him feeling gauze-thin, as if some of his particles had failed to find their way back into form, leaving him ephemeral, a shadow shy of solidity. 
 
    And to rub salt in his wounds, just as Tannour’s senses told him he was finally nearing Trell, eidola roaches came pouring out of the woodwork.  
 
    One moment, the tunnel was empty. The next, it stood chockablock with demons snarling and spitting in their clattering voices. 
 
    There were far too many to take them on individually. Already exhausted and growing desperate, Tannour saw only one solution. But, oh…as drained as he was, this was going to hurt. He just hoped he’d still be functional after it was over. 
 
    Clenching his jaw, Tannour reached out with mental arms—past the granite blocks and the earth that supported them; far out, through time and space, beyond the ethereal fabric called reality—and magnetized two walls in an alternate dimensional plane.  
 
    Then, closing his eyes and exhaling a deep, tremulous breath of what-the-fethe-are-you-thinking? he slammed the two dimensional walls together. 
 
    Searing light flooded his consciousness. He nearly blacked out.    
 
    When he regained himself, he was braced raggedly against a wall, heaving breath into his agonized lungs. The tunnel stood empty, save for floating particulates that might’ve been ash. 
 
    Tannour absently wiped tears from his eyes. Blood came away on his fingers, but at least his mind remained his own. For the moment. A trick like that surely would’ve roused his Sorceresy masters’ notice. 
 
    He shoved off the wall and forced his feet to run down the passage on shaking legs.  
 
    His head felt like daggers were lodged inside it and throbbed violently with every step, making his vision a blur. But he had a line on Trell’s position now. 
 
    He knew the door the moment he neared it, if only from the foreboding that suddenly coursed through him. Staggering to a halt, Tannour placed a hand on the wood and sent Air to turn back the bolt. But then he just stood there, momentarily frozen, emotionally panicked and somehow unable to make himself open the door.  
 
    Deep in its heart, the island trembled. 
 
    Tannour sucked in his breath and slammed the door against the wall as he shoved into the room. His eyes were dreading what they would see; his heart was dreading it more.   
 
    He’d so prepared himself to find a terrible truth that at first his eyes rejected the sight of his prince stretched out on the stone platform, shirtless and still. Trell’s face was very pale and his lips were blue; likewise the fragile skin beneath his eyes.  
 
    Tannour pressed his ear to Trell’s chest—fethe, it was like a block of ice!—and his fingers to his throat. For a horrifying moment, the only heartbeat he heard was his own. Then a beat, faint and feeble, accompanied the barest flutter beneath his fingers.  
 
    Tannour heaved a shuddering exhale of relief and straightened over his prince. 
 
    Only then did he notice Trell’s hands. 
 
    They were as black as Merdanti stone. 
 
    Tannour choked back— 
 
    A scream? A sob? A furious roar? He shoved his emotions deep into the trenches of his fortitude and hefted up the unconscious prince. His legs protested mightily against the added weight as he staggered out of the room. 
 
    The island gave an agonized groan.  
 
    Suddenly the floor heaved. Tannour pitched into the wall. Where he’d been standing an instant before, the floor split— 
 
    No, it disintegrated.  
 
    Tannour grabbed Air and launched himself and Trell out of the room, just as the stone floor became a flood of cascading sand. 
 
    The corridor soon fared no better. Chunks of flooring were melting away, leaving isolated shafts of igneous rock, like the tiny one currently supporting Tannour with his charge. 
 
    All around him, the walls were molting.  
 
    The ceiling began shedding itself in murky veils of black sand. The whole place was coming down around him. 
 
    Tannour swore profusely in three languages. 
 
    The trick he’d used in Khor Taran wouldn’t help him this time. There were no foundations he could wrap air around. In fact, Air told him the entire island was in motion, swaying hither and yon, huge splices of igneous rock sliding atop each other. The whole of it was suddenly as unstable as a stack of oil-slicked stones.  
 
    Tannour couldn’t commune while carrying Trell, and he couldn’t airwalk him through the layers of crumbling castle above them. Shifting dimensions might save Tannour, but Trell would not survive it.  
 
    Then again, they would definitely die if they stayed there. 
 
    Coughing and choking on the bitter air, Tannour turned a slow circle amid waterfalls of sand, agonized by untenable choices, trying to ignore the uncertainty and desperation clutching at him. There had to be a way. 
 
    Tannour couldn’t see a way. 
 
    Ten paces beyond him down the corridor, a bright silver line appeared. Air fled it in terrified refractions. 
 
    Tannour knew at once what he was seeing. This must be what the creature had been meaning—the Lord Abanachtran was coming to claim Trell. Fury found new purpose. He’d be damned if he’d let a stranger take his A’dal!   
 
    The silver line split into two, and a blacker than black portal opened. Air screamed. 
 
    Beneath Tannour’s feet, the pillar of safety trembled. 
 
    A man stepped to the edge of the portal.  
 
    Dark hair, flashing eyes. The same nimbus encased his form that had surrounded the Sundragon Mithaiya. When his sweeping gaze found Tannour and Trell, he gave a muted curse. 
 
    “Hurry!” He slung one hand towards Tannour while flashing the palm of his other hand towards the ceiling, instantly clearing a path for them through the falling sand. “Come now—I can’t hold the portal and the ceiling for long!” 
 
    Air showed Tannour the bridge the man had built for him, but— 
 
    Fethe, how could he deliver Trell right into his hands? 
 
    When the man saw his indecision, he swore again, winced—perhaps from the effort of holding up the collapsing mountain—and called with desperation, “Rafael!”  
 
    An invisible force lassoed Tannour and ripped him and Trell towards the portal.  
 
    Tannour flew into darkness just as the tunnel roof buckled. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Fifty-seven 
 
      
 
    “Heaven lies where she lies, my heart’s accomplice.” 
 
      
 
    –The Immortal Bard Drake di Matteo 
 
      
 
    Baelfeir could’ve found Vaile anywhere in the realm just by thinking of the smell of her skin. Admittedly, finding her in an entirely different realm had proven more of a challenge.  
 
    But Cephrael had always established his sa’reyths within a particular quarter of the realm’s pattern, and whoever had made this one had continued the tradition.  
 
    He arrived into a violent storm.  
 
    Wind and rain flattened the meadows. Lightning thrashed the cowering land. Thunder sounded a near continuous roll beneath boiling midnight clouds backlit with green.  
 
    Baelfeir hovered as disbanded particles of self. The storm had no effect upon his energy, for he was made of different stuff. What stuff was the subject of longstanding debate. 
 
    This storm…should not have been. 
 
    Unless the rules had dramatically changed, something was very wrong. Sa’reyths didn’t suffer storms. Rain, wind, certainly, but a storm of such desolating destruction could only mean… 
 
    Vigilance narrowed the scope of his suspicion. He cast his starpoints wide so as to pervade more space. 
 
    Vaile liked to claim that the same energy formed them both, just in different portions and patterns. But if he had any native form at all, Baelfeir knew it only as a collection of energy particles that were each a unit of his own attention, each a starpoint in and of itself. He could send every particle of self far beyond his primary point of awareness to permeate and pervade, or bring in those units of energy to congregate into whatever form he chose.  
 
    In that moment, he sent them all out to become the storm.  
 
    That’s how he found her. 
 
    He might as easily have followed the lightning. It flashed continuously out of an epicenter a mile above where she lay pinioned in the grass.  
 
    Baelfeir coalesced on one knee beside Vaile. 
 
    Her flesh was icy. Her emerald eyes were dull. Mud splattered her features, mingled with blood. She did not respond to his touch on any plane of awareness.  
 
    Anger ignited in him.  
 
    Every particle of self snapped into such solidity that the rain rebounded off a ridge of power twenty feet beyond his form. Baelfeir ripped the offending blades out of her body and flung them far. Then he knelt again and gently held her face, reading of her energy—or at least what was left of it. 
 
    And sat back again, stunned by what he found.  
 
    Zanthyrs were made of both sides of existence in cohesive balance, yet somehow deyjiin had formed a singularity within Vaile’s core. It was magnetizing elae into itself, causing an unstable rift. Her immortal pattern had begun unraveling. 
 
    It should’ve been a simple thing to correct the imbalance of energy when it had first occurred. He couldn’t fathom why no one had helped her—stars above and below, or why she hadn’t helped herself!  
 
    Now, with deyjiin eating every stray particle of elae, her body couldn’t heal. Nay, it was consuming itself. 
 
    Baelfeir knew a thrumming anger. 
 
    He lifted a lightning stare to the storm and shouted on every plane of reality, so as to be clearly heard: “HOW COULD YOU LET THIS HAPPEN?”  
 
    Deyjiin exploded out of him.  
 
    The storm inverted backwards into itself in rolling masses of evaporating clouds. The rain turned to mist and then vanished completely. The dead men surrounding Vaile disintegrated into ash, which the wind blew away in dark, escaping whorls.  
 
    When his burst of fury had expended itself, crystalline heavens gazed down upon a muddy plate of earth, and a fog, rising out of the heat of his irritation. 
 
    As much as Cephrael’s inaction infuriated him, in truth, Baelfeir directed his anger more at himself—for taking so long to return, for not foreseeing this eventuality, for letting things go too damned far! 
 
    He swept Vaile up into his arms and stood, looking around for the sa’reyth.  
 
    His starpoints perceived some tents in an adjoining valley, where a battle seemed to be underway, but the place hadn’t the resonance of a sa’reyth.  
 
    He had to use the third strand to find it. 
 
    Whatever had happened, Vaile had expended her last breath of power to push the sa’reyth forward in time. 
 
    When he realized this, Baelfeir looked at the woman in his arms with blank bewilderment.  
 
    With the same effort it had taken her to thrust the sa’reyth out of time, she might’ve torn the realm’s fabric and dragged herself into Shadow—taken refuge in its timelessness, and survived.  
 
    But she hadn’t.  
 
    Now he, who couldn’t tear the fabric, desperately needed that timelessness to revive her. 
 
    Baelfeir pressed a kiss to Vaile’s cold forehead and murmured darkly, “You always were adept at making me claim the other side of myself.” 
 
    Then he summoned elae and started carrying her up the hill. 
 
    There was no avoiding it now. The working he intended would travel on the currents—Creation’s stars, Cephrael would probably read it seven realms away.  
 
    For an instant, he wondered if this was part of some plan—using Vaile in lure to force him into action without time to fully explore the consequences—but he just as quickly dismissed the notion. If Cephrael had known Vaile was so close to oblivion, he surely would’ve done something to help her. 
 
    Elae amassed in voluminous clouds as Baelfeir climbed the hill. His every step dragged the third beneath it. His paces marked not feet but time, his gaze not the distance to the hilltop but into the future, where the sa’reyth hovered ephemerally.  
 
    Minutes passed beneath long strides, such that as he rounded the rise, the tents of the sa’reyth lay in view. 
 
    He blew the canvas drapes wide to pass unhindered within. Vaile posed a cold weight in his arms. He had no idea if he’d be able to draw her back from oblivion.  
 
    Zanthyrs only sought the stars when existence became a dull monotone. In the few moons since his return, he’d learned how much had changed during his absence; yet he still wouldn’t have believed that Vaile could abandon him for oblivion’s stars—no matter how many millennial seas separated their shores.  
 
    The inside of the tents smelled like the interior of the sun. Drachwyr. But no dragons guarded the sanctuary that night.    
 
    Baelfeir sought a room free of the imprint of others, and finding one, laid Vaile upon a marble-framed bed crafted in the style of the old-time tsars of Ravestan. He braced arms to either side of her body and pressed his forehead against hers. Sharing her energy then, he sought the starpoints she’d framed around the sa’reyth. 
 
    It was the fastest way to find her consciousness.  
 
    Her starpoints were still holding the sa’reyth in the future, still tied to her lifeforce…faint though it had become. He matched those starpoints and merged with Vaile’s universe. 
 
    Then he summoned elae and with a thought, stopped time around them both. 
 
    The earth ceased its pull upon the tides of his awareness. 
 
    Baelfeir sat back and gazed at the only being to whom he’d ever pledged his heart. She wouldn’t thank him for what he intended. 
 
    He touched two fingers to Vaile’s cold lips, representatives of a phantom kiss, and set to work. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Fifty-eight 
 
      
 
    “Those who know love, know truth beyond expression.” 
 
      
 
    –The Fire Princess Ysolde Remalkhen 
 
      
 
    A protective curtain of elae’s fourth strand gleamed with iridescence all around Tanis and the others as Princess Gemina Anshirali of Pashmir shared her story. 
 
    She’d taken a seat at one end of the small couch and had her body angled towards Pelas, who occupied the other end with an arm draped across the back, his fingers lying long towards her. Their body language would’ve betrayed their mutual feelings even had they not both been radiating them so strongly. Tanis and the Eltanese were sitting about as far away as the room and politeness would allow, just because they felt like such intruders. 
 
    Gemina took a moment to organize her thoughts, shifting through scarves of memory, searching for the right one to don, the right place to begin.  
 
    Her mind was utterly transparent to Tanis. Clearly she’d never been trained to guard her thoughts. This same candor infused her manner as she spoke. For a woman living in a hostile court, she seemed to find trust readily; or perhaps she merely trusted Pelas so deeply that she could be brave when in his presence. 
 
    “The years you spent with my brother changed him,” Gemina told Pelas, glancing up beneath a fringe of dark lashes surrounding her gemstone eyes. “I watched it happening, as I told you at the time, but it became even more apparent after you left us. That fountain you carved for him, of which he’d once been so proud, became a source of shame. Gabriel would spend hours contemplating it.” 
 
    A slight furrow narrowed her brow, and she offered a tragic sort of smile. “Luftan grew up in the shadow of that fountain. Gabriel would take him often to visit it. The guard would clear the plaza—sometimes for the entire afternoon—and Gabriel would move his chair with the shade or the sun, depending on his mood, and contemplate how he might change the future he saw in your sculpture while Luftan splashed and swam in its pools. 
 
    “Near the end of his reign, Gabriel began drafting a new set of codes for our land, establishing greater rights for Adepts.” She leaned and placed a hand on Pelas’s knee, her gaze both cautionary and entreating. “He didn’t just want to change things in our domain but for all of Avatar. He even traveled to Faroqhar once, in search of you, claiming he wanted your input, though I know he simply yearned to see you again, to show you how he’d changed.” 
 
    She dropped her gaze to her hands, and her thoughts stilled. After a moment, she pressed her thumb and middle finger to her temples. A pained expression claimed her features, as though she battled a deep and inconsolable grief, but when she dropped her hand to her lap and returned her gaze to Pelas, her aqua eyes were clear.  
 
    “When Luftan reached his majority, Gabriel sent him to the Fire Courts of Kell Ashkelan as his ambassador and advocate, hoping Luftan could gain support for his ideas. Unfortunately, the time Luftan spent there had the opposite effect.”  
 
    A sudden fire flamed her cheeks. “You cannot imagine the decadence of those courts, Immanuel. Luftan was a good son, but he couldn’t escape the Fire Kings’ gravity. He returned to us enmeshed in the same hardened shell of prejudice as the other Furies. Gabriel was heartbroken. I believe this betrayal, which he could never forgive, speeded his death.”  
 
    Pelas’s eyes were molten bronze, darkened by loss. He asked with a quiet and compassionate intimacy, “What happened to Gabriel?” 
 
    She gave a resigned smile. “He hardly looked forty and five, yet his body had seen more than eighty years, Immanuel, when the glow of your love finally wore off.” She gave a helpless shrug. “It was like his organs suddenly realized their age. Luftan returned from the Fire Courts to watch his father die. A father who appeared only ten years his senior, a man yet in his prime. This was the apparent betrayal that Luftan could never forgive. He blamed Gabriel for submitting to death and swore he would never do the same.” 
 
    For all Gemina’s forthrightness in these confessions, Tanis perceived something important that she wasn’t telling them, a chord of missing truth that vibrated all the more strongly whenever she mentioned Luftan.  
 
    Pelas perceived it, too. “Luftan must be Gabriel’s…fourth son?” he said gently. “I don’t recall him. How is it he inherited Gabriel’s rule?” 
 
    Gemina eyed him with both pique bristling at his perceptiveness and resignation that of course, he would miss nothing. Regret threaded between these in her thoughts. 
 
    She closed her eyes and gave a lengthy sigh, redolent of inevitability. When she lifted her gaze to meet his again, her emotions were aflutter. “Luftan,” she said with significance underscoring her regret, “was born three moons shy of a year after you left.” 
 
    Pelas exhaled a slow breath. “Oh, Gemina…” 
 
    She looked away from him, battling back an emotional frenzy—longing, desire and guilt, all of it so twisted that she looked like she could barely breathe around it.  
 
    “We both wanted—hoped—he might’ve been your…” but she bit off the words and flung a look at him instead, both pleading and defiant, daring Pelas to find fault with their desires. 
 
    He said gently, “I told you it wasn’t possible for me to sire a child.” 
 
    “You were full of contradictions, Immanuel. Can you blame us?” 
 
    “Never.” His gaze was soft with apology.  
 
    Gemina massaged her forehead. Tanis perceived her hauling in her emotions like a team of sixteen horses. “Well…Fiera knew you were correct. From the moment of his birth, it was apparent that Luftan was Gabriel’s son.” 
 
    She lifted Pelas a look of candid regret. “For want of some shadow of you, Gabriel and I instead had given Luftan an incontrovertible claim over his half-brothers, for by the laws of our land, a child begotten of a Furie’s sister will always take precedence over a child born of his wives.”  
 
    Abruptly she rose from the sofa and walked a few paces away, her hands working each other. When she paused their wringing, Tanis saw them trembling. 
 
    “After Gabriel died, Luftan emulated his father in every way save that which had most mattered to him. Gabriel’s interest in antiquities became Luftan’s passion; his accidental longevity, Luftan’s obsession.  
 
    “He searched high and low for a wielder capable of working the Pattern of Life on his behalf. He interviewed wielders from the Sormitáge, Adepts in the Fire Courts—he even appealed to the Vestian Sorceresy. Everyone told him it couldn’t be done.”  
 
    Gemina spun to fix her gaze on Pelas. “But you see…Luftan had seen his father live to over eighty years without aging. He believed the rest of them to be fools.” 
 
    She started pacing in the space between the bed and the living area, her heels falling softly on the marble floor, silk skirts rustling with faint whispers. “Luftan took those of his father’s views that most suited his interests and discarded the rest, widening the discrepancy in our social strata as he formed his own paradoxical ideology. His father had wanted him to embrace Adepts as equals. Luftan used this to invite the Vestian Sorceresy into our city—”  
 
    She spun Pelas a look of incredulous dismay. “He paid them lavish fees to develop the collars you see everywhere. Luftan hoped to learn the secret to immortality from the Adepts he bound. He required all of them to work the Pattern of Life and has spent years studying them via the bond the collars establish. But the worst of it is that the collars have spread, Immanuel. Like a plague.”  
 
    Gemina pressed hands to her flushed cheeks. Her voice was strained now, her breath continuously catching. “Every Furie within a hundred leagues now uses the collars on their Adepts. Luftan’s obsession has resulted in a total subjugation of the race his father only wanted to free.”  
 
    She ran a marbled gaze across all of them, striated with outrage, shadowed by grief. “Now he’s advanced to these galas, and…darker permutations of the same pursuit. The energy fields you walked through are another Sorceresy creation undertaken on my nephew’s behalf,” and the contempt evident in her tone hit all of them with an electric pulse. “They screen for anything unusual about an Adept. Any such flagged by the veil are later invited to stay as my nephew’s guests. Some are beguiled, taken as lovers and quickly addicted to the lifestyle if not to the poppies whose milk is so abused by our nobility. Other Adepts may simply be held here, collared and kept for study, some of them so drugged they no longer recall their names.”  
 
    As if exhausted of words as much as the fortitude to speak them, Gemina turned to face them, pressed her palms together and touched them to her lips. “This cannot become Gabriel’s legacy, Immanuel.” Tanis perceived her heart clenching around this thought. “But I…” she exhaled a tremulous breath and dragged her eyes up to meet Pelas’s sympathetic gaze, “I am helpless to stop it.” 
 
    Silence followed her confession. A silence of understanding, of mutual outrage, of shared frustration over how to help her, or even if they should.  
 
    She took their silence for what it was: an offering of solidarity, sparse recompense for her loss, acknowledgement of her grief.  
 
    When no one seemed to know what to say, Gemina drew in her breath, and her dauntless self-possession resurfaced. “So you see why you must leave immediately. Luftan will want to know how you achieved immortality. He will hold you here if he can—and he has many ways of ensuring that he can.” 
 
    Pelas shifted a contemplative gaze to Tanis. What is Balance telling you? 
 
    Tanis arched brows. I think we have to help her regardless of what Balance might be telling me. 
 
    Pelas cast his agreement with a glance. He stood and walked to Gemina, took her face gently and kissed her.  
 
    I would have given you and Gabriel a dozen children if I could have.  
 
    Tanis heard this thought as clearly as Gemina surely did.  
 
    She caught her breath in the kiss and withdrew, staring open-mouthed at him. Tanis suspected that Pelas had never addressed her with his thoughts, never shown her even a glimmer of his true power. It was telling of the bond they’d forged that she loved him as much as she did without the faintest idea of who and what he really was.  
 
    Now her thoughts tumbled headlong into fear, for she became certain of what she’d only suspected before.  
 
    “You should go.” She struggled to regain her composure.   
 
    Pelas looked to the Eltanese. “Are any of you opposed to helping here?” 
 
    “Not opposed,” Gadovan said cautiously. “How do you want to go about it?” 
 
    Gemina’s eyes flicked from one Adept to the next. “With all due respect, there are five of you.” 
 
    Pelas returned calmly, “Gemina, you have no idea what we’re capable of.”   
 
    She shook her head. “My nephew has legions at his command—wielders and blood-mages and a demon—” she broke off with a curse, half-uttered beneath her breath. 
 
    Tanis said, “We know about the shaytan’jinn. He doesn’t present a problem for us.” 
 
    Gemina gaped at him and whispered, “How can you know what no one knows?” 
 
    “An ally of ours battled one of Luftan’s agents in Tambarré,” Tanis told her, recalling the memory as Ean had recalled it to him. “The agent told our ally that she was taking the shaytan’jinn for the Sorceresy to study, and our ally believed her, but I saw his memory as he was recounting the conversation to me, and her statement was, in fact, a lie.” 
 
    He can tell a truth while someone else is telling the bloody story? Jude looked half incredulous and half mortified. 
 
    Mat cast him an irritated glance. 
 
    “In fact, the agent was working for the Khashathra-pāvan,” Tanis said. “The Furie had sent her to acquire an eidola for him, though I cannot imagine why he wanted it.” 
 
    Gemina’s startled gaze flicked across all of them. “Luftan’s mages are studying it. More fuel for his obsessive quest for immortality.” 
 
    Pelas took Gemina’s hand and guided her back to the couch, where he sat close beside her, their legs touching. He pressed a kiss to her fingers. “Give us a minute to confer.”  
 
    Then he opened a mental channel to all of them. Eliminating the Furie is an option, but I’m not sure it’s the right one. 
 
    I agree, Gadovan returned. The Council has regulations about such intervention. We have to stay safely within those boundaries or incur the Council’s wrath as well as that of Balance itself.   
 
    Pelas leaned elbows on his knees and fixed his gaze on the knights. We want the Adepts freed, not just one tyrant replaced with another… 
 
    While they rapidly proposed and debated, Tanis watched Gemina. Her aqua eyes remained on Pelas while her thoughts replayed memories of the three of them together, the happiest years of her life.  
 
    She’d adored Immanuel nearly as much as her brother and had never begrudged either man in those times when Immanuel chose Gabriel’s bed over hers. When Gabriel had invited her to share their bed too, she could no more deny him than she could’ve denied Immanuel.  
 
    Her heart still maintained the shape of the endless knot the three of them had woven. At the empty center of this entwined circle lay their lost hopes, that heartbreaking moment when she and Gabriel had realized that the child they’d been dreaming of did not belong to Immanuel.  
 
    To Gemina, it was as if she’d lost that child of her dreams. He lay stillborn in her memory, and the child that had emerged mewling from her womb, a changeling. 
 
    All of these thoughts, Tanis read of the princess without trying—in many ways trying not to—but she wanted these heartbreaks known. They were a confession too long denied, a burden of consequence too weighty to bear now that the man who had inspired such love was once more sitting beside her. 
 
    Farshideh had always said the world was unfair to lovers.  
 
    The others were exploring battle scenarios. Between Pelas and the three Paladin Knights, all of whom could wield the fifth while protected behind impenetrable armor formed of all the strands of elae, they packed some serious fighting power. But Tanis didn’t think overwhelming force was the solution they needed. 
 
    While the others debated feints and counterstrokes, Tanis asked the princess, “How does the necklace work? The one he made you wear?” 
 
    She slowly reeled in her thoughts of the past to focus on him in the present. “It allows Luftan to listen to my conversations, as you might’ve guessed, and enables his men to find me no matter where I am. Luftan claims it’s for my protection, but I’m not a fool.” 
 
    “How is it made? Are the patterns in the placement of the stones, or on the stones themselves?” 
 
    “The stones are incidental. It’s the metal threading through them that carries elae. In my understanding, the Sorceresy uses this same metal in their tattoos.” 
 
    Upon this statement, Tanis felt a surge of hope. “Are all of the Adept collars made with the same metal?” 
 
    “Yes.” She looked bewildered. “Does that matter?” 
 
    Hope transformed into crystalline certainty. 
 
    Not waiting for a break in the others’ conversation, Tanis announced, “Let’s give him what he wants.”   
 
    They all fell silent, looking at him. 
 
    Mat scrubbed at his jaw. His gaze darted to Gemina. “I mean no offense, my lady,” and back to Tanis, “but Tanis…giving this guy immortality?” 
 
    “You’d have to waken him as an Adept first, wouldn’t you?” Jude asked. “Can that even be done?” 
 
    “I can do it,” Pelas murmured, to which Gemina caught her breath. 
 
    “By the Time Fathers…I think I see where you’re heading with this idea, Tanis.” Gadovan fixed a blatantly wondering gaze on the lad that made him really pleased and slightly embarrassed at the same time.  
 
    “I’m not sure that I do,” Pelas said. What absurdly dangerous plan have you concocted for us this time, little spy? 
 
    Tanis showed Pelas in a flurry of jumbled thoughts, doing his best to sort them into some semblance of order as they came. 
 
    Once Tanis had laid it all out, an approving half-smile tugged at one corner of his bond-brother’s mouth. That’s bold, even for you, Tanis. 
 
    Tanis grinned. Will you do it?  
 
    Pelas’s copper gaze became molten. Need you really ask?  
 
    But of course, Tanis knew Pelas would raze the city if it meant sparing Gemina more pain. 
 
    Straightening with a deep inhale, Pelas looked around to capture everyone’s attention. “Here’s what we’re going to do…” 
 
    And as he walked them through the plan that Tanis had conceptualized, the lad watched Gemina’s expression go slack with disbelief, constrict again with fear, and finally resolve into streaming tears of hope. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As they took their leave of the princess, returning to the main hall via a different passageway, anticipation kept Tanis on edge. He retrieved their weapons from his coach and handed them to the others as they hurried down a corridor. The Eltanese concealed their blades beneath their robes.  
 
    Gemina had assured them that Luftan would broach the topic of immortality with Pelas if given the opening to do so. They made themselves conspicuous once they regained the ballroom, and as Gemina had predicted, the Furie’s agents soon found them. 
 
    The hall where the Furie’s men led them sat beneath an enormous dome. Gilt covered everything that wasn’t otherwise decorated in mind-boggling mosaics, designs within designs. Just looking up into the kaleidoscopic dome made Tanis feel spinny.   
 
    Numerous couches and chairs created intimate settings in the carpeted room, and this was where the kingdom’s elite had apparently settled.  
 
    Furies with their entourages, visiting dignitaries, ambassadors and diplomats sat enjoying refreshments while courtesans draped in silks and satins danced for their pleasure. Courtiers beyond counting hung about the fringes, waiting for notice or invitation to breathe the rarefied air closer to the center of the room. 
 
    Elevated at one end was a dais, partially obscured by hanging silk draperies. It offered the most luxurious couches, the plushest carpets and the most glorious food and wine. Musicians stood just before the drapes, strumming lilting music that wove a magical ambience through the room like light through the dazzling chandeliers. 
 
    The Furie’s agents in their long belted coats led Tanis and the others to the dais, thence to the Furie, who was seated in the middle of a plush couch wearing robes as ornate as the room.  
 
    When he saw Pelas approaching, the Furie murmured a command and his attendants scattered. Only one collared truthreader remained standing in Luftan’s presence, along with the Furie’s guards, who maintained watchful poses by the pillars. 
 
    Luftan waved Pelas and the others forward. 
 
    The Furie looked very much like the man Tanis had seen in Gemina’s thoughts—enough, in fact, to make Pelas’s breath catch when he laid eyes on him.  
 
    A torrent of emotions whirled through his bond-brother’s mind, a brief cyclone that dissipated as rapidly as it began, yet left Pelas’s heart raw and bare.  
 
    Gemina might have warned him that her son so resembled his handsome father that one could be mistaken for the other.  
 
    If she’d truly known how much Pelas had loved Gabriel, perhaps she would’ve been kinder to him in this way. Or perhaps her absence of warning had been purposeful, that Pelas might share anew in the heartache she lived every day; the subtle hint of remonstration, even, that whatever long life Pelas had bestowed upon her brother, it hadn’t been nearly long enough. 
 
    Tanis was very glad they’d thought of another solution, because he saw right then that Pelas would never have been able to bring harm to Luftan. He might not have been the son Gemina and Gabriel had dreamed of having from Pelas, but to Pelas, Luftan was very clearly Gabriel’s son. 
 
    “Immanuel di Nostri.” Luftan welcomed Pelas with open hands and a wide smile, so like and yet unlike his father’s. A hundred implications suffused those words, that smile, which felt conniving and cold. 
 
    Because he was sharing Pelas’s thoughts, Tanis knew that Gabriel would have stood to embrace Pelas, and his smile would’ve been singularly warm. It was enough of a difference for Pelas to separate the son from the father. 
 
    Pelas gave him a courtly bow, polished, suave, and utterly inaccessible. “En Furie, you do us honor.” 
 
    The Furie’s hazel eyes shifted from Pelas across Tanis and the others. He had a calculating gaze, keenly assessing and shrewd beyond his apparent five and thirty years. Tanis couldn’t read his thoughts even though he was na’turna.  
 
    The lad suspected this had something to do with the silver cuff the Furie wore on his wrist, which had patterns layered through it, or else his jeweled necklaces, which did as well—though Tanis thought the latter more likely linked to the Adepts the Furie was commanding. 
 
    “I admit my curiosity at why the illustrious Immanuel di Nostri, of whom my late father never ceased speaking, comes to my city in the company of four foreign Adepts. Surely not to merely admire your fountain. Has some new commission brought you here? Are these Adepts your apprentices?”  
 
    The question felt barbed in Tanis’s thoughts, loaded with insinuation. 
 
    Pelas draped an arm behind his back, maintaining a polite formality he’d never needed with Gabriel. “I haven’t taken a commission since I completed the fountain for your father, as surely the Furie knows.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Luftan’s probing gaze said he’d spent good money learning that truth, and even more searching for Pelas. “Is this to be a social call, then?” His tone implied he thought it anything but, unless it was to call intimately upon his mother. Verily, his tone implied that Pelas had come for some purpose illicit or otherwise counter to the Furie’s own desires. 
 
    Or perhaps these were simply the steps of the dance one took in a Furie’s court. Pelas certainly seemed unruffled by them, but Pelas knew all the dances. 
 
    “The Furie gives me too much credit,” Pelas returned, layering just as much meaning into his words as the Furie had put beneath his. “I am honored but unworthy.” 
 
    Luftan opened palms again. “Why then? Inform my understanding.” He glanced to his truthreader, perhaps to accompany a subvocal command. 
 
    Pelas chose his words carefully. Tanis could perceive him culling them, formulating intent with his phrasing, as a wielder channels intent into a pattern.  
 
    “A fortuitous turn,” Pelas replied, “either of chance or of fate—I leave the final assessment to the wisdom of the Furie’s judgment. My companions and I found ourselves in your fair city and in need of a weld on the very night the Furie most generously opened his doors to all.” 
 
    “You came to use my weld.” He glanced curiously to the truthreader, who nodded slightly. “Intriguing. For what purpose?” 
 
    Pelas smiled. “To travel, my lord.”  
 
    “How very innocuous you make it sound.” His hazel eyes studied Pelas intently. “And what do you offer me for the use of my weld? The Agasi lad mentioned something in his screening about an artifact? As you have seen, my collection of artifacts is unmatched. What could you possibly possess that would interest me?” 
 
    Tanis held his breath. Pelas was about to bait the line. 
 
    “Perhaps…” Pelas said as though the idea had only just occurred to him, “perhaps I might offer a service instead.” He tilted his head slightly, angling a look at the Furie that he could not misconstrue. “One that I bestowed upon your father.” 
 
    The Furie’s gaze hardened. “Be clear what you offer. My father spoke freely of his and your affair to me.” 
 
    “It is the service of which he didn’t speak, perhaps, but which you surely must’ve observed of him, that I reference.” 
 
    The air between Luftan and Pelas grew taut, the line cast and drawn. Tanis breathed shallowly, lest he disturb the placid waters where floated the lure.  
 
    Then the Furie looked to the rest of his guards. “Leave us.” 
 
    They bowed and departed.  
 
    The truthreader remained, seeming hardly more substantial than the filmy silk draping his form, his head bowed and his thoughts rigid, his mind bound to inaction save when the Furie demanded his attention.  
 
    Tanis would’ve rather suffered a hundred years beneath a mountain of revenants than a week bound by one of those collars. 
 
    Luftan rose from his seat. His robes trailed behind him as he walked. Bare feet draped in jeweled chains brushed his hems of layered silk before sinking deeply into the carpet.  
 
    He stopped before Pelas, half a head shorter but equally broad of shoulder—a man in his prime—and studied him for a lengthy time, his gaze narrowed with suspicious speculation. Clearly he was assessing the bright lure on the line, tasting of its veracity.  
 
    Tanis and the others tried to be as invisible as possible. 
 
    “They told me it couldn’t be done,” Luftan finally said, low and fierce, but his gaze burned with possibility. “My father attributed the longevity of his youth to you, though he had no proof to offer. Instead, I saw his immortality even as I saw it fade. Explain this to me.” 
 
    Pelas unshielded some of his own true self, just a slender opening in the lantern, the slimmest ray of light, yet it was enough to make the truthreader in the corner lift his head and stare.  
 
    “The gift I bestowed upon your father faded because he was not fire-blessed, like your mother. To be fully immortal, en Furie, you would need to be.” 
 
    Luftan withdrew as if singed by the idea. “Fire-blessed.” He looked Pelas over hotly. “It cannot be done…can it?” 
 
    Pelas bowed his head to the perfect degree of solicitousness. “I can do it, yes.” 
 
    Luftan spun to his truthreader. 
 
    “He—he speaks the truth, en Furie,” the man stammered, gaping at Pelas. 
 
    Luftan swung back to him, his eyes wide. Then a smile twitched on his lips, followed by a dubious guffaw, which grew into a boldly victorious laugh. “You can make me immortal?” He laughed loudly. It was the laughter of a man whose lengthy planning and pining had fortuitously found unanticipated fruition.  
 
    “I can make you an Adept,” Pelas carefully replied. “Fire-blessed, like your mother. From that point, you can work the Pattern of Life yourself, as Princess Gemina has done and continues to do, on occasion, to maintain her youth.”  
 
    Again, Luftan looked to his truthreader expectantly. 
 
    The Adept bowed his head and choked out, “It is the truth, en Furie.” 
 
    Tanis wished he might’ve been able to console the Adept in that moment, for never had a man radiated such anguish as did the truthreader, when in a flash of ill-fated insight, he’d glimpsed his eternity beneath the Furie’s immortal rule. 
 
    Luftan paced a tight line twice, three times, already heady from just the whiff of triumph. Then he abruptly called for his guards.  
 
    They rushed through the parting of drapes. 
 
    “Find my mother,” he commanded, and they raced away to do his bidding. 
 
    Luftan’s thoughts were blurred by the patterned jewelry he wore, but Tanis could sense he was tasting victory in all its nuances and liking very much its flavor.  
 
    Luftan returned to his short pacing, brimming with anticipation, his cup too full to sit or stand. Several times he looked again at Pelas, who stood quietly waiting on the Furie’s pleasure. 
 
    After five minutes more of this, Princess Gemina arrived mid a phalanx of guards in their long, belted kaftans. For the first time, Tanis noticed that the guards all wore metallic cuffs, similar to but less ornate than the cuff worn by the Furie. 
 
    Gemina greeted her son with an austere kiss on both cheeks. She was guarding her thoughts carefully now, and a remoteness hooded her gaze. She’d put her necklace back on. 
 
    “Mother.” Luftan looked her over with the hint of an unkind smile. “I assume you enjoyed your reunion with Sardaar di Nostri. That was the reason my gift found its way into the cushion, was it not?” 
 
    Gemina replied calmly, “There are some things a woman never shares with her son, be he Furie or Fire King.”  
 
    She looked him over in turn. It must’ve been so difficult for her to see her son and be reminded only of heartache and the loss of her brother, but her gaze reflected none of her thoughts. Nor did the faint smile that touched her lips betray her lingering sorrow. “I’ve come, as you requested, Luftan. How may I serve en Furie?” 
 
    The Furie returned to his couch while the others remained standing. “Do you know what Sardaar di Nostri has offered me?” 
 
    “I cannot imagine.” 
 
    “Truly? You didn’t send him to me?” 
 
    Gemina looked to Pelas gravely. “I sent him away, urgently, and bade him and his companions depart without ceremony.” 
 
    Luftan chuckled. “Ever my staunchest supporter, mother. And you wonder why I gave you such a gift as that necklace.” 
 
    She turned her aqua gaze back to him stoically. “I don’t wonder, Luftan.” 
 
    He stared at her for the space of a slow exhale. Then he told the room at large, which included by that time many other of his retainers who had trailed back in on Gemina’s wake, “The illustrious artist Immanuel di Nostri claims he can make me immortal—fire-blessed, mother. Like you.” 
 
    She turned a shocked stare to Pelas while whispers flitted like fireflies through the guests. “It…cannot be done, surely.” 
 
    It was hard to say from her inflection if she meant to say, in fact, that it shouldn’t be done. 
 
    Luftan seemed to take it that way, in any case, for his face became taut with the strain of holding his smile in place.  
 
    “What I don’t quite understand,” he said, looking back to Pelas, “is why offer such a grand gift for the use of a simple weld?” There was challenge aplenty in his tone, and not a little accusation, redolent of a lingering suspicion. 
 
    Pelas was gazing softly upon Gemina. He didn’t dissemble, but revealed his love as he replied with quiet introspection, “What wouldn’t I do for Gabriel’s son?” 
 
    As much speculation bubbled in the wake of this confession as had followed Luftan’s declaration. Within the span of a few uncounted breaths, the entire room had been energized with shock and suspicion, aversion and awe; waves of disbelief beat against disconcertion in a churning sea of impossibility. Had he demanded his guests leave his presence, the Furie might’ve had a revolt on his hands, but he seemed content to bask in the frenzied energies the conversation had stirred. 
 
    “How long will it take?” Luftan inquired. 
 
    “A matter of moments.” 
 
    “Moments!” Luftan looked around at the dozens of eyes upon him. “Imagine. After all this time. Moments.” 
 
    One of his advisors approached diffidently but with an expression constricted by evident disagreement. “En Furie, should this not be given more consideration? To place yourself in this stranger’s power, whatever he is—” He looked Pelas up and down with evident distaste. He dropped his voice to say more plaintively, “You would let a baddha lay his hands upon you?” 
 
    “I am no Adept.” Pelas’s tone implied that while the Furie might treat him as he would, the rest of them had best not take such liberty. 
 
    “He speaks…a truth,” the Furie’s truthreader said, looking ever more bewildered. 
 
    “Perhaps, if I may, en Furie…” A man stepped out of the mass of milling advisors. He wore his dark beard shorn close and a collarless tunic beneath his kaftan, the better to display the mercuric tattoo of a coiling snake wrapped around his neck. “Perhaps if Sardaar di Nostri might agree to be collared—” 
 
    “Absolutely not!” Gemina’s horrified gaze flew to Pelas. 
 
    “He just said he wasn’t a baddha, my lady,” the Vestian pointed out reasonably. “What harm could come of it?” 
 
    Pelas’s eyes were molten. “Indeed. What harm?”  
 
    “Immanuel, no,” Gemina whispered. 
 
    Beside Tanis, the Eltanese stood tense and alert, keeping silent but at the ready. Everyone was more or less ignoring the four of them, in any case. 
 
    Pelas’s gaze never strayed from Luftan’s. He bowed to the Furie. “As en Furie wills.” 
 
    The Furie’s lips spread with slow pleasure. Not a person in the room couldn’t read his thoughts, for exultation was written all over his face. “Collar him.” 
 
    While the hall reverberated with whispering, half of it speculating on Pelas’s nature, the other half asking how a man who wasn’t a baddha could make the Furie into one of the fire-blessed, someone brought out a collar, and Pelas bent to allow the man to place it around his neck. The silver clasps in the back spun into each other as screws into their sockets.  
 
    When Pelas straightened again, Gemina had tears in her eyes. Seeing Pelas enmeshed in those patterns drained all the blood from Tanis’s face. 
 
    The same man who’d collared Pelas placed a ruby in the Furie’s open palm. 
 
    Fixing Pelas with a darkly triumphant stare, the Furie closed his fingers around the stone. Only a fool would believe he was ever going to let Pelas out of that collar.  
 
    “Then…let’s begin.” 
 
    The room fell silent. Pelas bent to one knee before Luftan, whereupon the Furie looked him up and down with that dangerous smile. “Why not both knees?” 
 
    Pelas accordingly lowered his other knee and remained there, a supplicant to the Furie’s will.  
 
    “Well?” Luftan arched a brow. 
 
    “I need to place my hands on your head.”   
 
    “Use my hand instead.” He extended it to him. 
 
    “Respectfully—” 
 
    “Make it work, di Nostri,” Luftan growled. 
 
    Pelas’s lips tightened. “Your will, en Furie.” He took the Furie’s hand between both of his and closed his eyes. 
 
    Tanis felt him drawing on his power. Doubtless every person in the room felt it, Adept or no. But then, that was the point. They wanted no one to mistake what was taking place there. 
 
    Viewed on the currents, elae funneled into the room in great washes of color—creative rose, elemental gold, kinetic bronze and the silver flitter of thought. Commingled with the others washed a greenish-blue tint that Tanis had come to recognize as the third strand of the lifeforce.  
 
    The currents formed shifting veils across the faces of the onlookers. Some watched entranced, others with candid shock; some looked resentful and many appeared dismayed, disbelieving, or disgusted.  
 
    Behind Tanis, the Eltanese were radiating edgy ridges into the currents, making a bizarre painting of rippling, striated colors.  
 
    Tanis knew the moment Pelas had awoken elae in the Furie, for he felt a bloom of energy like a sudden pop, and an instant later, Luftan gasped. 
 
    “I feel it.” His hazel eyes went wide, and he turned a marveling expression across his attendants. “You…” but words failed him—as they should’ve—as he looked for the first time through eyes colored by elae.  
 
    Every Adept in that room began exchanging glances both fierce and fearful, for indeed, Luftan was now present on the currents of elae. 
 
    Finally, the Vestian who had suggested collaring Pelas spoke loudly for all to hear. “It is done! En Furie is fire-blessed!” 
 
    Tentative applause grew into a somewhat forced ovation. No matter their personal opinions, not a person in that hall would’ve been so foolish as to openly appear anything but awe-filled at the Furie’s new condition. 
 
    Luftan withdrew his hand from Pelas’s. “Stay,” he commanded Pelas, and on his knees Pelas remained. 
 
    The applause drained quickly away, being only halfhearted and rather born of shock to begin with.  
 
    Luftan smiled as he strode to the edge of the dais and looked around at the many stunned, upturned faces. “En Furies,” he announced to his honored guests, “behold, I am fire-blessed!” 
 
    Again applause resounded, but one would be hard-pressed to believe it sincere from any quarter. 
 
    He waved them all back to their own affairs and looked over his shoulder to issue some kind of subvocal command.  
 
    Six guards suddenly moved in behind Tanis and the Eltanese. 
 
    Striding forward with a dangerous smile, Luftan stopped before Tanis and the Nodefinders. “Now…what to do with you four?” 
 
    Tanis held the Furie’s gaze and said in Agasi, that the Eltanese might understand without his having to mentally translate everything, “Release our companion and let us be on our way, as you agreed, en Furie.” 
 
    “No-no-no, I fear the time for that has passed.” He looked Tanis over circumspectly, perhaps trying to see him through his new eyes, or else through those of the Adepts he’d bound—their rubies, like Pelas’s, either worn or held on his person. “Sardaar di Nostri will be staying here to show me this Pattern of Life and how to make it work.” 
 
    “That wasn’t the agreement,” Pelas ground out as if fighting the collar’s binding on his thoughts. “Release me.”  
 
    The Furie arched a brow condescendingly. “Whatever you are, di Nostri, you clearly work a power I think we all need to better understand.” His smile mocked them all. “A collar seems prudent, wouldn’t you say, Rustan?” 
 
    The Vestian Adept bowed his agreement. “Verily, en Furie.” 
 
    Gemina had tears streaming down her face. “Luftan,” she whispered, “please don’t do this.” 
 
    He speared a look at her. “Are you not pleased, mother? Your lover has returned to you after all these years—clearly immortal, as you suspected—and now sits captive to your whim.” He added as he sank down on his couch, “You should be thanking me.”  
 
    Giving a measured exhale, he fixed a contemplative gaze on Pelas, who remained on his knees wearing a fierce scowl as he appeared to wrestle with the hold the collar had over him. “Or perhaps I’ll take the illustrious Immanuel di Nostri to my bed,” Luftan said more softly, but with a cold, knife-edged intent that sent a chill down Tanis’s arms. “Like father, like son.” 
 
    Tanis was all too aware of the tall guards at their backs, and the masses of eyes watching them, and the swirling currents in the room, which had started to resemble a turbulent sea.  
 
    “Respectfully, en Furie,” the lad entreated, politely but insistently, “I must request again that you release our companion from this unlawful collar and allow us to go about our duty upon the weld, per our accord, witnessed by all present.” 
 
    The Furie barked a laugh. “Isn’t this one the young diplomat?”  
 
    The others of his entourage joined him in chuckling at Tanis’s expense.  
 
    Luftan spread his arms along the back of his couch and grinned around at the others. “Did you hear his words? Unlawful collars.”  
 
    His retainers snickered, while the Furie himself stared at Tanis with dark rumination swirling in his gaze. The Vestian Adept especially was watching Tanis with a hungering anticipation. 
 
    “Tanis of Adonnai, was it?” Luftan adopted a patronizing curl of lip. “You come to my court bearing a mythical name and expect me to afford you diplomatic rights?” 
 
    Gemina hid her face in her hands.   
 
    Tanis exhaled a slow sigh. “Do you formally renege on our accord, my lord?” 
 
    The Furie laughed out loud. “Can you believe the gall of this boy? Yes, I formally renege, if you must have it spelled out for you.” 
 
    Tanis held the Furie’s gaze, but inside he was jumping up and down. We’ve got him! 
 
    Pelas sent him a mental chuckle. Hook, line and sinker.  
 
    He rose to his feet before Luftan. 
 
    The Furie’s eyes flashed. “Kneel before me, di Nostri.” 
 
    “I fear the time for that has passed, en Furie.”  
 
    The Eltanese spread their arms and stepped away from each other, drawing curious looks. Then each crossed his thumbs before himself. 
 
    “What is the meaning of—” but the Furie’s words died on his tongue, slaughtered by astonishment. 
 
    A mighty nimbus was encasing Gadovan, Mathias and Jude as their armor formed in shimmers of dazzling, kaleidoscopic light—blinding, like sunlight on the sea. Patterns swirled across the surface and vanished back to the depths as the armor solidified into armet and breastplates, pauldrons, vambraces, gauntlets and cuisse. Each part appeared to be formed of liquid light, radiant and mirror-sharp.  
 
    In the space of an indrawn breath, three Paladin Knights of Illume Belliel stood before the startled aristocracy of Pashmir. 
 
    “Luftan Anshirali,” they intoned together in booming voices that shook the draperies and made the closest onlookers cover their ears, “you stand in contempt of the laws of Illume Belliel, to whose covenants this realm bows, and to which all Adepts are subject.” 
 
    In the reverberating silence that followed this pronouncement, while the echoes of the Knights’ declaration faded, the onlookers in the room reached the same realization that Luftan did.  
 
    The Furie visibly blanched. 
 
    “Being newly awakened to the lifeforce in the realm of Alorin,” Gadovan intoned, “you are now subject to Adept law. The collars you have used to subjugate and bind Adepts are classified as devices of unlawful intent by unanimous decree of the Council of Realms. You will desist all use of such collars and stand penitent before the Council’s lawful representative, one Tanis di Adonnai, deputized by this realm’s Fifth Vestal Björn van Gelderan to pass judgment in his stead.” 
 
    The wave of gasps that washed through the room at this would’ve bowled over half the guests if they hadn’t all been so transfixed by wonder or mortification. 
 
    “Do you submit to Deputy di Adonnai’s lawful judgment, we will see the punishment for these charges mitigated. Should you deny the Vestal’s lawful deputy, we will find you guilty as charged.” 
 
    Luftan had found his feet and was staring red-faced and furious at the Paladin Knights, his hands in fists and shaking at his sides. The knights had barely finished before he snarled, “Slay these pretenders!” 
 
    “Oh, Luftan,” Gemina murmured, “you really don’t see what’s happening here.”  
 
    The Furie’s retainers and guards exchanged uncertain glances.  
 
    Luftan turned to Pelas and raised the fist with the ruby clenched within. “Di Nostri,” he hissed, “whatever you are, you will take steps to stop this farce!” 
 
    A faint half-smile hitched one corner of Pelas’s mouth. “And here I thought you would never ask, en Furie.” 
 
    Tanis well knew that collar had about as much hope of containing Pelas’s power as a lantern had of shuttering the sun. 
 
    The whole time Pelas had been wearing the collar, he’d been studying the molecular elements comprising the metal thread.  
 
    Tanis felt Pelas now reaching out, seeking that same element in collars and cuffs, necklaces and rings—every place the metal existed—and not merely in the Furie’s palace but far across the Agni Sagara, as far as his starpoints could extend. 
 
    Through his connection to Pelas, Tanis perceived a vast, mercuric latticework forming in Pelas’s mind.  
 
    Then, with the single thought—Become—he turned the entire latticework into air. 
 
    Cuffs simply evaporated. Necklaces disintegrated into their component parts. Gemstones fell in cascades from around necks and wrists in such profusion that the clatter became a waterfall’s swollen roar.  
 
    The Vestian Adept grabbed his throat and staggered backwards through the draperies, ripping them down.  
 
    And every bound Adept for leagues around Pashmir found themselves suddenly and inexplicably freed. 
 
    In moments, the entire hall had devolved into chaos.  
 
    Luftan was shouting from behind a line of guards. His advisors and guests were climbing over each other to escape while the Vestian lay twitching in a tangle of drapes, clutching wildly at his neck. Some of the Furie’s guards attempted to attack the knights, but Gadovan’s flashing blade felled them so quickly that the rest threw down their weapons and backed away. 
 
    Amid the chaos, Tanis approached the Furie with Pelas behind him—his constant, unwavering north star. The guards didn’t know what to do. 
 
    Tanis stopped before them and met each of their alarmed gazes in turn, entreating calm with his own. “I won’t harm your Furie.” And because he was a truthreader, they lowered their weapons and stepped aside. 
 
    Leaving Tanis to face Luftan, who had gone very pale.  
 
    “En Furie,” the lad said quietly, letting his words speak on the fourth strand, Adept mind to Adept mind, “you stand at the fork of immortality. Think hard and well which way you will proceed. On one path, the blessings of the Adept race await you. Should you respect your newly found nature and the Alir, the heartlight, in all Adepts, may you find a blessed and fruitful eternity. However,” and here Tanis fixed upon and held the Furie’s wild-eyed gaze, “should you choose to defy the Council’s decree; should you continue subjugating your fellow Adepts, experimenting upon and binding them against their will; there will be no quarter of this realm where the Fifth Vestal’s headsman cannot find you. And en Furie, his blades know no mercy.” 
 
    The Furie stared at him. 
 
    “Choose, Luftan, son of Gabriel,” Pelas murmured. 
 
    Luftan’s eyes darted to Pelas, to Tanis, to those still watching. To his mother. “I…will submit,” he whispered. 
 
    “Then may Epiphany grace you, en Furie.” Tanis bowed to him. “We will take our leave, by your leave.” 
 
    Looking stunned, drained…defeated, he nodded. 
 
    The knights clapped their gauntleted hands together, and their armor vanished. Gadovan sheathed his sword beneath his robe, and the three of them split to allow Tanis and Pelas to pass. 
 
    They strode unhindered through the remaining guests and emerged into the grand hall on the unexplored left side. 
 
    So…which way to the weld again? Mat asked as they stopped in the grand hall to get their bearings. It was a veritable ghost town compared to their first view of it. The lengthy tables of food stood abandoned, and glittering gemstones covered the floor. 
 
    Gadovan sighed. Damn it, I knew we forgot something. 
 
    Jude was eyeing the small door across the way, which someone, or many someones had left ajar in their panicked exodus. While one of you figures out where the weld is, do you think I might— 
 
    No, Gadovan and Mat said together. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Fifty-nine 
 
      
 
    “To deny the summons is only to delay the inevitable.  
 
    What a man can be he must be.” 
 
      
 
    –The wielder Marius di L'Arlesé, High Lord of Agasan 
 
      
 
    From the moment an unseen force roped Tannour into that portal of glossy darkness, everything became a blur—a hasty, hurried, agonizing, mystifying, frenzied, urgent blur, during which time Tannour could only really focus on one unbelievable truth, uttered with startling nonchalance, like remarking upon a notable flower, or the color of a kite:  
 
    ‘I can unwork patterns.’ 
 
    Ean val Lorian’s words circled Tannour’s head like the light of a tower beacon, around and around, blindingly bright, with each passing stripping away some false truth he’d upheld. 
 
    ‘I can unwork patterns.’  
 
    Tannour had never imagined such a skill to be possible. Now he was watching the val Lorian prince attempting to heal his brother of Dore Madden’s curse through the almost inconceivable gift of unworking. 
 
    The enormous palace where Ean had brought them crowned a mountaintop, and if told from the number of lights shining hither and yon, it formed a city nearly unto itself. Ean had Trell on a bed and was sitting beside him with both hands on his head, his own eyes closed, occasionally murmuring.  
 
    Air rippled around him on multiple wavelengths. 
 
    The Warlock— 
 
    by the Two Paths, a fething Warlock! 
 
    —had gone with the prince whose palace they’d invaded…a Kandori prince, from the looks of his clothing, with a handsome smile and the crystalline eyes of a lightbender; and who, by some miracle of chance, had still been awake at the ungodly hour of their arrival, apparently at work in his laboratory—whatever that implied—and who was surprisingly possessed of empty bedrooms perfect for unworking dark patterns, as well as enormous patience, especially for ‘val Lorian princes and their absurdly dangerous exploits.’  
 
    They’d only had time for the briefest of introductions before Ean set to work undoing Dore’s pattern of changing, but Ean had laughed uproariously when Tannour had told him that he’d thought he was the Lord Abanachtran coming for Trell. 
 
    Now Tannour stood on the terrace, staying clear of the power pulsing around Ean, trying to decide if he’d somehow gotten stuck in an alternate dimension without realizing it. 
 
    ‘I can unwork patterns.’ 
 
    Is that how his uncle had managed his escape from the Sorceresy’s claws? 
 
    Feeling ragged, relieved on some level but taut with apprehension on most of the others, Tannour leaned elbows on the railing and stared off over a dark valley, the moonless Kandori night making a perfect canvas for his memory… 
 
      
 
    % 
 
      
 
    It was odd to recall those days in Tal’Shira by the Sea, to think of the multitude of abilities he’d possessed before his masters had untethered him, a nearly unlimited repertoire of skills perfected for infiltration and assassination.  
 
    How easily he’d found his target, this man who Viernan hal’Jaitar’s Shamshir’im had spent years fruitlessly hunting. How simple it had been for Tannour to infiltrate the labyrinth of traps his target had erected around himself for protection. 
 
    What hadn’t been easy was discovering that man he’d been ordered to kill was his own uncle.  
 
    Tannour had stood across the drawing room from his target with his heart thudding in his ears, feeling the tattoos binding him to the assassination growing icy around his wrists and a raw panic uncoiling in his core. “Uncle?” 
 
    “Ah…Tannour.” His uncle couldn’t see his face, but who else would be standing there in the blind mask of a ver’alir assassin, calling him uncle? “So they sent you.” He exhaled a deep sigh of resignation. “I should’ve known this would happen.” 
 
    Tannour ripped off his hood. “Joren, what the fethe?” He took an agonized step closer and then thought better of it and stepped back again. 
 
    His uncle shook his head. “I’m so sorry, nephew.” He closed his colorless eyes for a moment, as if to pay last respects to a life well led. When he lifted his gaze back to Tannour, it burned with regret. “Do what you have to do.” 
 
    Tannour recoiled. “Fethe, Joren, I’m not touching you! I don’t care what they do to me.” 
 
    Joren regarded him gravely. “You may care very much, in the end.” 
 
    Tannour still couldn’t believe this was happening. Forcing him to betray Loukas was one thing—ultimately he’d done it to save Loukas’s life—but expecting him to assassinate his own blood kin?  
 
    “I—I didn’t know it was you,” Tannour stammered. “The name on the mission orders—” 
 
    “I’m known by many names now.”   
 
    Tannour stared at him in abject shock. 
 
    Joren poured two glasses of arak and set one on a table in the middle of the room. Then he retreated to his side to allow Tannour to safely claim the glass.  
 
    To bring their energies together was too dangerous. The Sorceresy had marked Joren with as many tattoos as Tannour. They couldn’t afford to get near one another. 
 
    Tannour accepted the drink and retreated to the doorway. “I don’t understand.” He drank the arak, feeling it flame in his throat, trying to think through the meanings and ramifications of this meeting. “How is it the Sorceresy doesn’t know where you are? Why did they have to send me after you?” 
 
    His uncle motioned him towards a chair against the wall and himself took one near his desk. He spun it to face Tannour and sank down, resting elbows on his knees. “Have you killed for them before?” 
 
    Tannour perched on the edge of the chair. His assassin’s garb bristled with daggers. He felt like every one of them was stabbing him in the back. “Not like this.” 
 
    “Not a sanctioned mission,” his uncle concluded. “Nothing with a seal.” 
 
    Tannour nodded. 
 
    His uncle exhaled a slow breath. “The first sealed kill is vital to their hold over you. It activates a pattern that will bind you to their will. I think you know which one I mean.” 
 
    Tannour stared hard at his uncle. “Fethe, is that—that can’t be true.”   
 
    Joren replied with a grim smile. “Can I lie, nephew?”  
 
    Tannour knew exactly the tattoo Joren was referencing—a circle inked at the small of his back, surrounded by patterns but itself remaining empty. He’d always wondered about it, but Kmourra would never speak of its purpose.  
 
    Joren sat back and sipped his arak, his colorless eyes assessing Tannour, ever calculating. “If you fail to secure the kill…” he shook his head, “they’ll probably sever your tether, Tannour.” 
 
    Tannour slowly sank in his chair. “They can do that?” he breathed. 
 
    “Your tattoos make it possible.” 
 
     “So if I kill you, I’m fethed, and if I don’t kill you, I’m doubly fethed.” 
 
    “Sounds very much their style, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    Tannour angled a tight stare at him by way of agreement.  
 
    They gazed at each other for a long while then, with Tannour cursing everything and everyone and his uncle sitting in the still silence of a man who’d long ago made his peace with Death.  
 
    Then Joren seemed to make a decision. He set down his drink, rolled up his sleeves and held out his forearms to Tannour. His tattoos were dark. Not a single glint of silver. 
 
    Tannour gave his uncle a charged look. “That’s why they can’t find you? You escaped them?” 
 
    “No one knows but me, and now you.” 
 
    “By the Two Paths, Joren—how?” 
 
    Joren restored his sleeves while gazing speculatively at him. “We each have to carve our own path to redemption, nephew. The route I took is no longer open, but…” and he retrieved his glass while frowning with thought, “but there might be a similar path you could walk. It won’t be easy. It might be long.” 
 
    “Whatever it is—” 
 
    “It starts with your own sacrifice, I’m sorry to say.” 
 
    Tannour frowned. “Of what?” 
 
    “Your abilities, nephew, in trade for a kind of freedom.” He looked Tannour over thoroughly. “One that may lead you to the man who saved me.” 
 
    Tannour considered all he was hearing while he drained his glass.  
 
    Lowering it again with his throat flaming, he focused on his uncle. “You don’t know for a fact what they’ll do. I mean…I can still do a lot of things even if I can’t commune.” 
 
    Joren held his gaze gravely. “You do what you think is right, nephew. That’s all the gods can ever ask of us.” 
 
    Tannour considered life without walking ver’alir. Then he evaporated the glass in his hand with a thought and lifted a daggered gaze to his uncle. “Tell me about this path.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, despite his hopes, it had gone much as Joren warned that it would. 
 
    Tannour had been communing over the city, having left Joren alive and his contract unfulfilled, when a massive electrifying jolt magnetized his particles into form against his will. Tannour saw blinding light, then a darkening oblivion as his body tumbled like a stone out of the sky. 
 
    He crashed through three awnings to land in a pile of crates. Consciousness returned slowly and with extreme prejudice. He could barely breathe through the pain. 
 
    Somehow, he managed to drag himself home. He still couldn’t recall how he accomplished it with his arm broken in three places and a leg that wouldn’t function. He’d collapsed on the living room floor and remembered nothing until two weeks later, when he’d roused to find himself in bed, Loukas asleep in a chair beside him, his arm functional and his leg in a splint. 
 
    The tonics sitting on the bedside table as much as his working arms told the story of hired Healers and a lengthy bout with fever. His memory was slower to recover, but by the time Loukas roused and opened his eyes, Tannour had pieced together what had happened.  
 
    But he hadn’t yet known the far-reaching ramifications of his choice.  
 
    That came a few days later, when he was finally out of bed, standing before the sink and attempting to do something he’d done every day of his life.  
 
    That’s when he realized Air was no longer speaking to him.  
 
    They hadn’t just severed his tether. They’d taken all of his gifts. They’d stripped away everything that made him special.  
 
    Worse than knowing this truth was having to confess it to Loukas. 
 
    But he had told him—everything he could. Because Loukas had demanded it of him, because he’d desperately wanted Loukas to know that he had a plan for them, that all wasn’t lost.  
 
    Trying to speak some of those truths had made Tannour physically sick. He’d laid on the floor, shaking and sweating, feeling knives in his stomach. Once he even passed out. But he told Loukas as much as he could make himself say. Some truths simply wouldn’t form on his tongue. 
 
    And he’d watched his only friend in the world retreat even further from his reach.  
 
    “Fiera’s ashes,” Loukas’s green eyes had hardened with rebuke, “was I your conquest? The thing you had to achieve?” His furious words felt like stilettos stabbing Tannour’s chest. 
 
    “Loukas, don’t think that way, please,” Tannour had begged him. “They take everything good in my life and twist it. That’s the path that’s chosen them. I can’t escape it, them—any of this. The fact that they made me betray you is only because they know how I feel about you. Because ties outside of the ones they stain into my skin are forbidden, and they’ll do anything to see us broken!” 
 
    Loukas seethed. “You blame the Sorceresy as often as you blame your gods. Can you find no responsibility for your own actions? You used me, Tannour!” 
 
    “No!” He’d staggered across the room on a still-mending leg and found his knees before Loukas. “They used you to get to me. Fethe, Loukas, I’m in love with you! That’s why they tried to ruin us. How can you be so brilliant and still not see that?” 
 
    The hate in Loukas’s stare made Tannour feel sick. “You have a twisted way of showing it.” He turned away. “Get out. I can’t stand to look at you.” 
 
    Tannour had found his feet somehow.  
 
    Despite his words, Loukas turned back to look at him. Tannour let the heat of his friend’s blistering stare scald him, because he deserved it, because there was nothing else for him to do but follow the path he’d chosen for the both of them, and hope and pray that there could be some ending to it somewhere.  
 
    “Will you come with me to do this thing, Loukas? Join the Converted? Find a way through?” 
 
    Loukas’s gaze offered only condemnation. “Where else am I going to go?” 
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    Tannour had been trying to find that way through for nearly a decade. All the while he’d hoped for something—but he’d never imagined the path would lead him to this! To his tether restored in Trell val Lorian, and to Trell’s Adept brother who could unwork patterns. 
 
    Tannour felt air displace. He turned from the railing to see the Warlock— 
 
    fethe, a Warlock! 
 
    —coalescing in the other room beside Ean.  
 
    When Ean had first introduced the Warlock to Tannour while still surrounded by the infinity of Shadow, Rafael had appeared as a demigod with a torso of crackled gold, flaming raven hair and eyes as black as his misting wings. But in Kandori he looked human, with gold-flecked aqua eyes and a come-hither smile. Tannour found it incredibly disturbing.  
 
    As he coalesced beside Ean, Rafael was wearing an outfit so bejeweled that it rivaled the Kandori prince in whose palace they were sheltering. The Warlock bent and placed a hand on Trell’s shoulder, appeared to study him for a time with whatever power he commanded, then straightened and delivered Ean an admiring smile. “This is well done, Ean.” 
 
    Ean sat back and exhaled a forceful breath. “Only just.” He gave a nod of thanks to Rafael, then turned a speculative look to Tannour. Then he rose and joined Tannour on the terrace.  
 
    Ean offered Tannour his hand, and Tannour clasped wrists with the younger prince.  
 
    “Thank you for saving my brother, for caring for him.” Val Lorian grey eyes so like Trell’s own assessed Tannour keenly. “For watching over him.” 
 
    “Then it’s done? The A’dal is himself?” 
 
    The ghost of a smile hinted on Ean’s lips. “If only you could’ve seen how hard he was fighting that working.” The smile manifested with pride, seemingly in spite of Ean’s best efforts. “He wasn’t giving up, even with Dore’s compulsions hounding him.” He arched brows to emphasize this point, then gave a mighty exhale. “Even so…a few more hours and he might’ve been beyond my saving.” 
 
    Something released inside Tannour. He blew out a ragged breath and dragged both hands through his hair. “Fethe.” His eyes held Ean’s, who was still studying him. “Who would’ve thought this possible?” 
 
    Ean smiled. “Have a little faith, Tannour. We’re none of us playing this game alone.” He glanced to Rafael, who had taken the chair Ean had just vacated and was now sitting with a hand resting on Trell’s shoulder. 
 
    Perhaps feeling Ean’s gaze, the Warlock murmured, “I would study him more, with your permission, Ean.” 
 
    “As you will, Rafael.” The prince looked back to Tannour. “My brother won’t wake before the morning. If you’d like to find your own bed—” 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep to save my life.”  
 
    It was true, even though he needed sleep desperately—Tannour had lost count of the days since he last knew rest. But he wouldn’t be closing his eyes until the A’dal opened his. 
 
    “Good.” Ean looked him over with a cryptic smile. “Because I have lots of questions.” 
 
      
 
    The prince led Tannour through a maze of arched passageways, columned interior courts and walled open-air gardens whose fountains gushed starlight all the long hours of the night. Eventually they climbed a spiraling staircase and emerged beneath a rooftop pavilion whose dome glittered like diamonds. Two decanters of wine and a set of goblets stood waiting for them on a table.  
 
    Tannour paused when he saw them. “Did you just conjure—” 
 
    Ean shot a smile over his shoulder. “No. This is Dareios’s doing.” He started pouring them some wine. 
 
    Tannour approached slowly. “How did he know we would come up here?” 
 
    Ean extended a goblet to him. “Knowing Dareios, he has wine waiting for us just about everywhere.”  
 
    The prince motioned Tannour into a deeply cushioned chair and himself took one across from him, but he perched on its edge, clearly energized in a way that only intensified Tannour’s exhaustion. 
 
    Ean rested elbows on knees and his grey-eyed gaze on Tannour. “When I saw you in Ivarnen, I knew you were fifth strand, like me, but you’re more than that, aren’t you?” 
 
    Tannour slowly lowered himself down onto the chair. “I wish I could tell you. All I know of the strands of elae is what I’ve learned from your brother. The Sorceresy tells us we’ll be at odds with Adepts from the Sormitáge and warns us against cooperative action with anyone trained there.”   
 
    “Fascinating. How does the Sorceresy teach you to pattern without learning about the strands?” 
 
    “We aren’t taught to pattern. We know patterns exist, but…” Tannour shrugged. 
 
    Ean studied him closely. “You’re taught to do then, without understanding the mechanics surrounding the action. Am I reading you right?” 
 
    Tannour nodded.  
 
    Ean contemplated him as he sipped his wine. “What can you do? Will you show me?” 
 
    Tannour considered him with a frown. “Ean…” he set down his wine apprehensively, “you should know that I may not long maintain my abilities after tonight. They’ve taken them away before.” 
 
    “That’s not possible.” 
 
    “Yet it happened. For nearly a decade I couldn’t work my powers.”  
 
    “And then?” 
 
    Tannour exhaled a slow breath. “I met your brother and everything changed.” 
 
    After considering his words, Ean held out his hand, palm up, and leaned to capture Tannour’s gaze. “Will you trust me?” 
 
    Tannour thought it should’ve been harder to find that trust after a lifetime of deception. But perhaps trust came when necessity demanded it. Either way, Tannour placed his hand in Ean’s. 
 
    The prince closed his fingers around Tannour’s and looked him over with his own power. Tannour felt it in the rippling air and saw it in Ean’s concentrated gaze. After a few minutes of this, the prince inhaled sharply. “You’re—” his eyes flew back to Tannour’s. “Tell me about your tattoos.” 
 
    Tannour winced. “There isn’t much I can say.”   
 
    “Yes, truthbindings,” Ean nodded. He was still apparently viewing him on multiple planes. “They’re all around you. And other bindings as well.” 
 
    “Like Sebastian?” asked a voice from the darkness. 
 
    Tannour and Ean both turned their heads to see Dareios approaching between two columns. The sun was just then making a fiery line behind the eastern mountains, and its nascent glow caught the Kandori prince impressively.   
 
    “Not like Sebastian,” Ean told him, then added for Tannour’s benefit, “my oldest brother. A wielder held his mind hostage for five years.”  
 
    Tannour remembered Trell speaking of Sebastian. “Where is he now?” 
 
    “Away, and very sorry he missed Ean’s return, I’m sure,” Dareios said with a pointed look at Ean.  
 
    Dareios explained to Tannour as he came and poured himself some wine, “Prince Sebastian only just left a few days ago. Of late, he and Ean somehow cannot manage to both be here at the same time.” He sipped his wine. “Ean, mayhap you should use this new skill of yours of popping about the realm to pay your brother a visit.”  
 
    Ean’s gaze glinted with affection. “Consider me well chastised, Dareios.” 
 
    “Mmm,” the lightbender murmured, sounding unconvinced. “My sister Ehsan would doubtless find this reprimand far from adequate, but at least I can tell her I made an attempt.” He sighed and looked to Tannour. “I would rather deal with half-mad wielders than any of my sisters, Tannour, and Ehsan proves especially difficult.” 
 
    “The beautiful ones always do,” Ean said with a wink. He returned his gaze to Tannour but continued saying to Dareios, “Dore’s matrix over Sebastian’s mind was predominately fourth-strand, focused on controlling Sebastian’s thoughts. Tannour’s bindings are…mystifying. They involve every strand.” 
 
    Tannour blinked. “How can you know all of this?” 
 
    “My variant trait enables me to see patterns. It’s intrinsic to being able to unwork them.” 
 
    Tannour looked harder at him. “I can see impressions of patterns through the language of Air, but you’re talking about—” 
 
    “They’re as solid to me as you are, Tannour.” 
 
    Dareios sipped his wine. “I’ve had limited interaction with Sorceresy-trained Adepts.” His colorless eyes looked Tannour over intriguingly. “What can you do?” 
 
    Feeling unsettled and stupefied and really quite dreadfully tired, Tannour angled a look at his hand, which Ean still held, and the prince released it. 
 
    Then he exhaled. Here goes nothing. 
 
    He communed. He watched Ean and Dareios both draw back and exchange a portentous look. Then he congregated back in his chair. 
 
    “By Cephrael’s Great Book…” Ean looked floored. “Do that again.” 
 
    Ean made him commune at least a dozen more times—enough to make him horribly dizzy—and every time he dispersed into the aether he feared that would be the time they severed his tether. He was an emotional mess by the end.  
 
    Dareios must’ve read something of Tannour’s state of mind, for he murmured finally, “For Epiphany’s sake, Ean, let the man rest.” 
 
    Ean’s eyes were alight. He was brimming with energy as he looked to Dareios. “Can you see all the strands he’s working?” 
 
    Dareios murmured, “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “Tannour, one last time, I promise,” Ean said, “and then I think I’ll have your abilities figured out.” 
 
    “That would make one of us at least.” Tannour closed his eyes, summoned his resolve, scraped together the energy he needed to disperse into the aether, and communed. 
 
    A forceful jerk tugged him instantly back into form. 
 
    He gasped as he reappeared, startled—terrified—that it had happened at last, that they’d severed him. 
 
    “No, it wasn’t them,” Dareios soothed, easily catching his thoughts. 
 
    “That was Trell,” Ean said, smiling meaningfully. “Or rather, the line that connects you and my brother. I just gave it a little tug.” 
 
    Tannour’s heart was racing. He swallowed back the dry-throated panic that had overtaken him. “It…felt like when they severed my tether.” 
 
    “Tether. That’s what you call it?” Ean glanced to Dareios again. “It’s like the anchors Nodefinders place upon a node while traversing the pattern of the world.” 
 
    “A grounding line,” Dareios said by way of understanding. He noticed Tannour looking a bit out of sorts and placed a hand on his shoulder, strong and reassuring. “Here, have some more wine.” He poured him another glass. “Let Ean tell you what he’s learned.” 
 
    Ean looked Tannour over eagerly. “I just have one last question, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Tannour motioned for him to ask it.  
 
    “Did all of your tattoos accompany a new skill?” 
 
    Tannour thought back through his years of training and the many, many sessions beneath that scalding needle. “Not all of them.” 
 
    “Let me rephrase. Did you ever learn a new skill that wasn’t followed by a tattoo?” 
 
    Thinking through this, Tannour realized that every new skill he’d mastered had culminated in a session with his artist. “You’re right,” he breathed, wondering now at the connection.  
 
    Ean sat forward. He looked immensely pleased. “Can you show me one of the tattoos?” 
 
    Tannour obligingly rolled up his sleeves and extended his arms to Ean. The prince took his hands and looked over the tattoos cuffing his wrists, and the inked gauntlets extending up his forearms. They all glowed silver in the dawn. “These are different, actually,” Ean said, indicating the cuffs. “They’re not connected to any skill.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Tannour gave him a wondering look. “You can tell that from their design?” 
 
    “No, it’s in how they connect to your life pattern. I’m guessing the tattoos are permanent—that is, you can’t even burn them off? They’ll only return?” 
 
    Tannour nodded wordlessly, amazed by Ean’s understanding. 
 
    The prince released Tannour’s hands and rested elbows on his knees. “The patterns you’re using are—thirteen hells, it’s a vast number of patterns working in concert. It would be difficult if not impossible for a wielder to do what you’re doing because of the differences in their training.”  
 
    He turned a wide-eyed look to Dareios. “A score of patterns from the different strands, all wielded at once. I daresay even Björn couldn’t manage it easily.” 
 
    Tannour puzzled at the name. He felt he should know it. “Who is Björn?” 
 
    “Björn van Gelderan,” Dareios murmured. “Alorin’s Fifth Vestal.” 
 
    All Tannour knew of the Vestals was the admonition to stay far, far away from them. He shifted a startled gaze between the two men. “You…know the Fifth Vestal? Personally?” 
 
    “I’m bound to his sister, Tannour.” Ean looked him over with a smile. “Whose game do you think we’re playing?” 
 
    While Tannour tried to wrap his head around that astonishing piece of news—never mind everything else Ean was saying—the prince told Dareios, “With each skill mastered, the associated patterns are bound to his lifeforce through the tattoos. Whatever this ink is made of, it’s like—it’s almost its own strand of the lifeforce, Dareios. It binds these patterns to him in a way that makes them innate to his thoughts. It’s molecular trait modification. They’ve given him permanent variant traits.” 
 
    Dareios arched triangular brows. “No wonder the Sorceresy is so secretive about their activities.” 
 
    Ean looked Tannour over voluminously. “They’re tailor-making Adepts that defy the natural order of the strands.” He sat back, still studying Tannour intently. “But I wonder, the way you work it all now…at this point, you might be able to do it without the tattoos. The patterns are innate to you now.”  
 
    Tannour held Ean’s gaze, practically vibrating with new understanding. Viewpoints he’d long held as truth suddenly dissipated, while others he’d rejected found themselves occupying new places of certainty.  
 
    For long years he’d resented his tattoos and all they represented; now he realized he simply resented the hold they allowed the Sorceresy to maintain over him. 
 
    Ean meanwhile looked to Dareios with a slight furrow between his brows, clearly making his own further connections. “It’s exactly what Arion was trying to get across to the others at the Sormitáge. If we’re limited by what we can envision, per the Fifth Law, then we’re limited even by our own teachings, our own instruction, by the way we conceive of the strands. What wielder would’ve ever thought of doing what Tannour can do?” 
 
    Dareios nodded to him. “A fair point, Ean.”  
 
    Ean scrubbed at his jaw. “And these tethers…I wonder if they’re not the same in essence as Adept bindings? They really do seem like another strand of the lifeforce—as crazy as that sounds.”  
 
    “Om’ram,” Tannour murmured. 
 
    Ean and Dareios looked to him.  
 
    He let his gaze include both Adepts. “That’s our name for the one path that everyone walks—the path of affinity that binds us all.” 
 
    “Om’ram.” Dareios arched expressive brows, considering the word. “Intriguing. That would make his tethers very like Adept bindings, as you say, Ean—mutual bindings, in any case.” 
 
    Ean exhaled a forceful breath. “I wish I had more time to spend studying your tethers—” 
 
    Tannour froze, caught on the plural. “What do you mean, tethers?” 
 
    “Well…there’s two of them. The one you have on my brother and another one that may have been an earlier tether, based on the thickness of the line.” He looked him over intently again, as if assessing the tether even in that moment. “It’s hard to say without more study. I don’t have comparable observation to inform my theories.” 
 
    Tannour scrambled to wrap his head around this. “But…they cut my first tether.” 
 
    Dareios pressed his fingertips together thoughtfully. “If the tethers really are formed through affinity, perhaps it simply re-grew. Is that possible?” 
 
    Perhaps it simply re-grew… 
 
    All those years…he might’ve had his powers back much sooner if only he’d had faith in himself, if only he’d mended things with Loukas sooner…if only he’d had reason enough to try. Trell had given him those reasons, that necessity, and another tether. 
 
    Tannour fell back in his seat. 
 
    When they’d ordered him to betray Loukas, he’d thought that they’d wanted to test his loyalty… perhaps legitimately to test the strength of his tether, but in truth, they’d wanted to compromise it. They were trying to weaken the integrity of his tether so they could easily sever it.  
 
    No ties. No family. No friends…this was the reasoning behind these Sorceresy rules; so that he was entirely dependent on them, so that he made only one tether, which they could control; so that they could more easily control him.  
 
    And this is why they hadn’t shut him down at Ivarnen, or Khor Taran before that, because he wasn’t using his tether with Loukas. He was using another tether they knew nothing about, one that connected to no tattoos, and thereby one they couldn’t control. 
 
    Tannour focused back on Ean with realizations continuing to bombard his consciousness, blooming thorns that drew as much blood in their truth as they had in the initial lie.  
 
    “Severing my tether shouldn’t have resulted in the loss of all of my abilities,” Tannour managed thickly. “How did they do that?” 
 
    “I imagine it was through one of the other binding tattoos.” Ean met his gaze with his own deeply compassionate one. “Tannour, would you like to be free of them?” 
 
    Tannour caught his breath. Several seconds passed before he managed to answer, hoarse with emotion, “I’ve dreamed of little else for most of my life, Ean.” 
 
    Ean held out his hands. 
 
    Once more, Tannour laid his hands in the wielder’s, again marveling that he could find such trust for a man he’d only just met.  
 
    Yet Ean was more than Trell’s brother; he was clearly a prodigy at his craft. Tannour had already seen him do impossible things—never mind having solved the lifelong mystery of his tattoos within the span of the sun’s first blooming.  
 
    Ean pressed his thumbs to Tannour’s palms and held his hands firmly. “I’ll need to study the bindings,” he advised, “starting with these tattoos at your wrists. You may feel some slight discomfort. I won’t unwork anything connecting to your ability, though I suspect it wouldn’t matter now.”   
 
    Tannour nodded mutely. 
 
    Ean set to work. 
 
    It did feel…odd, whatever he was doing. Tannour could perceive Ean’s native power wrapping around him—because it was his power, too; that of elae’s fifth strand. It suffused him, even sustained him in those early moments when his breath simply wouldn’t come.  
 
    Sometimes he felt the fifth in surging winds and swirling eddies that made him slightly dizzy, heady or weak, but most often his body remained still while some ephemeral part of him tossed on an unseen force, buoyed and buffeted like a kite fighting against being carried off by the wind—and grounded by the line of Ean’s working.  
 
    And as Tannour watched, the metallic sheen of the tattoos around his wrists faded away. 
 
    Indescribable!  
 
    His throat constricted, and he closed burning eyes against emotions violent and severe. Feelings long repressed tumbled tumultuously back, and for the first time since he was a boy, hope led a charge.  
 
    Ean continued his unworking for long minutes that each felt like hours, so attuned was Tannour to the unsettling feeling of seemingly innate parts of himself being pulled into unraveling threads. All he could do was pray that Ean was unworking only the unwelcome parts and leaving the important ones unharmed. 
 
    In the times when he opened his eyes, he stared at the dark mountains across the valley and took deep, tremulous breaths. His discomfort felt every bit as furious as the sun’s fire backlighting those peaks, but when uncertainty threatened to overwhelm him, he reminded himself of the purpose: 
 
    All those years, all their terror…to be finally free of them? 
 
    Several times he closed his eyes, squeezed them, in fact, lest tears escape him. His road had been so long and so full of sacrifice, all for the crime of being born a third son with a talent they could manipulate.  
 
    But as resolve replenished itself in purpose’s spring, Tannour recalled Trell’s comment that he knew the path they were choosing was both right and wrong; even so, they had to walk that path together.  
 
    Now Tannour understood why. 
 
    He sucked in a tremulous breath. He would never be able to thank Trell enough. How else could this impossible moment have ever come to be? 
 
    It might’ve been an hour that Tannour sat there, captive to Ean’s working, letting the fifth rip through him while perceiving patterns falling off him in unraveling streams. While he worked, the sun inched above the dark eastern peaks until it shone so brightly that Tannour had to look away. Finally, Ean released Tannour’s hands and looked to Dareios, who nodded with admiration in his colorless gaze.  
 
    Ean flashed a smile. “How do you feel, Tannour?”  
 
    Tannour drew in a deep breath and let it out again. He pushed hands through the long strands of his hair. He felt… 
 
    Different couldn’t begin to describe it.  
 
    Clean—no, scoured, but in a good way. The muck of decades of subversion had been scrubbed away and his life pattern once again shone as brightly as the day of its beginning.  
 
    All around them, dawn was painting the sky in rose, gold, and aqua blue; the clouds were tinged every shade from violet to palest grey.  
 
    A new day—a new life—had dawned for Tannour. One without the constant shadow of the Sorceresy looming over his every thought. He could hardly believe it.  
 
    He met Ean’s gaze and managed a choked, “Thank you.” 
 
    Ean placed a strong hand on Tannour’s shoulder. “Thank you for trusting me to help.” 
 
    Whereupon the Warlock appeared in their midst via a chilling whirl of dark smoke and inclined his head politely to them all. “I apologize for the interruption. Ean, your brother is awake.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Sixty 
 
      
 
    “…and the faery prince sayeth, ‘I dub thee Caldar,  
 
    greatest of all my stallions’…” 
 
      
 
    –Excerpted from the Dianracht of Arawn,  
 
    Collected Tales of Faerie 
 
      
 
    Trell roused to the gilded light of an azure sky dotted with rose-hued clouds, a breeze scented with jasmine, and a handsome, dark-haired man standing over him. The man’s eyes were the same aqua-gold as the heavens.  
 
    “Good morning, Trell val Lorian.” His eyes crinkled as he smiled. “I’ll let the others know you’ve awoken.” Whereupon, he vanished. 
 
    As he lay staring at the place the man had been standing, Trell reflected it was a strange world he lived in when a man could disappear right before his eyes and he didn’t even blink. 
 
    Speaking of eyes…he pressed palms to his and let the ache of waking merge with a deeper ache whose cause he couldn’t quite discern. His head felt woolen, but his body, save for a slight, lingering headache and a bit of numbness in one hand, felt more or less refreshed.  
 
    Dropping his arms heavily at his sides, Trell looked around at an elegant bedchamber appointed with marble and rare woods, mosaic walls and arches carved with arabesques. Beyond the open terrace doors, a line of rugged, snowcapped peaks scraped the dawn. 
 
    The fact that he was waking as himself made him wonder on some level if it had all been a dream. That is, until he looked down at his numb hand. 
 
    All the horror of the last few days came rushing back with a vengeance. 
 
    And yet, in feeling that horror, that revulsion at what they’d done to him, Trell knew with a gust of relief that it was now, somehow, all behind him. He let those terrifying emotions drain out again through an inadvertent shudder. Then he inhaled deeply of the truth and embraced it fully as he exhaled a slow, relieved sigh. His mind and his body were once again his own. 
 
    Well…except for his right hand. 
 
    Trell lifted it and studied his black stone fingers, trying to envision the rescue he couldn’t recall, mentally exploring scenarios for how his miraculous recovery could’ve been possible.  
 
    When he hit upon the explanation, it bloomed with such certainty that a smile split his face. Truly, there could be only one answer, for he’d perceived them playing together on the field now for many weeks. 
 
    He rose from the bed and donned the robe that had been set out for him. Still smiling to himself, Trell walked onto the terrace to admire the wonders of the day.  
 
    He was standing at the balcony railing, gazing out across a stunning landscape, thinking about how odd it was to feel his right hand as if wrapped in thick gauze, yet to have it respond to his thoughts as it should—right now, for example, it was gripping the railing just like his left hand, but he had only the barest sense of it being there at all—when he heard a knock on his bedchamber door. 
 
    Trell turned to see Tannour entering. The Vestian still wore his fighting garb and looked exhausted, but a glint in his eyes told Trell that something momentous had occurred. 
 
    They met beneath the terrace opening and took each other firmly by the shoulders. Their meeting of gazes said everything that needed to be said, yet Trell’s gratitude was so overflowing that it still wasn’t enough.  
 
    “Tannour,” he breathed, studying the Vestian with wordless awe. “You found me.” 
 
    “Of course, A’dal.” Tannour’s tone said this went without question, but his gaze said, Thank the heavens it worked. 
 
    Trell smiled at him, thinking how incredibly grateful he was for the Vestian’s unwavering loyalty. Then he kissed Tannour on each cheek, and once more, in the way of the desert tribes. He gripped his shoulders even tighter as he said formally in the desert tongue, “In this grace of three, I mark you as my brother beneath Jai’Gar’s eye,” and he added the traditional blessing, “may Inithiya see us as one.” 
 
    Tannour caught his breath. 
 
    Trell noted his shocked expression. “That is, unless…”   
 
    Tannour hurriedly choked out the expected response: “And may She take our spirits together!” He stared at Trell in amazement. 
 
    Whereupon a voice said amusedly from beyond Tannour, “Is there any language you don’t speak fluently, brother?” 
 
    Upon hearing that voice, those words spoken with the accent of Dannym, Trell’s face split into a beaming smile and his heart flooded with warmth. His brother’s voice was deeper than he remembered yet unmistakable to him.  
 
    He released Tannour with a nod to again convey his ineffable appreciation, and, suddenly heady with anticipation, looked beyond the Vestian to see his little brother standing in the doorway. Only he wasn’t so little anymore. 
 
    An instant later, they were holding each other tight and close. 
 
    Laughter burst out of Trell, and Ean too, while they wrestled each other in a hug that somehow began to make up for all of their missing years.  
 
    Then Trell had his little brother—who stood of a height with him now—by the shoulders and was looking him over with a smile so big that it hurt his cheeks. Even so, he couldn’t stop smiling. 
 
    “Ean, by the gods, I knew it had to be you!”  
 
    Ean grinned foolishly at him, still the little brother who’d been his closest companion for most of his life. His grin turned lopsided as he looked Trell over. “I remember you being taller.”  
 
    Trell laughed. “I hear you’re making a vocation of heroic rescues—first Sebastian and now me.” 
 
    “Well, you know to what lengths I’ll go to avoid becoming king.”  
 
    Trell grinned and shook his head. “Raising two brothers from the dead speaks rather loudly of it.” He angled a smile at Tannour. “I look forward to hearing the story of my rescue. I seem to have unfortunately slept through it.” 
 
    Ean sobered slightly at this. His eyes glanced to Trell’s right hand. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t…it was too far gone, Trell.” 
 
    Trell shook his head. “There are far worse things than having a hand of Merdanti stone—like an entire body of it, say.” He met Ean’s gaze to convey the force of his gratitude.  
 
    Ean cracked a smile. “We can discuss my payment later, then.” 
 
    “Payment.” Trell laughed. “You’ve already got my horse. What more could you want?” 
 
    Ean leveled him an uncompromising stare. “Caldar should’ve been my horse to begin with.” 
 
    Radiating the warmth he felt suffusing his heart, Trell took Ean by the back of his neck and planted a kiss on his brow. “I agree.” 
 
    They stood grinning at each other until a man of impressive stature stepped forward. A swirling tattoo made a flourish between his brows, which announced a wry humor in their aspect. His crystalline eyes danced with welcome. He was dressed like a prince, so Trell assumed he was one. 
 
    “Ean, perhaps you could make the introductions,” the man said politely, “and then we might adjourn to an airier locale to break our fast.” 
 
    “Yes, my apologies.” Ean held a hand to the man who’d spoken. “Trell, may I present Prince Dareios Haxamanis, our most gracious and, might I say, infinitely patient host.”  
 
    Dareios pressed palms and bowed courteously to Trell. “Khosh amadid, Prince Trell. It is my pleasure to welcome you to Kandori.”  
 
    Trell studied Dareios with a marveling smile. So this is Alyneri’s uncle—and mine by extension, I suppose. He could see a family resemblance in the shape of their eyes, though Alyneri’s coloring was not quite so deeply caramel.  
 
    Dareios meanwhile eyed Ean sidelong as he quipped dryly, “I’ve now survived hosting all three val Lorian princes in my humble abode. I feel a trophy of some kind must be in order.” 
 
    Ean laughed. “More like a princedom, except you already have one of those.” 
 
    Trell shifted a suddenly hopeful look between Ean and Dareios. “Where is Sebastian?” 
 
    “Alas, he and Captain val Kinkaide left several days ago with my sister Ehsan.”  
 
    “Rhys was here?” Trell brightened even more at this news. “I’ve heard nothing of the captain since we parted in the Kutsamak.” 
 
    “He serves Sebastian now, and I believe very proudly so.” Dareios placed a hand on Trell’s arm. “You must know the relief both Sebastian and the captain expressed upon learning of your safe recovery from Darroyhan. We’ve been following your exploits from our secluded valley for many moons. It is truly a pleasure to meet you, Trell.”  
 
    “The pleasure is mine, Dareios.” Trell shifted his gaze to the last man awaiting introduction then, the one who’d been standing over him upon his waking. He was striking enough to be a zanthyr, but his polite and unassuming manner, if not the color of his eyes, somewhat ruled out that option. 
 
    Noting the direction of Trell’s gaze, Ean turned with a knowing smile hinting on his lips. “Last but by no means least, may I introduce you, brother, to the Warlock Rafael.” 
 
    Trell’s brows shot to his forehead. “A Warlock.” He speared an astonished stare at Ean, then added with a faintly apologetic smile, “I’m honored to meet you, Rafael.” 
 
    Rafael nodded to him. Then he sighed. “We really must work on your introductions, Ean.”  
 
    Ean met Trell’s wide-eyed, what-the-hell-Ean? stare with a shadowy grin. “I guess we have some catching up to do.” 
 
    “Yes,” Trell leveled him a voluminous stare, “so it would seem.” 
 
    “After we’ve taken a moment to replenish ourselves from the long night.” Dareios leveled Ean a pointed look while explaining to Trell, “I hosted a family wedding a few days ago, Trell, and the celebration of this union continues. It would be my preference to break our fasts together in solitude, but alas, ’tis not to be.”  
 
    He stroked a finger along one triangular brow and added with a slight wince, “I am a man with too many sisters, you see, all of whom believe they were put upon this earth to run my life for me. No manner of logic has been effective at dissuading them from this. Hence, the banquet we shall all be attending this morning.” 
 
    Dareios indicated a door near the terrace. “Trell, you’ll find the bath through there. Tannour, I’ll show you to your rooms. If you’ll each be so kind as to join me—” 
 
    To which Trell heard, lend me your support. 
 
    “—in the Jasmine Court in an hour’s time.” 
 
    Trell smiled at his host. “I look forward to meeting your family.” 
 
    “Yes, so you say now.” Dareios motioned kindly to Tannour and they departed. 
 
    Ean grabbed Trell into another hug and said as he held him close, “I’ll be back soon.” 
 
      
 
    Shortly thereafter, Trell sat in a steaming bath with his wet hair dripping down his neck, staring at his stone hand.  
 
    An uneven line demarked the boundary between Merdanti and flesh. He felt no real difference in texture, save that the hand was hard and cold and his skin soft and warm. He curled and released his fingers, still bemused at how foreign they felt to him. The thinnest link of life must’ve remained within the stone, for the hand responded to his thoughts without delay. Again, he had the sensation of his hand being heavily wrapped in gauze. He wondered what Alyneri would say when she saw it. 
 
    He still couldn’t reach her.  
 
    At Ivarnen, he’d thought it a product of the wielder’s compulsion. Now he realized it must’ve been coming from her end. He considered what he knew of her activities but came to no logical reason for her to be out of touch. 
 
    Though he felt a slight apprehension on her behalf, he trusted her to get safely out of whatever trouble she’d gotten into. She had Vaile watching over her, after all, and his lady love could have no better protector. 
 
    After his bath, he found a set of deep blue shalwar-kameez hanging in the wardrobe for him. The calf-length silk tunic was stitched all over with silver thread in a diamond pattern and was heavily jeweled at the placket and forearms. Its beadwork matched the band around the ankle of the kameez, as well as on the curled-toe slippers.  
 
    Ean joined him only moments after he’d finished dressing, poking his head through the doorway. “Ready?” 
 
     “As ever.” Trell joined him, and together they headed down the hall.  
 
    Ean was wearing garments similar to Trell’s but in a deep red. The hue accentuated the rich cinnamon hue of his hair and reminded Trell with a deeply wistful pang of their mother. Missing his mother aside, to see his little brother so grown, so confident, and with a subtle power in his presence that reminded Trell of the Mage…it warmed Trell’s heart beyond measure. 
 
    He glanced sidelong at his brother as they walked. “So…a Warlock, Ean?” 
 
    Ean ducked a sheepish grin towards his toes. “I don’t even know where to begin, Trell. Tell me about you. I heard of your rescue from Darroyhan. And after?” 
 
    So Trell told him about training in the cortata with Alyneri—which Ean had been truly surprised to hear—reuniting with their father at Raku and his subsequent mission to Khor Taran. He spoke of the flood there, and Tannour’s daring rescue at the waterfall, and he described briefly their hunt for the warlord Raliax. 
 
    “Raliax.” Ean turned him a startled look. “That man has more lives than a cat! I ran him through when chasing after Sebastian in Tyr’kharta, and Sebastian ended him definitively at Ivarnen while we were rescuing Rhys—or so we thought. Now the man’s become eidola.” Ean shook his head. “Shade and darkness, I feel for him.” 
 
    “I was feeling an unwelcome fellowship with him there for a while myself,” Trell remarked, looking at his hand. 
 
    Ean eyed him speculatively. “You were fighting the working tooth and claw, you know. Your life pattern…” his expression turned bemused, even marveling, “how many times has Björn Healed you?” 
 
    “Twice that I know of.” 
 
    Ean shook his head. “He’s really been looking out for you. I…” Ean pushed palms to his eyes and stopped walking, for a moment overcome. Then he seemed to gather himself again. He dropped his hands, resumed his pace and turned Trell a wondering smile. “I don’t think I can ever thank him enough.” 
 
    Trell wrapped an arm around his little brother’s shoulders and pulled him close as they walked. “He’s looking out for his Kingdom Blades. There’s no great mystery in that. I would do the same, were it in my power.” 
 
    They continued walking through a hall with a chequerboard floor and soaring gilded columns. Ean considered Trell quietly all the while they were passing beneath the golden space, clearly wanting to say something but apparently not knowing how to approach it.  
 
    Trell eyed him sidelong. “Something else on your mind, Ean?” 
 
    “It’s just…” Ean frowned, “when I Healed you, I noticed a connection to elae I hadn’t known you possessed.” 
 
    Trell’s lips formed the quirk of a smile. 
 
    Ean angled him a look. “Care to share how that came to be?”  
 
     “Ramu wakened me to elae so Jaya and Náiir could bind Alyneri and me in the Adept bond.” 
 
    Ean’s feet suddenly anchored to the floor. “You and Alyneri are bound?” 
 
    Trell stopped a few paces beyond him and turned. “Does that upset you?” 
 
    “By Cephrael’s Great Book, Trell!” Ean took two steps and grabbed him into a fierce hug. “It’s incredible news!” He took his shoulders and captured his gaze. “Do you realize that now you could learn to Pattern? You could work the Pattern of Life! We could—” but he broke off.  
 
    Trell knew his brother’s mind. He met Ean’s suddenly glassy gaze and finished quietly, “We could all be together through the centuries.” 
 
    Ean swallowed, nodded. 
 
    “Yes. I do realize that.”  
 
    “That’s why your paths are so intertwined.” Ean gave a decisive exhale, more to himself than Trell. “No wonder I couldn’t find you separately in the pattern.” 
 
    Trell eyed him askance. “I’ll pretend I understand what you’re talking about.” He tugged on his brother’s sleeve to start them walking again. “Come. I don’t want Dareios to have to face his family alone.” 
 
    Ean led Trell past galleries and halls, down staircases and through courtyards, until finally they were following a paved path that wound down the side of the mountain between lemon trees growing in huge marble pots. All the while, Trell sensed that his brother was eager to tell him something but didn’t quite know how to do it. 
 
    Finally, as they were descending a long staircase built into the mountain, Ean glanced at him. “Trell,” he said, sounding deeply contrite, “I have a confession to make.” 
 
    Trell eyed him amusedly. “You don’t say?” 
 
    “When I saw that you’d been woken to elae…well, I couldn’t help myself. I took a liberty.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Ean met and held his gaze. It’s this. 
 
    Trell froze. He stared at his brother. You bound us? 
 
    I just thought…it would allow us to communicate from anywhere, but…it can be undone if you wish. 
 
    Trell grabbed him close and let that be his answer. 
 
    Ean was beaming when they reached the breakfast party. 
 
    In a courtyard surrounded by trellises brimming with flowering jasmine, a table long enough to seat fifty had been set for the meal. Already two dozen colorfully silk-clad guests were milling about; some seated, some standing, many gathered in a pod surrounding the unnervingly handsome Warlock. The women all wore scarves over their dark hair and enough jewelry to outfit a government. Children were playing a game of tag among the jasmine trellises. Trell could hear bells jingling. 
 
    And a large, predatory cat was seated in the chair at the table’s end. 
 
    “That’s Babar,” Ean said, noting the object of Trell’s surprised gaze. “She runs the roost—at least, she thinks she does. Come, I’ll introduce you.” 
 
    “To Babar?” Trell said doubtfully. 
 
    Ean chuckled. “And everyone else.” 
 
    So it was that Trell met Alyneri’s aunts and uncles, both distant and near, along with first, second and third cousins, all of whom had big, welcoming smiles for ‘the third val Lorian prince and lengthy names he would never be able to remember despite his propensity for languages. 
 
    Trell was exchanging kisses with Dareios’s bevy of unwed and astonishingly beautiful sisters while trying to manage the many offerings of sparkling white wine being thrust into his hands when he caught his brother’s gaze across the way. And how did I come to be third in this ranking? 
 
    Ean smiled into his wine. I fear you’re just not as handsome as Sebastian and me. 
 
    Are you sure it’s not an inverse scale of intelligence, on which I would clearly be at the top and you at the bottom? 
 
    Ean smirked at him. I don’t know how intelligent it is to let Dareios’s sister Sanjana attach herself to your arm like that. 
 
    Trell sent him a helpless look. Come to my rescue? 
 
    Ean chuckled and started his way.  
 
    They’d just managed an extraction when Dareios arrived with Tannour in tow, the Vestian wearing traditional Kandori garments of violet and silver and Dareios resplendent in gold. Absent the scarf that perpetually draped Tannour’s head and shoulders, the lines of script tattooed on his neck stood out prominently.  
 
    Trell did a double-take. 
 
    Then he turned a stare at Ean. “You were busy last night. Did you sleep at all?” 
 
    Ean angled him a curious look. 
 
    “Tannour’s tattoos have gone dark. If that means what I think it means, then you had to have something to do with it.” 
 
    Ean smiled into his wine. “I might have.” 
 
    Trell couldn’t quantify how much he loved his brother in that moment.  
 
    He took Ean by the back of the head and brought their foreheads together. “Little brother,” he breathed, “I have never been more grateful for you.” 
 
    Ean’s hand found the back of Trell’s head in kind, and for a lengthy span of heartbeats, they simply basked in the warmth of reunion.  
 
    As they separated, Ean nodded unobtrusively towards one of Dareios’s striking, dark-haired sisters, who was wearing a sari the color of the sun. “You’d best alert Sanjana to your ineligible status before she sets her sights on you too firmly. Sebastian never did escape Ehsan’s eye—not that he minds overmuch. You’ve never seen him so happy as when he’s with her.” 
 
    Trell exhaled a slow breath, thinking of the road ahead as much as the one behind, recalling his last glimpse of his older brother, so tortured and conflicted, with neither of them knowing the other yet both somehow knowing each other. “I really hope to see him again.” 
 
    “You will.” Ean cast him a reassuring smile. He seemed far more certain than any of them had a right to be, considering the game they were involved in. 
 
    Trell didn’t have time to question him though, for Dareios was shooing the wildcat out of his chair—Babar went with an indignant yowl and a very unnerving hiss—and calling for everyone to find their seats. 
 
    Dareios’s mother, Nîga, held court from the other end of the long table. Trell thought her a rather imposing woman in her middle years, though her age was likely misleading given the sheer number of her grown children. Her sari was richly patterned in peacock colors, and her bracelets nearly reached her elbows.  
 
    Surrounding Nîga sat a colorful flock of Dareios’s sisters, aunts, uncles and cousins, all with their eyes on the Warlock Rafael, who didn’t seem to mind in the least being the center of their attention.  
 
    At the table’s other end sat Dareios with Ean, Tannour and Trell, the wife and daughters of Dareios’s cousin Bahman, the latter of whom was apparently traveling with Sebastian, and a distantly related—Trell wasn’t exactly sure how—close friend of Dareios’s named Nahveed, who sat with his wife and their two sons. In between sat two long rows of others who Trell had yet to meet. 
 
    It was no wonder Dareios’s palace was so huge. He needed a whole town just to house his own family. 
 
    They were midway through the meal when Dareios settled his shrewd, crystalline gaze on Trell. “I heard you and my niece were traveling together for a time. I regret not keeping closer tabs on my brother’s only daughter. What might you tell us of Alyneri?” 
 
    Trell let every bit of his admiration for Alyneri brighten his smile as he replied, “She’s as headstrong as you might imagine. She’s the reason I’ve regained my family,” his eyes shifted warmly to Ean, “and recovered my identity. Until recently, she was staying at the First Lord’s sa’reyth, studying swords with the zanthyr Vaile and learning Patterning from Dhábu’balaji’şridanaí.” 
 
    “Astonishing tutors,” murmured Bahman’s wife, Taahira. “Prince Trell, were not you and our distant cousin Alyneri once betrothed?” 
 
    “We were,” he nodded to her, smiling as he added, “and are.” 
 
    And possibly because Dareios’s sister Sanjana had been candidly staring at him for most of the meal, Trell thought conspiratorially, so that Dareios might overhear without having to announce it to the world, Jaya and Náiir bound us before I left the First Lord’s sa’reyth. 
 
    A smile lit Dareios’s handsome face. He immediately reached for his goblet and rose from his chair, chiming the crystal for everyone’s attention.  
 
    All fell silent beneath his summons. 
 
    “I have news!” He warmed Trell with a brilliant smile, clearly brooking none of this conspiracy. “My brother Jair’s daughter, Alyneri, and Prince Trell were bound beneath the blessing of Jayachándranáptra and our very own paterfamilias, Náeb’nabdurin’náiir! Brothers and sisters, Trell is family!” 
 
    The cheer that erupted was deafening. Trell spent most of the applause with his face flushed and holding his brother’s smiling gaze across the table.  
 
    I guess I’m not number three anymore, hey? 
 
    Ean winked. It would appear you’ve jumped to the top of the list. 
 
    It was many minutes before the hubbub settled down, what with the men continuously toasting their union, the women all atwitter about planning their wedding, and Dareios watching him with a deep affection in his colorless gaze.  
 
    The conversation after that was more a cacophony, but towards the end of the meal, it made its way off of Trell and Alyneri’s apparently imminent wedding and around to Tannour instead.  
 
    The Vestian for once looked the part of the prince he was, dressed elaborately and with his straight dark hair swept back, halting midway above his shoulders. Yet his pale gaze with its rim of dark blue was always inscrutable, speculative… calculating. For all Ean might’ve freed Tannour from the bounds of his tattoos, Trell noted the Vestian still observed the world with an assassin’s alert eye.    
 
    “Tell us, Tannour,” said Nahveed’s wife, Kashvi, whose brow displayed the Khoda Panaheh, marking her an Adept like her husband, “which path do you walk? What is your strand? We know so little about Adepts from the Sorceresy, yet we’ve all heard the truism that they believe all paths are valid.” 
 
    Tannour opened his mouth to reply, but no words came out. Confusion flurried briefly across his features before dissipating. Whereupon he blushed slightly and said, “My apologies,” and darted a look at Ean. “I was about to answer you that I could not answer, yet I find now that I…can.” 
 
    I definitely unworked that one, Ean told Trell as he sipped his wine. I knew exactly what it was doing.  
 
    Kashvi considered Tannour with soft compassion. “Were you truthbound before?” 
 
    “I believe that is the term you use, madam.” Tannour dropped a bemused expression to the remains of his meal, then darted another look at Ean. “I don’t know half of what Ean did, save that I think he has helped me more than I can ever repay him for.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure, Tannour. Very enlightening for both of us, I hope.” 
 
    “Unquestionably, Ean.” 
 
    “Tell us then,” Dareios said while scratching between Babar’s ears, which were just barely visible above the table’s edge. “We’re all eager to understand how the paths work.” 
 
    Tannour looked back to Kashvi, then let his gaze include everyone as he answered, “I’ve come to understand that I am fifth strand, to use the Sormitáge vernacular. As far as the Sorceresy is concerned, I’m an airwalker.” 
 
    “Which is much more than just being an Adept of the fifth,” Ean inserted. “You should see what Tannour can do with his talent.” 
 
    Kashvi asked, “How does your nature as an airwalker relate to the paths of Alir? I have always been confused by this.” 
 
    “And I as well,” Nahveed admitted. “Are the paths associated with the strands of elae, or…” 
 
    Tannour darted a glance between Dareios and Ean. “I don’t think so. From what I’ve come to understand about Adepts, your nature is integral to one specific strand. But my uncle is a lightbender—like Prince Dareios—and he walks chrys’alir, the Mirror Path. Yet, if another path had chosen him, he would’ve learned to walk it instead.” 
 
    Dareios had his chin propped on one hand while his other hand continued pacifying the wildcat. Trell could hear her purring from three places down. “If I’m understanding you correctly,” the truthreader said, “a Healer, a truthreader, a Nodefinder—any of these could walk chrys’alir, hal’alir…mor’alir?” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “And what is your path, Tannour?” asked Taahira. 
 
    “Ver’alir. The Blind Path.” He added more quietly, “A rare path.” 
 
    Dareios murmured, “Rare, I imagine, due to the skills required to walk it.” He told the others, “I doubt anyone but a fifth strander could manage it, despite all paths being valid. The path chose you, Tannour, because you are fifth strand.”  
 
    Tannour frowned slightly. “I suppose that must be true. We’re just not taught to think in these terms.” 
 
    “No, it’s utterly fascinating, the way you’re taught.” Dareios shifted a portentous gaze to Nahveed. “I’ll have to tell you what Ean discovered when we have more time.” 
 
    “So when you speak of the path choosing the Adept,” Kashvi asked, “is it because the person has a propensity, or a natural affinity, for whatever challenges that path inherently poses?” 
 
    Tannour let out a slow exhale. “It’s possible. It’s also possible that they tell you the path has chosen you whether or not it’s done anything of the sort. It could be that they simply needed another Adept to fill a hole in their ranks.” 
 
    At Kashvi’s startled look, Ean supplied, “The Sorceresy will modify an Adept to be able to walk whatever path they’re supposed to walk.” 
 
    Kashvi drew back with widening eyes. “Modify?” 
 
    Dareios murmured, “We are dealing with a different morality, my dear.”  
 
    “These are the people who invented mor’alir, after all,” Nahveed noted to no one in particular. “No offense, Tannour.” 
 
    Tannour nodded tolerantly to him. 
 
    Ean said, “Actually, Rafael just asked me to clarify that the Sorceresy didn’t invent mor’alir but adapted it from Quorum teachings, and that the Quorum gained much of their understanding of inverteré patterns from Warlocks.” 
 
    Every eye turned immediately to Ean and then to the Warlock sitting at the far end of the very long table. He seemed to be deeply involved in conversation with Dareios’s sisters. 
 
    “He can hear us?” Kashvi whispered.  
 
    “He’s a Warlock, Kashvi,” Nahveed said, as though she shouldn’t be surprised if Rafael turned them all into monkeys or made the trees rise up and caw like crows. 
 
    “But benevolent?” She looked hopefully to Ean, though there was no small degree of distress underscoring her polite smile. 
 
    “Our purposes are aligned at present,” Ean reassured her. “In any event, Rafael isn’t the one we need to worry about right now.”  
 
    “You mean there are more Warlocks walking the realm?” Alarm pushed Kashvi’s voice an octave higher. 
 
    Dareios fingered the stem of his goblet. “I think we’re overdue in the lab, gentlemen. Ladies, I thank you deeply for your company this morning.” 
 
    Bahman’s wife smirked at him. “Coward.” 
 
    “I know my cue is all, Taahira.” He winked at her and, rising from his chair, pressed his palms together and bowed to his remaining guests. “Thank you all for a lovely morning. Sobh bekheir.”  
 
    Trell and the other men dutifully rose. Trell watched Ean make eye contact with Rafael, who seemed entirely content to remain there, basking in the admiration of the other half of the table, and then they were following Dareios away. 
 
    Trell fell into step beside his little brother. What’s the deal with you and that Warlock, Ean? 
 
    Ean glanced sidelong to him. We’re bound. 
 
    Trell gave a disbelieving laugh. With the fifth, I suppose? 
 
    Not the Unbreakable Bond, but close enough. 
 
    Trell studied his brother, both mystified and amazed, but mostly just so happy to see him again. So you’re bound to a Warlock. 
 
    And a Malorin’athgul, if you must know. Ean pushed a palm to one eye. It’s a long story.  
 
    A Malorin’athgul. Trell laughed out loud that time, drawing curious glances from the others.  
 
    Yes, his name is Darshan. You know him as the Prophet Bethamin. 
 
    Trell swung an incredulous look at Ean. Are you out of your bloody mind?   
 
    Ean delivered a sheepish grin by way of his answer. I haven’t told Sebastian yet. Maybe keep this between us until I can think of a way to tell him? I’m not sure he’ll take it quite as calmly as you. 
 
    There it was again, the subtle intimation that Trell would see Sebastian sometime soon. Trell shook his head, eying his little brother wonderingly. You seem to know a suspicious amount about this alleged reunion. 
 
    Maybe, Ean winked at him, but I’m not one to See and tell. He grabbed Trell around the shoulders in a brotherly embrace, and they continued their long trek up to Dareios’s lab.  
 
      
 
      
 
    They’d just finished the arduous climb up the equivalent of ten long flights of stairs when Ean puffed the complaint, “For Epiphany’s sake, Dareios, would it hurt you to apply some of your considerable talent towards creating a few soglia’res? How much better would it be to just pop over to the lab instead of hiking halfway to Dheanainn to get there?” 
 
    “But then he would get fat,” Nahveed said, aiming a dark smile at the prince, “because he refuses to do anything that remotely resembles exercise.”    
 
    “I exercise my intelligence regularly,” Dareios intoned with regal resolve. 
 
    They were heading through a hall of massive columns carved in the shape of olyphants whose trunks met in the middle to form a tunnel of swooping arches, when Tannour fell in beside Trell. 
 
    “A’dal,” he murmured, low and tight. 
 
    “I know.” Trell gave him a look to acknowledge his meaning.  
 
    For all he was grateful for the respite, Trell felt a rising urgency to return to his men, and Naiadithine’s missive was never far from his thoughts. “Soon,” he whispered, and Tannour nodded. 
 
    After Dareios reached the first of his laboratories and realized it was not the one he needed, Trell asked him how many labs he had, only to discover that the prince didn’t actually know.  
 
    Dareios traced the line of one eyebrow as he strode smoothly towards their next destination. “When one has a palace of upwards of two hundred and fifty rooms, Trell, one unfortunately tends towards sprawl. It doesn’t help matters that if I’m not obviously using a room, one of my sisters will claim it for her own activities. The women in my life already occupy hundreds of rooms in my mother’s palace. I dare not give them any further opportunity to occupy mine.”  
 
    He exhaled a resigned sigh. “The more property you own, the more it starts owning you. As we say here in Kandori, Take care the sheep don’t come to rule the shepherd.”  
 
    Ean shot Dareios a devious grin. “Is that similar to the one that says, ‘Ten hands make a gaggle but a gaggle cannot make ten hands’?” 
 
    Nahveed chuckled. 
 
    “That’s not the correct wording, Ean, and no,” Dareios eyed him cryptically, trying not to smile, “they have entirely different meanings—as you well know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They regrouped in a long, open-air gallery dominated by a table even longer than the one they’d just left. All sorts of gadgets, tools, weapons and stacks of metal covered it.  
 
    In one corner along the outer wall, the iron doors of a furnace stood open, the banked coals within giving off wavering heat. Beyond the shaded gallery, daylight bathed a view of the palace gardens and the surrounding mountains.  
 
    Dareios shoved a few daggers aside to uncover a letter. He waved for the others to approach as he flipped through the pages. “Yes, here it is.” He lifted his gaze to Trell and Tannour, who were coming up on the other side of the table. “I thought you should know, news just in from Saldaria says Ivarnen has become a pile of mud.” 
 
    Trell turned a wide-eyed look to Tannour, who gave an it-wasn’t-me shrug. 
 
    “A pile of mud.” Trell looked wonderingly back to Dareios. “Did anyone survive? How do you know this?” 
 
    “I have people watching all of Dore Madden’s strongholds.” 
 
    Ean added, “Everywhere he was making eidola.”  
 
    Trell tried to process what this news might mean for his plans. “Did hal’Jaitar escape?” 
 
    “I cannot say. The letter gives no information about survivors.” Dareios turned an accusing gaze on Ean. “Was this your doing?” 
 
    Ean barked a laugh. “You think I’m capable of turning an entire island to sludge? I’m flattered, but no. It was collapsing when Rafael roped Tannour out of the catacombs. I had nothing to do with it—not that I don’t applaud whoever did.” 
 
    “Mithaiya,” Tannour said quietly. 
 
    All eyes shifted to him. 
 
    “The Sundragon?” Ean sounded puzzled. “I thought she was searching for the pattern that banished the drachwyr.” 
 
    “She was—is,” Trell said.  
 
    “Was.” Tannour sounded definitive. “I followed her inside the fortress, though I’m not sure she noticed me. She had hal’Jaitar in her sights when I moved on to seek Trell.” 
 
    Dareios looked dumbfounded. “From what I’ve heard of her from Rhakar, Mithaiya is usually the one to caution against involvement in mortal affairs.” 
 
    “Mithaiya left a boiling moat of sand five miles long around Raku,” Trell told him. “I’d say she’s fairly involved now.” 
 
    “It falls to her to weight the tapestry,” Ean murmured. He shifted a meaningful look to Dareios. “Balance favors her now.” 
 
    “And we have a melted island to show for it.” Dareios sighed. “And I thought Rhakar was formidable.” 
 
    “I need to find out if hal’Jaitar survived the island,” Trell murmured. 
 
    Dareios met his gaze. “I will see what my operatives can discover for you.”  
 
    He walked to a long row of shelves stacked with lacquered ebony boxes of varying sizes. Finding the box he wanted, he brought it back and opened it to show Trell its contents.  
 
    Two labradorite rings shimmered within the velvet lining, their faceted stones a shifting, iridescent blue. “These are a bonded pair.” Dareios extended the box towards Trell. “Please, take one.” 
 
    Trell glanced significantly to Tannour as he took a ring, murmuring, “We have some recent experience with bonded pairs.” 
 
    “Excellent, then I needn’t explain the dynamics of their function. All you must do is place your thumb over the stone and you’ll be able to reach me. If you’re wearing your ring, I’ll be able to reach you. I’ll pass along any information we receive. Now, if you will permit me…” and he directed their attention to a wheeled cart across the room. It was totally enclosed, with two lengthy handles to ease maneuverability.  
 
    “I realize you’re keen to return to your men, Trell. Allow me, please, to send you on your way with a parting gift.” 
 
    Nahveed unlatched the cart’s cover and opened the wood top. Inside, lay a trove of black weapons nestled among straw. 
 
    “Merdanti—for you and your men. In case you should encounter more eidola like the warlock you battled earlier.”  
 
    Ean spun Dareios a look. “Our pattern?” 
 
    “Folded into every blade.” Dareios gave them all a rather devious smile. “These will kill eidola on contact.” 
 
    Trell could only stare in startled gratitude. “Thank you, Dareios,” he managed finally. “I cannot even begin to say how much this means.” 
 
    “The difference, perhaps, in ending the war?” Dareios held Trell’s gaze with quiet meaning in his. “This mission of yours is ubiquitous in your thoughts. Forgive me for hearing it so clearly.”  
 
    He held a hand to Nahveed. “My cousin is prepared to take you anywhere you want to go. I understand this fortress you took has a node chamber. It will be a simple thing for Nahveed to take you there directly from our nodecourt.” 
 
    After all he’d been through recently, Trell could hardly believe things could be that easy. He extended a hand to Dareios, nearly speechless with gratitude. “You’ve done so much for me—for us.” 
 
    Dareios clasped wrists with him. “You’re family, Trell. What wouldn’t I do?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was at its zenith when Trell and Tannour met Nahveed on the nodecourt. Tannour had donned his fighting gear once more and had his scarf wrapped around his head and shoulders. Trell had found a new set of drachwyr’s fighting blacks laid out for him when he’d returned to his rooms. He experienced a renewed sense of purpose just in putting them on.  
 
    Nahveed had brought with him Dareios’s gift of the weapons, and Trell’s little brother, who was a potent weapon himself. 
 
    Trell embraced Ean. Then they took each other by the shoulders, their matching grey eyes conveying everything they couldn’t bring themselves to say.  
 
    Many of the drachwyr had told Trell how much Ean had grown. He’d still never imagined that his little brother had become such a powerful Player on the field. 
 
    Ean held Trell’s gaze affectionately. I’ll only ever be a thought away. 
 
    And for that and a hundred other things I probably don’t even know about, I thank you, little brother.   
 
    Ean grinned. Just remember you said that when you get the bill for my services. 
 
    Then Nahveed was waving them over to place their hands on his shoulders. 
 
    Tannour looked to Trell and said low at his ear. “So…that’s your little brother.” 
 
    Trell chuckled as he watched his amazing brother head away into the shadows. “Yes, it is.” 
 
    Tannour grunted portentously, then leaned close to Nahveed and murmured, “Take the A’dal to Abu’dhan, but I need to go to Tal’Shira.” 
 
    Trell turned him a look of surprise. “Tal’Shira?” 
 
    Tannour met his gaze. “To see my uncle. Will you trust me, A’dal?” 
 
    “With my life, Tannour. Whatever you need.” 
 
    “Well then,” Nahveed declared, “your wish is my command.”   
 
    Then the world was spinning through a whirling bronze light, and the next thing Trell knew, he was standing inside the warlock’s fortress with the box of weapons beside him. 
 
    A giant moved out of the shadows.  
 
    Trell breathed a relieved exhale upon recognizing him. “Nyongo.” 
 
    “Welcome back, A’dal!” The Shi’ma warrior spoke in a voice as deep as his mahogany skin was dark, but his bright smile always hinted of good humor.  
 
    Other than the imposing warrior, the room appeared empty and much as Trell remembered—that is, generally destroyed, full of shattered stone and angry shadows.  
 
    Trell pushed a hand through his hair. He was happily surprised to see the warrior, but also bewildered. “Nyongo…what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Chamagi’tiito had us keep watch for your return,” he said cheerfully. “He swore that the Vestian would bring you back, all odds and reason to the contrary.” 
 
    Chamagi’tiito was Nyongo’s sobriquet for Loukas. It meant little-mouse-who-doesn’t-know-his-own-strength.  
 
    “You’ve never seen the little mouse argue so vehemently for something,” Nyongo continued good-naturedly, resting a melon-sized hand on the hilt of his scimitar. “His faith in the Vestian put every one of the commanders to shame. Even Lazar couldn’t argue him down. And here you are. Looks like he was right.” He turned his gaze around curiously. “Where is the Vestian?” 
 
    “He’ll be joining us on the road.” 
 
    “Well enough, A’dal. Good to have you back with us.” 
 
    “It’s good to be back. So you’ve been waiting here…” 
 
    “Oh, about five days now.” Nyongo shrugged. “Three broken ribs after the assault on the fortress…I didn’t protest the assignment.” He nodded to Trell’s hand. “What happened there?” 
 
    “Oh…” Trell made a fist of his stone hand where Nyongo could see it moving. “Right. A wielder turned it to stone.” 
 
    “Huh. Haven’t heard that one before.” Nyongo motioned to the cart. “What’s that?” 
 
    “A gift from a friend.” 
 
    “It’s coming with us, then?” The warrior took hold of the handles and heaved the cart into motion, barreling the massively heavy thing through piles of stone, completely oblivious to the uneven floor. “Chamagi’tiito left a small garrison behind to hold the fortress,” he said as he led the way out of the room. “They can arrange transport for your gift here. You and I have a date with two horses, A’dal. The others are already a couple of days ahead.” 
 
    Trell followed him out of the chamber, gratefully. 
 
    “We got almost everything routed in your absence,” the giant man continued, always in his let-nothing-get-you-down, cheerful way. “You didn’t miss much, I have to say, save of course winning every battle and so on. But you expected that.” 
 
    Trell chuckled. “Did I?” 
 
    “So says Chamagi’tiito. He said you knew everything that was going to happen, and that it all did happen exactly like you said it would.”   
 
    Trell sighed. “I’m afraid Loukas isn’t helping my reputation overmuch.” 
 
    Nyongo shot him a bright grin. “Only if you object to being thought of as blessed of the gods.”  
 
    Trell dropped a smile to his hands and relayed the conversation on to Ean, along with the comment, Somehow, I’m going to find a way to blame you for this. 
 
    Ean’s mental laughter in reply warmed Trell’s heart.  
 
    It was good to be home.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Sixty-one 
 
      
 
    “All men stand as equals in the eyes of a camel.” 
 
      
 
    –An old Kandori proverb 
 
      
 
    “This is going to go badly.”  
 
    Captain Tavon val Forbes pinched a speck of tobacco off his tongue and flicked it away with his thumb. He plugged his smoke back between his lips and angled a narrow-browed stare off over the men on the march. Something in his manner reminded Gydryn of his eldest son. Perhaps it was just the seriousness of his gaze, or the cut of his dark hair, or the way he shifted from one foot to the other, as if ready to take on anything the world threw at him. 
 
    They’d finally traded desert for forest and for the past week had been following the line of the Eidenglass Range, marching over lush hills paralleling a tremendous spine of crags that seemed the skeletal remains of a mammoth beast.  
 
    Standing beside Tavon on the hillside, Captain Rafferty Makenna aimed a scowl at his friend. “Shade and darkness, Tavon. What if His Majesty heard you?” He peered long towards the other officers, who were ranged across the hillsides keeping tabs on the army, the bulk of which was marching through the valley below.  
 
    Neither of the captains had so far noticed that the king was sitting on his horse atop the stony outcropping above them. 
 
    “Besides,” Rafferty added, “I haven’t heard you come up with a better plan for getting us all home.” 
 
    “It’s not the plan. It’s the place.” Tavon exhaled a cloud of bluish smoke, which the perpetual breeze of their high elevation quickly snatched away. He looked to Rafferty. “You don’t feel it?” 
 
    Rafferty shook his head. “You’ve inhaled too much of that desert weed. It’s doing things to your brain—which I have to say, wasn’t in admirable shape to begin with.” 
 
    Tavon looked faintly injured. “The leaf calms me. It’s grounding.”  
 
    “It’s what?” 
 
    “Anyway, my gut is telling me things are going to go to hell any day now and we need to be ready.” 
 
    “Ready. For what?” 
 
    Tavon gave him a look. “For things to go to hell.” 
 
    Rafferty made a swirling motion with his hand. “And?” 
 
    “We need some kind of plan.” 
 
    Rafferty stared bewilderedly at him. “A plan for what?” 
 
    “For what to do when things go to hell. Are you even listening to what I’m saying?” 
 
    “I’m still trying to figure out what you’re saying.” 
 
    Tavon paused to take a long drag on his smoke. Then he pinched it between his fingers and gestured to Rafferty. “I’m saying that when Belloth’s hells open up to suck us down, we need an escape plan.” 
 
    Rafferty shook his head. “You’re daft, man. That weed has poisoned your brain.” 
 
    Tavon shoved the smoke back between his lips. “I’m telling you, it’s coming. A wave—a whole bloody tide. Darkness swooping in. I can sense it. Just like that time in the Qar’imali.” 
 
    Rafferty gave him a swift look. “The Qar’imali. Are you sure?” 
 
    Tavon blew smoke again. “How many were there? Three hundred to our seventy?” He shook his head. “This time it’ll be worse, I guarantee you.” 
 
    Rafferty looked suddenly concerned. “Nadoriin this far north?” 
 
    “Nah.” Tavon scrunched up his face and scratched his chin, appearing to think on the matter. “Can’t really say what’s coming on that tide. I s’pose it could be…nothing.” He tossed a meaningful grin at Rafferty. 
 
    Rafferty deflated. “You’re a right bastard. You know that?” 
 
    Tavon kept grinning. “If you weren’t so bloody gullible.” 
 
    Rafferty shook his head. “That thing you did in the Qar’imali was unnatural.” 
 
    Tavon gave him a self-satisfied smirk. “I have my moments.” 
 
    “One long moment interspersed with brief bouts of questionable reason,” Rafferty grumbled. 
 
     “But seriously…it doesn’t chivvy your twins thinking about what might happen crossing this so-called Seam? Getting separated into Belloth knows where, finding yourself suddenly in a fire desert or flung to Palma Lai—” 
 
    “I hear Palma Lai is quite nice,” Rafferty inserted. “Very peaceful. Grounding, even.” 
 
     Tavon eyed him tetchily. “You’re not likely to feel grounded falling off the bloody Pattern of the World.” 
 
    “But how likely are we to fall off the Pattern of the World?” 
 
    “As ambulatorily-challenged as you are, I’d say you ought to consider it likely.” 
 
    Rafferty spied him aggrievedly. “Ambulatorily-challenged isn’t a word.” 
 
    “It’s a compound word.” 
 
    “You made that up.” 
 
    Tavon exhaled a cloud of smoke. “If the shoe fits, Captain…”  
 
    Rafferty grunted. “What was that other word you made up? Culinaverse?” 
 
    Tavon thrust his smoke at Rafferty. “You have to admit that private had an unnatural aversion to cooking.” 
 
    “I think he was more averse to your recipe than the idea itself.” 
 
    “The nomads in the Qar’imali eat scorpion stew all the time. Add some rosemary, a bit of fenugreek. Mind, it tastes like crawfish gone bad, but you can eat it.” 
 
    Rafferty just gazed at him like Tavon was proving his earlier point. 
 
    Gydryn understood their nervousness about this course. No rational man would see so many deleterious variables and not be a little unnerved.  
 
    Gydryn turned his gaze northward, following the line of his marching men to where the valley ended in a green bowl of hills nestled in the half-moon embrace of the mountain. His army was collecting in that valley, setting up a temporary camp while they waited on Prince Farid to next direct them.  
 
    West and north off the bowl ran a steep-sided gorge where Farid was testing nodes, trying to find one that would take them towards their next step home. When last he’d reported in, things were not going well.  
 
    There were two hundred nodes in that part of the gorge, according to the prince. He would have to travel each one to discover a node that connected to another group farther north along the Seam. Many nodes simply looped back. He would step off and find himself a hundred paces—or twenty leagues—behind where he’d started. A taxing proposition when every step across the Pattern of the World demanded some of his own lifeforce in the crossing. Gydryn had never seen the prince so exhausted. 
 
    Yet he persisted, as they all must. 
 
    Gydryn couldn’t let anything turn them from this path. Whether by luck or fate or divine will, he’d been granted a new chance at life. His treasured middle son had been returned to him alive and thriving, and he now had an opportunity to right the wrongs of the misguided purpose that had consumed him for nearly a decade. As king, he was meant to be his people’s compass. Too long had his needle wavered. Too long had he let Radov’s guile turn his arrow from true north.  
 
    Never again. 
 
    Gydryn felt a persistent tugging now, the drive of purpose: to reunite with Errodan, with his people; to apologize for his mistakes and beg another chance to lead them true; and he felt an urgency to arrive before Morwyk could claim the throne—not because Gydryn wanted it for himself, necessarily, but because Stefan val Tryst’s idea of a strong kingdom was a society where no man dared think his own thoughts.  
 
    Commotion among the troops drew Gydryn’s gaze to the south. He watched the lines of men breaking apart to allow a rider to gallop through their ranks. 
 
    “Who’s that?” asked Tavon from the hillside below. “Drustan?” 
 
    “I think one of the scouts,” Rafferty murmured. “Coming from the peak, from the looks of him.” 
 
    “Rafferty,” the king rumbled from above. 
 
    The two captains turned swiftly with startled intakes of breath. They craned their heads to peer up at him. “Oh, um…yes, Your Majesty?” Rafferty looked a bit wide-eyed and Tavon culpable. 
 
    “Please find Loran and Ramsay and ask them to join me here,” the king said.  
 
    Rafferty pressed a fist to his chest, then ran for his horse, which was grazing further along the hillside. 
 
    Tavon squinted uneasily up at the king. “Uh…Your Majesty, I hope you know I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “I’ve never opted to regulate a man’s opinions, Tavon. That’s Morwyk’s purview.” Gydryn nodded towards the distant rider. “Ride down and escort the scout to me forthwith.” 
 
    “Aye, Sire.” He mounted up and spun his horse to the south. 
 
    Gydryn watched him speeding across the hillside, feeling an edgy discomfort. What would’ve sent one of their outlying scouts flying back in such a panic? 
 
    The Duke of Marion and Captain Ramsay val Baran arrived with Rafferty just as the scout was cantering his horse up the incline, followed closely by Tavon.  
 
    “What’s this about, Sire?” Loran asked as the scout and Tavon were both reining in their horses on the hillside below. 
 
    Gydryn’s eyes remained fixed on the scout. “We’re about to find out.” 
 
    The scout’s horse was lathered, and the man himself hardly looked the better for wear. He dismounted and fell to one knee, fist pressed to his heart. “Your Majesty! My Lord Duke.”  
 
    Loran waved him to rise. “What news?” 
 
    The scout said breathlessly as he reclaimed his feet, “A force is heading towards us, Sire.” 
 
    Gydryn and Loran exchanged a look. 
 
    “What kind of force?” Loran rumbled.   
 
     “It’s…black, Your Grace.” The scout’s eyes assumed the gleam of a man who’d witnessed things he could never forget. He pushed a hand through his damp hair and looked to the south. “A dark tide coming towards us.” 
 
    “Black armor?” asked Ramsay. He looked curiously to Loran. “What say you, Lord Duke? Mercenaries of some kind?” 
 
    “It’s not armor they’re wearing, Captain.” The scout lifted that same edgy stare to Ramsay. “They’re not…” he swallowed, “…human. They’re—” 
 
    “Eidola.” The king closed his eyes. 
 
    Somehow, one of his enemies had found them.  
 
    When he opened his eyes again, the others were staring at him, bound by a tense silence. They had no idea what eidola were, but Gydryn’s reaction had surely communicated what kind of threat the creatures posed. 
 
    “How many?” the king asked. A force of fifty had nearly overrun Raku. But the Lady Mithaiya had seared all of those creatures to ash. Surely Radov didn’t have that many more at his disposal? 
 
    The scout looked shakily up at him. “Hundreds, Sire.” 
 
    Gydryn’s heart lodged in his throat. 
 
    His horse snorted uneasily beneath him, sensitive to the electric dismay suddenly coursing through his thoughts.  
 
    A mystified Loran shifted his gaze between Gydryn and the scout. “Hundreds dinnae seem worthy of—” 
 
    “How long?” the king choked out. “How long before they’re upon us?” 
 
    “Hours.” The scout looked nervously between the king and his bemused officers. “Half a day at most. They’re moving fast.” 
 
    Hundreds.  
 
    Hours.  
 
    For the space of an indrawn breath, a howling chorus of How?How?How? assaulted Gydryn’s reason. Then he speared into action.  
 
    “Rafferty,” the king’s tone was so forceful that the captain actually jumped, “get into that gorge and find Prince Farid. Bring him to me the instant he steps off a node.” 
 
    Rafferty bounded onto his horse and heeled the animal into a gallop.  
 
    As Rafferty was racing off, the king turned to Tavon. “Engineer, you’re with me. Loran, Ramsay, you come too.” Looking back to the scout, he ordered, “Return to the peak. Sound the horns the moment these things clear the valley’s southern edge. But stay out of sight, and do not engage.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire.” The scout mounted up and sped away.  
 
    Gydryn reined his horse north and stormed laterally across the hillside, paralleling the lines of men marching in the valley basin. 
 
    He heard shouts from his officers, calling to the men to keep at the march. Doubtless he was making quite a spectacle racing across the hillside with two captains and a duke chasing his wake.  
 
    Gydryn studied the topography as his horse flew in a rush of thudding hooves, whisking grass and blurring wind, but his eyes only confirmed the conclusion that his instincts had first leapt to: their only chance of surviving an eidola attack was to not be there when the creatures arrived. 
 
    But shade and darkness! Getting seven thousand men across a node in a few hours’ time? He might as well have expected magic carpets to soar down from the sky and whisk them away.  
 
    Reaching the bowl of hills and its crowning half-moon ridge of granite that demarked the end of the valley, Gydryn turned his horse hard to the left, cantered across a wide, shallow creek and entered the gorge. 
 
    On either side, moss-covered stone sheered upwards for several hundred paces to frame a blue strip of sky. According to Farid, who had explored the gorge from one end to the other, the steep-sided chasm undulated for nearly five miles before dead-ending in a horsetail waterfall.  
 
    Gydryn drew rein inside the gorge and turned his horse in a circle. A quick assessment told him everything he needed to know.  
 
    He called to Ramsay just as the captain was riding up. “Spread the word to every officer, Ramsay. Get the men in here as quickly as possible.” 
 
    To his credit, Ramsay just nodded and spun his horse back around.  
 
    Gydryn studied the gorge’s emerald-shrouded entrance as Ramsay was galloping through it. A great river had probably carved the chasm, but all that was left to mark its passing was the wide, sandy bottom and an unassuming creek notching its way along the base of the western wall.  
 
    The place had a labyrinthine feel. The riverbed zigzagged among colossal, moss-eaten cliffs, and the steep walls diffused the sunlight, save when the orb hovered directly overhead. 
 
    Gydryn saw no sign of Rafferty or Prince Farid. He guessed the former was searching for the latter farther within the gorge. 
 
    Loran and Tavon reined in their horses to either side of him. The duke tossed his mane of black hair out of his face and settled fierce blue eyes on Gydryn. “Are ye gonna tell us what’s happenin’ now, Sire, or are we meant t’work it out fer ourselves?” 
 
    Gydryn studied the top of the ridge. “I’ll explain in a moment, Loran. Tavon,” he turned to the combat engineer, “see how the two sides of the gorge reach inward towards each other at the entrance?” 
 
    Tavon followed the king’s gaze upwards. “Aye, Sire.” 
 
    “What would it take to collapse those outcroppings and block the opening?” 
 
    Tavon considered his request with hard eyes fixed on the rock. “We’d have to blast from both sides with charges set into the face. I’d need experienced climbers to scale the cliffs and set the charges.” 
 
    “Do you have the necessary explosives?”  
 
    Tavon scrubbed at his dark hair. “I should have enough saltpeter and sulfur to create a mix for blasting. Lachlan keeps the charcoal with the army’s rations…but yes, I can do it. It will probably take a couple of hours.”  
 
    “That may be all the time we have.”  
 
    Ramsay came charging back into the gorge and announced as he neared, “The men are heading this way now, Sire.” 
 
    Gydryn nodded tensely. He felt the hourglass sands falling far too quickly. “Tavon, take the men you need and get those charges set.” 
 
    “Aye, Sire.” Tavon spun his mount and stormed away.  
 
    The muted rhythm of more galloping horses drew Gydryn’s gaze over his shoulder. Rafferty was returning with Prince Farid. The latter’s white robes billowed as he raced down the dry riverbed, churning a wake of sand. 
 
    “You’ll have your answers soon, Loran,” Gydryn murmured with his eyes on the Akkadian prince.  
 
    Farid hauled back on his reins in a splay of sand. He seemed about to say something, then noticed Gydryn’s expression, whereupon his own sobered considerably. “What is it?” 
 
    Gydryn met his gaze. “Eidola. Apparently hundreds of them.” 
 
    Farid blanched. “Hundreds? Who has that many eidola to send against us?” 
 
    “However it happened, they’re hours away.” 
 
    Farid cursed heatedly in his own tongue. His horse became flighty beneath his agitation, and the prince stroked its neck to settle it. When the horse had calmed, the prince returned a grave look to the king. “Ana asif, Your Majesty. We must ask Inithiya to take our spirits quickly.” 
 
    “We’re not abandoning hope just yet, Prince Farid.” 
 
    “Sire.” Loran inserted a frustrated protest, finally putting voice to the argument he’d clearly been wanting to make for half a turn of the glass. “Surely a few hundred of these things—whatever they are—can’t be much of a threat to our thousands.” 
 
    Farid exchanged a look with the king. Gydryn saw his own feelings of horror, outrage and impotence reflected in the prince’s gaze. 
 
    “Eidola are creatures of magic, Lord Duke.” Farid pulled off his turban and scrubbed a hand through his ebony curls. Gydryn had never seen him so discomposed. “Black magic, according to the Lady Mithaiya. We nearly lost Raku in facing barely fifty of the creatures—and would have, along with all of our lives, if not for the drachwyr returning when she did.”  
 
    Loran swung a hot stare to the king. Gydryn in turn felt an agonizing urgency. Every breath wasted on explanation was one better spent in action, but he needed his officers to understand the threat they were facing.  
 
    “I watched an eidola rip off a soldier’s arms with its bare hands, Loran, and saw another one punch out a man’s heart straight through his chest. The only blade that can harm them is Merdanti, and we have scarce few of those.” Without the Emir’s generosity and foresight, they wouldn’t have had any. 
 
    Farid said, “When you see a tsunami coming towards you, Lord Duke, you don’t try to withstand it. You flee.” 
 
    “Which is what we have to do, Farid.” Gydryn looked back to the prince, seeking his gaze and his agreement both. “Move as many men as possible across any node you can find.” 
 
    Farid muttered something in his own tongue that might’ve been a curse…or a prayer. It was difficult to tell from his fierce expression. He looked back over his shoulder, and Gydryn saw his gaze tighten, his lips forming a thin line.  
 
    What must’ve been running through the prince’s head? Gydryn knew the torment of his own dark thoughts. He was holding them off with a thin scrim of will.  
 
    Farid looked back to the king. “There is a node, but it’s dangerous.” 
 
    “More dangerous than eidola?” 
 
    “Yes.”   
 
    Gydryn puffed an incredulous exhale. “Have you any other ideas?” 
 
    The prince growled an oath. “No, by Inanna’s blood.”  
 
    Beyond the diffuse daylight of the gorge, the first men of Gydryn’s army appeared, jogging ten abreast. 
 
    Farid’s dark eyes noted the men. “Tell them to put on their cloaks.” Then he reined his horse in a tight circle and stormed back into the depths of the gorge. 
 
    Gydryn looked to Rafferty. “You know where he’s going?” 
 
    Looking wan, Rafferty nodded. 
 
    “Get as many men to him as fast as possible.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The afternoon fled faster than the men.  
 
    By the time the sun fell behind the western rim, thousands were jammed into the emerald-walled gorge with more still trailing in. Their movement had slowed to a Chelonian pace.  
 
    Farid was managing to transport roughly a hundred soldiers at a time, a thousand for every full turn of the glass, but the effort was costing him greatly according to Rafferty, who reported in every hour to keep Gydryn abreast of their progress. At last accounting, Farid was still on his feet but looking haggard. 
 
    Gydryn recalled his conversation with Farid as they were leaving Raku and wondered if the prince was praying right now; he wondered if any of his men had taken on the desert religion and if their prayers would be heard, there within the demesne of the Seventeen; he wondered if they could possibly be answered.  
 
    Prayer had always seemed to him to be…irrelevant. Even believing now that gods existed in the world, that some divinity could enact its will to bolster the lives of men such as his son Trell, he still held that his imminent success or failure would depend not on a god’s grace but on his choices, his decisions, his actions.  
 
    Yet…if ever there was a time to speak such words as would gain the favor of the Akkadian gods, he reasoned this was probably it. 
 
    The chorus of How?How?How? had become a doleful chanting at the back of his thoughts, the words underscored by a litany of the names of his enemies. Reason pointed to Morwyk as the source of this attack—as improbable as it seemed—for Stefan val Tryst was the only one to whom Gydryn’s army posed a threat, and if Radov had been able to summon hundreds of eidola, he would’ve done so to claim Raku.  
 
    But the idea of the Duke of Morwyk somehow commanding an army of demons…this summoned a dread unlike anything Gydryn had ever known. 
 
    The bellow of a distant horn floated to his ears. Amazing how a sound so faint could fill him with such foreboding. 
 
    Loran was mounted on his horse a hundred paces closer to the mouth of the gorge. He spun his head and sought the king’s gaze. Gydryn nodded a painful acknowledgement. 
 
    With his next breath, the duke was cantering down the lines, shouting to the men, to his officers, to everyone within earshot to run into the gorge. 
 
    The army’s forward momentum built from a slow crawl to a funereal jog. 
 
    How long before the tide of eidola swarmed their location? They had a sentry posted on high ground beyond the gorge with a view of the undulating valley spreading long to the south. Gydryn didn’t envy that brave man, sitting still on his horse until the last moment, watching the black wave of their ruination slowly approaching.    
 
    Tavon was up in the metaphorical rafters of the gorge, madly setting charges to collapse the opening. Even this was a stopgap measure, something to buy Farid more time to transport the men to safety. 
 
    Gydryn watched the soldiers assisting Tavon as they danced across the mossy cliffs on ropes secured to the trees above. They dangled hundreds of feet over certain death should a knot fail or a rope fray. 
 
    He was going to have to ask hundreds more men to face the same certainty of death, that the thousands beyond them might be spared from it.  
 
    And all of that assumed Farid could plumb the depths of his fortitude to keep steering them across the Pattern of the World. If the Nodefinder’s talent failed, they would all be lost. 
 
    Gydryn wanted desperately take action, to be up there with the men setting charges or somehow helping Farid—to do anything to contribute to the effort; to feel useful, to keep his mind off the threat of annihilation bearing down on them.  
 
    But his men had their orders. Short of chasing behind his army to try to make the men somehow run faster, all he could really do was observe as the danger grew closer in tormenting increments; as men dangled on ropes and soldiers jogged past; as the consequences of his decisions claimed their due. 
 
    It was agonizing. 
 
    Gydryn felt every grain of sand slipping through the tightening noose of the hourglass. Seconds became minutes where every heartbeat clocked the race between his men and the coming eidola swarm. 
 
    Finally, the last of his army passed through the mouth of the gorge.  
 
    Loran cantered to where Gydryn sat on his horse near the western wall and its shallow creek. The sky had lost its luminosity and become an opaque canvas, faintly violet-tinged. 
 
    “I dinnae like one sou of this business.” Loran growled as he reined in his horse alongside Gydryn’s.  
 
    Gydryn eyed him sidelong. 
 
    “Separatin’ the men. Sendin’ the bulk o’ our forces away. Sealin’ us in with nae room to fight, nor any decent place to make a stand.” 
 
    “We’ll make our stand right here, Loran,” Gydryn murmured. 
 
    Verily, there was room aplenty for five hundred men to lose their lives. 
 
    Gydryn lifted his gaze to Tavon’s men. Those on the west side were rappelling down long ropes to reach the gorge floor. Half a dozen others remained on the east wall, working feverishly beneath Tavon’s shouted direction.  
 
    The combat engineer was roped into his own harness. At the moment, he was standing nearly sideways out of the cliff face, shouting directions to the remaining men who clung like squirrels to the moss-eaten rock. Gydryn caught only brief snatches of Tavon’s words, which came floating down along with the loose stones and tufted detritus of their pickaxes and chisels. 
 
    The continuous countdown ongoing in the back of Gydryn’s thoughts marked the half-turn of the glass. 
 
    In the distance beyond the mouth of the gorge, he saw a rider. 
 
    Gydryn swallowed. “Time’s up.” He looked to his duke. “Signal Tavon to get his men out of there.” 
 
    Loran cantered off to relay the orders. 
 
    Gydryn watched the scout coming towards them at a ground-eating gallop. Just as he stormed through the gorge entrance, they came into view over a hill far behind him—a black line of seething inhumanity. 
 
    “By the bloodless horns of Herne…” Loran jerked his horse to a halt beside Gydryn’s again. The duke’s face had gone ashen. “Are they men, or…” 
 
    “Not anymore.” Gydryn spun his horse and headed deeper into the shaded canyon, with Loran close by his horse’s flank. They joined Ramsay val Baran in a location Tavon had determined safe from the blast, half-hidden from the entrance by a jutting wall and a swooping turn in the riverbed.  
 
    Shortly thereafter, a staccato boom thundered through the gorge, followed by a churning rumble that shook the ground beneath them. They calmed their horses, then rode back into the dust cloud to assess the results of Tavon’s efforts. 
 
    Spore-saturated motes swirled grey-green among the dust, backlit by long shafts of sunlight which illuminated a massive wall of rock now blocking the entrance to the gorge. Had it been an army of men coming towards them through the valley, Gydryn would’ve deemed their escape assured.  
 
    Loran coughed and waved the dust out of his face. His gaze swept the towering mound of stone. “If that cannae hold’em, Sire, I cannae see what will.” 
 
    Gydryn estimated an hour before the eidola broke through or somehow managed to climb the unscalable. He looked to Ramsay. “Gather the remaining men to receive my address for volunteers.” 
 
    “Your will, Sire.” Ramsay set heels to his horse. 
 
    When Gydryn looked back to Loran, the duke was frowning at him.  
 
    The king arched brows. 
 
    “Ye think I dinnae understand yer intent? I read ye better than ye give me credit for, Sire.” 
 
    “I intend to save as many of my men as possible.” 
 
    “But not yerself.” Loran looked him over with piercing blue eyes. “Yer plannin’ t’stand up front of th’ranks and face them monsters along with the five hundred volunteers. An’ if ye think I’m lettin’ ye get away with that, Gydryn, yer outta yer bloody mind.” When Gydryn merely gazed at him with a furrowed brow, Loran gripped his arm. “The kingdom won’t stand a day against Morwyk without you.” 
 
    And suddenly, bizarrely, Gydryn felt a renewal of hope.  
 
    He clapped a hand over Loran’s, which the duke held fast around his arm. “Thank you.” 
 
    Loran withdrew, looking stupefied. “Yer welcome, I think.” He spied him narrowly. “What just happened?” 
 
    “You pointed out the obvious truth I’ve been missing.” Gydryn reared his horse around and chased the creek through the gloom. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The men collected in the widest portion of the gorge, where the riverbed notched to a higher elevation via a jumble of boulders. 
 
    While the intrepid Prince Farid transported another hundred men across the node, which lay not far beyond the tumble of falls, Gydryn climbed to the top of the rock formation to address his men. 
 
    Above him flamed a stripe of fiery sunset sky. Below him spread his remaining army with eyes uplifted, three thousand soldiers waiting in charged silence. Gydryn felt the strain of their confusion, the urgency of their commanded flight, the dense, shadowed mystery of what-the-hell-is-happening? exploding in every tense exhalation.    
 
    Beyond the men, Tavon stood with Gydryn’s quartermaster, Lachlan val Reith, beside a wooden chest. Inside it rested all of the Merdanti blades of their arsenal. A bare two score and ten. Still…fifty such weapons bettered their chances far more than none would have.  
 
    Gydryn let his arms hang at his sides, but his entire body felt stretched taut, cords of determination interwoven with dread.  
 
    “Men of Dannym,” he called. He heard his voice echoing in the gorge, and the gurgle of the stream, and his heart thudding in his ears, which in turn were too keen to the eidola’s inhuman, clattering war-cry that he expected at any moment. “You’ve all been told: the army coming for us is not a human force. These monsters who were once men are animated by the darkest magic. Only weapons that combat magic can defeat them. 
 
    “Soldiers of Dannym, I know your strength and your courage, but believe me when I say this combined enemy is beyond us. That’s why Prince Farid is scraping the bones of his talent raw to transport us away from here as quickly as possible.” Gydryn cast his gaze across his men, feeling an ache in his chest. “It is unlikely that we will all make it.” 
 
    “What can we do, Sire?” a soldier called from among the ranks, his tone purposeful, driven. 
 
    Gydryn clenched his hands at his sides, then forced them to relax again. “We must do everything within our power to buy Prince Farid more time. To this end, as you perhaps saw or heard, Captain val Forbes and his brave crew caused a collapse that blocked the gorge. For now, it is holding off the tide of these creatures, called eidola, but having seen what they can do firsthand at the battle for Raku, I would be lying if I told you this barrier will deter them for long.” 
 
     The king drew in a deep breath and let it out again, willing his men to hear what he couldn’t say, to feel what he couldn’t express, to understand what he hadn’t time to explain. “Soldiers of Dannym, though an inhuman army is at this very minute clawing its way to our midst, I beseech you: take solace in their presence here.” 
 
    He gave them a moment to think on these words.   
 
    Then he continued, “Mystery is the pit where fear lurks in wait; an ill, effervescent quivering that drags hesitation into our swings and injects a poisonous trepidation into our thoughts.  
 
    “You’ve been living in secret for many moons to ensure our victorious return to Calgaryn. But no news in or out of Nahavand meant we’ve all been wondering, are we already too late? Has Morwyk besieged Calgaryn, even possibly claimed the throne? Is it all for naught?” 
 
    Low murmuring confirmed these fears among the men. 
 
    Gydryn cast his gaze across his noble army. “Soldiers of Dannym, I tell you unreservedly: we are not too late!” He flung a hand towards the gorge mouth, which lay half a mile behind the assembled men. “That force beating down our door is proof that Morwyk fears our return. And if he fears us, men, be assured he doesn’t yet hold Calgaryn!” 
 
    A cheer met this pronouncement; yet their enthusiasm was not nearly restored enough for what he required. 
 
    “Soldiers of Dannym, I know you’ll join me in rejoicing that these monsters are attacking us here rather than besieging our loved ones in Calgaryn, whose virgin eyes have never known the horrors of war. By our actions today, we ensure they never shall.” 
 
    The men rumbled a fervent agreement.  
 
    The king raised his voice. “You became soldiers because you were willing to trade your lives for a cause you believe in, but you’ve remained soldiers because you are Merdanti steel at your core! The creatures coming at us quiver and break beneath a Merdanti edge. Yet every one of you is such a blade!” 
 
    The men shouted their agreement. 
 
    “Your spirit is unbreakable; your will, indomitable!” Gydryn opened his arms as if to embrace them all. “You are dauntless, determined, resolute! Your eyes gleam with irreverence as you spit in Death’s face. Let Him know the depths of your disregard today!”    
 
    Their cheering resounded off the mossy rock walls.  
 
    The men had come back to life. Gydryn could see it their eyes, in the brace of their shoulders, in the interchange of glances among them. He hoped it would be enough. 
 
    He raised his voice a final notch. “Soldiers of Dannym, let there be no mystery, only determined action! Let the boldest of you hold back the evil tide cast by Stefan val Tryst, and let the strongest among those wield Merdanti. May you claim a hundred of them for every one of us, and with each thrust and blow, know that you’re ensuring this army takes its next step towards home!” 
 
    The soldiers roared. 
 
    Gydryn climbed down off the rocks while Ramsay and the others corralled the five hundred men they needed. He had no doubt his entire army would’ve volunteered. 
 
    Gydryn admired these men as immensely as he knew gratitude for their loyalty. These soldiers had endured years of battle to protect another man’s kingdom. They’d proven they would stay the course, no matter what came at them. Gydryn ever bore the tremendous weight of their trust in his leadership, of their unwavering loyalty to whatever cause he supported. 
 
    As he was mounting his horse, his eye caught on a trio of soldiers, ready young men with youth still in their cheeks. They were gesturing with their blades in a mockery of any foe that might come for them. 
 
    The scene reminded him, with an acutely painful ache in his chest, of Sebastian and his friends. 
 
    The sun of Gydryn’s years had fallen to half-mast the day he lost his firstborn child, and it had never truly risen again. Sebastian’s light had been Gydryn’s light, his every hope invested into that starry boy, all of his dreams for the future to be carried forth by his heir. They’d all been charred to ash upon Sebastian’s death.  
 
    Errodan had never recovered; nor Gydryn, in truth…until the day he’d awoken in Raku holding a clean slate of life and discovered that his treasured middle son—impossibly, incredibly—still lived.  
 
    On that day, a spark had reignited inside Gydryn, and in the following weeks, its growing light had illuminated hope in his soul. He was honor-bound to bring this same soul-light back to Errodan, that it might banish the shadows haunting her also.  
 
    And he’d be damned if he’d let Stefan val Tryst quench the flame of this purpose, no matter how deep the tide of darkness the duke had sent his way.  
 
    Loran joined his side, and together they rode behind the five hundred men storming towards their reckoning with Fate.  
 
    Gydryn had wanted Loran to go with the next batch of soldiers across the node. That way, at least one of them would make it home. But the duke was having none of it.  
 
    Above their trotting horses spread a strip of twilight sky. Before them rose the mottled blockade of tumbled stone. Someone had planted torches along the gorge walls. Their wavering flames lent a spectral glimmer to the armor of the men. Gydryn sat on his horse behind his five hundred soldiers, keen to an electric anticipation.  
 
    Foreboding threaded his own. 
 
    Three hours.  
 
    That’s all they needed. At Farid’s current pace, the army would be clear in three full turns of the glass. With any luck, it would take the creatures that long to climb over the rubble mountain.   
 
    Perhaps a prayer…Farid’s wry voice made an appearance in his thoughts. But Gydryn needed more than ethereal prayer to stop an eidola. 
 
    The sky darkened. The silence lengthened, then faded beneath a low murmuring of the men. Gydryn sat in a well of trepidation, his jaw clenched, fingers gripping his reins.  
 
    It couldn’t have been more than a single turn of the glass when a darker-than-dark form appeared atop the rubble mound.  
 
    Three more soon joined it. 
 
    A hush claimed the men.  
 
    The line of soldiers armed with Merdanti weapons moved slowly forward, forging the first line of defense. The remaining men formed ranks behind them. Gydryn sat on his horse with a black-bladed weapon across his lap. Loran and Ramsay did the same. They would be the last line.  
 
    One of the eidola atop the rubble wall jumped into the air and fell—two hundred feet straight down. 
 
    Gydryn watched its black body sink like a stone, swallowed completely by the sand. High above, a growing number of eidola chittered to each other.  
 
    An instant later, the thing burst back aboveground, clawing itself out of the hole. 
 
    Gydryn’s entire force of five hundred men took a reflexive step backwards. 
 
    Even as the first eidola regained solid ground, five more had leapt and were digging themselves out. And more of the dark forms were materializing atop the rubble wall, only to throw themselves down with abandon. 
 
    The sounds of clashing Merdanti steel soon mingled with an inhuman chittering that roused the hair on the back of Gydryn’s neck. But the first line of fifty men was holding. His battled-trained soldiers had started attacking even before the creatures could claw themselves free from the sand, leaving them in graves of their own making.  
 
    Perhaps his scout, viewing from afar, had mistaken the enemy’s numbers. Only two dozen or so had summited the mound thus far. They carried no weapons, and Gydryn’s skilled swordsmen were quickly dispatching those that made it free of the sand.  
 
    The king dared hope. 
 
    Until a sudden blackening of the night drew his gaze heavenwards to find not a cloud shielding the moonlight but eidola gathering in masses along the gorge’s rim. 
 
    One by one, they leapt outwards, streaking bolts of death plunging into holes behind his army’s lines, only to emerge an instant later to spread confusion, disorder—panic.  
 
    Twenty…fifty…a hundred leapt from the heights, and on still they came.  
 
    Loran shouted for the men to fall back. They retreated to their second position while the eidola rain continued, fleeing past the creatures arising from the sands. The soldiers reconvened in a narrower part of the gorge, where only five horsemen could ride abreast and the walls rose to sky-scraping heights.  
 
    Not all of the men made it. 
 
    Those with Merdanti weapons crowded forward anew, but too soon the enemy approached—before his men could wrap their wits around the atrocity of the creatures’ existence, long before they’d reclaimed their lines, or their courage. 
 
    The eidola piled against the choke point in wave after wave of chittering, mindless malice. He watched his men falling like sticks swept away in the surf.  
 
    Gydryn felt ill. 
 
    Every time a soldier carrying a Merdanti blade succumbed, another scrambled to claim the blade and take his place. But it was like watching a beast with its fanged snout snapping, claws raking, chewing through his men. 
 
    That’s when Loran uttered a curse that Gydryn had never heard him use.  
 
    The king followed his duke’s gaze upwards to find more lines of the creatures, midnight black against the gloaming sky. Somehow they’d gained the ridges above them. 
 
    Gydryn did pray then. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Sixty-two 
 
      
 
    “Dare to be irreverent and bold.” 
 
      
 
    –Excerpted from the writings of Epiphany’s Prophet 
 
      
 
    Ean stood gazing across the canyon lands of western Avatar transplanted into Shadow—compliments of Rafael.  
 
    The view appeared as if a massive swath of land had been sliced off and spread anew inside a glass tube. Rather than viewing a flat expanse to the horizon, the land curved upwards before it reached…actually, it had no horizon. It curled back up and over itself, arching over Ean’s head.  
 
    Albeit…miles over Ean’s head.  
 
    He could see into every crevice, every slot, every sinuous trail. When he walked, his steps covered leagues, the world tube rolled beneath his steps, and the landscape shifted to accommodate his shifting view. He was a giant striding the land. 
 
    This is how Rafael had reconstructed Shail’s map of the Quorum temples of Avatar.  
 
    Faint bluish-silver lines crisscrossed the land in a glowing latticework—the Greater Reticulation as it applied to that section of Alorin’s world grid. Ean had used one of Arion’s magnetic resonance patterns to map Avatar’s present-day network of nodes and welds. Rafael had then affixed this grid to his map to show the nodes’ actual locations on the arching landscape. 
 
    Ean admitted there were some definite perks to making friends with Warlocks. 
 
    “The weld should’ve been there,” Ean pointed to a depression at the lowest point of a canyon; the entire amphitheater of rock chimneys appeared arranged around that spot. “But Shail’s map has it there,” and he pointed towards a rugged section of the arid mountains where a net of leis lay tangled. “If the weld has truly fallen askew of the grid—and I trust Shail’s assessment to that end—then it’s got to be locked up in that mess of leis.” 
 
    Rafael walked them towards the mountains. The view of the world shifted miles beneath each step. He stopped close to the tangle of leis superimposed over the rugged landscape.  
 
    If a vast net had been pinned over those mountains, and then something very heavy was dropped into the center of the net, dragging the whole of it down, stretching it where it could stretch and ripping free sections that wouldn’t give…the net would’ve appeared very much like that tangle of leis. 
 
    “These leis all appear frayed,” Rafael remarked. “I doubt they’re sustaining much magnetic flow. How will we reach the weld?” 
 
    Ean traced his chin with his thumb and studied the ley lines magnetically supporting the net of leis. Two longer lines extended out from the tangle. One magnetic line crossed northward into the desert, and the other ran westward through the mountains.  
 
    “Both of these ley lines connect to welds upstream of the weld of our interest,” Ean said. He followed the ley line to the north. Three steps turned the world beneath him, and a hill crowned by a large walled city came into view. The ley line vanished beneath that hill. 
 
    “Well, that’s out. As deep inside the city as the weld would have to be, it’s probably attached to some Furie’s palace and more of a hassle to get to than it’s worth.” 
 
    Ean returned to the tangled hub of leis and then followed the other ley line to the west. Mountains rolled beneath his steps and the sea came into view. Ean could just make out the star of the weld point glowing beneath the azure waters. 
 
    Rafael joined his side. Deyjiin, shedding off his wings, formed a squall across the sea. “This weld appears to be many miles off shore. It may be under a hundred fathoms of seawater.” 
 
    Ean flashed him a smile. “I’m game if you are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Getting there was the easy part. 
 
    Using the trick Pelas had taught him, Ean magnetized to the ley lines of the world grid and skipped from one to the next. The real world of Alorin whirled beneath him in a blur.  
 
    In that part of his mind not occupied with magnetic induction, Ean thought of all the things Pelas had taught him in their short time together and cursed himself for once being so shortsighted that he’d imagined they could win the game without him. He swore never to doubt Isabel again. 
 
    Then he hooked to the next ley line, magnetized the connection and hauled himself across the vast, empty landscape. Mountains and desert flew past in a wash of bleached color, and he wasted no more time pondering past mistakes. 
 
    He soon reached the approximate section of deep blue sea where the weld lay hidden beneath the waves. Ean made a bubble of the fifth, cast forth an anchor of intent and plunged towards the weld.  
 
    The ocean closed around him.  
 
    As he sank in a rush, the waters shifted from aqua through darker blue, until all became as midnight, and still he continued his descent encased in a silent, protective bubble of air. 
 
    Yet while the waters were as pitch, the weld swiftly grew brighter in Ean’s mind. Its gravity became increasingly more potent, like a sun drawing him through the darkness of watery space.  
 
    The wielder in Ean minded this business with diligent attention—keeping hold on the anchor he’d magnetized to the weld, maintaining spatial relationships between magnetic flows, holding the pattern of his shield to keep air around himself—but the twenty-year-old in him recognized the incredible thrill of the moment: of having imagined himself capable of such bold originality with the lifeforce and proving, in fact, that he was; of plummeting hundreds of leagues beneath the sea without fear… 
 
    All right, perhaps with a tinge of thirteen-hells-Ean! shouted in Sebastian’s voice, but knowing the while that he really could do this. That he was doing it. 
 
    He had just enough time for these thoughts before the weld became a star in his awareness.  
 
    An instant later, light flooded into being all around him, and Ean stood immersed in a river of gilded light on the Pattern of the World.  
 
    He oriented himself to his location using second strand patterns, and with the one anchor on the weld behind him, he cast the next anchor long on the current.  
 
    He sensed a lull as the anchor reached the mid-point of induction between welds, then it was flying again, being drawn in now by the weld of his specific interest.  
 
    The moment that anchor connected, Ean released his first anchor, and the second weld hauled him instantaneously into itself. 
 
    Accomplishment electrified his breath as he stepped off the Pattern into darkness.  
 
    I’m in, he told Rafael. He immediately perceived the Warlock coalescing behind him. An instant later, wielder’s lamps flared to life. 
 
    The unearthly light revealed an obsidian-walled node chamber, broken in half. On one side, the floor sloped severely, pitching the surviving columns at odd angles to strike against the wall…or, once-ceiling, as it were.  
 
    The stone floor appeared a choppy sea of broken tiles, glinting breaks atop waves of dark dirt. Across the long room, the lintels of an archway sat askew, opening into an irregular maw of deeper darkness.  
 
    I’ll look for the Archives. Rafael dissipated into the aether.  
 
    The prince studied the room.  
 
    Though much of it lay in ruins—doubtless a result of the temple’s weld being ripped out of alignment with the world grid—the room’s warding patterns maintained their integrity. In fact, Ean perceived that some cohesiveness having to do with the wards themselves was all that was holding the room together. 
 
    Ean could feel those patterns of warding seeking him—ancient patterns, sentient and malicious.  
 
    He let the first one taste of him, that he might better taste of it. The pattern darted a feint that stung Ean’s skin and numbed his mind, even while barbed tentacles struck for the tender flesh of his thoughts.  
 
    But Ean’s experience with Dore Madden had taught him to anticipate layered attacks from sentient patterns, so he set a snare for it in return.  
 
    Those barbed tentacles caught on his inner shield and snarled there, tangled in filaments of deyjiin, which wrapped themselves about the pattern and rendered its tentacles inert, enabling Ean to study it. 
 
    The sentient pattern was primarily inverteré, a convex design that wove the fourth strand to obfuscate thought and the first to numb the body’s responses in preparation for a killing blow. Its final tentacle held a scorpion fang of the first strand that would stop the heart.  
 
    Ean reverted the pattern to its native positive and set the whole thing to unworking. Then he moved on to study the next one. By the time he’d reached the angled opening that led deeper into the temple, he’d unworked a dozen such patterns.  
 
    He ducked beneath the slanted archway and summoned the fourth to light the corridor. To his right, the floor fell off an abrupt edge, while to the left, the passage angled upwards at a steep incline.  
 
    Ean summoned another pattern, and the second strand traced a ghostly kinesis through the temple, exhuming the millions of footsteps that had walked those stones millennia ago, outlining a shadowed route through empty halls and twisted passages. 
 
    As the layout of the temple gradually traced itself in Ean’s mind, he saw three floors of undulating, jagged corridors, following the uneven line of the mountain arm which the temple had broken across. 
 
    Ean studied the layout, seeking spaces large enough to have housed a library. Finding one, he started off in that direction, when—  
 
    The pattern of consequence flared in his mind, and a new branching path speared like lightning through the design. 
 
    Ean froze.  
 
    In one breathless glance, he knew whose path had just changed and how it had changed—if not yet why.  
 
    He also saw how other Players’ paths intersected it and what these changes might mean to the game…if he could somehow influence a few tenuous connections to grow towards one another. 
 
    This Player’s thread had long been obscured to him, fogged as it was by what he’d believed to be a Malorin’athgul’s shadow; but in this new unfurling, Ean saw clearly the actions driving the thread…and what he needed to do to unbalance the field at a whole new order of magnitude. 
 
    Oh…he prayed Tanis would forgive him.  
 
    In the same moment that Ean realized what he had to do, Rafael’s thought reached him. 
 
    Ean, I’ve found the archives. 
 
    Yes, I know. Ean closed his eyes and exhaled a slow breath. Decision resounded ominously in his thoughts. I’m coming.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The weirwarden Jaro Orulan, formerly of Vest, currently a kingdom unto himself, hung in limbo between metamorphic phases, somewhere between deionization and reconstitution, half transient crystalline refraction, half…something else.  
 
    As he hung from the arch of the world grid by one gauntleted fist, his refractions fibrillated between sine waves oscillating in harmonic frequencies at positive integer multiples of the fundamental; that is, he perceived the harmonic connectivity between the ley lines of welds, nodes and leis, for each of them vibrated at differing but constant wavelengths in octaves above and below each other. 
 
    No. Octaves wasn’t the right term. The harmonic factor in the variance of the waves was closer to twenty-three decibels, but the Sorceresy used octave to specify the distances between frequencies anyway—probably just to be obstinate, or to obfuscate, or for any of their other fethed up reasons for deciding things. 
 
    Dangling in refraction with wavelengths bombarding him, Jaro metaphorically sucked on a tooth as he thought about the Agasi lad, who was such a curiosity, and who he thanked greatly for the distraction that had enabled him to get to the Furie’s weld chamber; while another part of his mind nursed a faint irritation at how long it had taken him to best the seven guards protecting the weld, and a third part continued seeking the weld of his singular interest. 
 
    Refraction did that. Bounced you all up and down the harmonics of time.   
 
    Then, finally getting a fix on the weld in the Shaido temple, he dropped eight octaves on the harmonic arch and caught himself on the ley line of a node. The line’s magnetism pulled him up roughly, and hard, like falling off a cliff wall to be caught by an anchor—save that Jaro dangled from his magnetic handhold on the ley line instead of by a harness. 
 
    All the Nodefinders Jaro had ever talked with conceived of the world grid as two-dimensional, to wit: a river flowing across the earth, meeting other rivers, streams and tributaries, but essentially flat.  
 
    As a weirwarden of Vest, Jaro had learned to navigate the world grid in three dimensions—well, four, if he took into account the necessity of phase-shifting, the physics of which his masters at the Sorceresy refused to explain to anyone’s satisfaction, probably because they had no fethen clue how it worked. 
 
    He supposed the welds, nodes and leis could be conceived of as a two-dimensional pattern to be traveled using anchors. But Jaro didn’t travel the Pattern of the World. He traveled between it. 
 
    The welds vibrated at the lowest frequencies and thereby established the fattest ley lines. Coincidentally, or perhaps consequently, they also channeled the most energy, albeit more slowly. These formed the exterior magnetic grid.  
 
    Inside this grid, bound to the weld points, the ley lines of the nodes were smaller and vibrated at higher frequencies. There were more of them, and energy traveled faster through them. They formed the honeycomb within the globe.  
 
    The smallest leis webbed throughout everything else, vibrating at the highest decibels, their wavelengths shorter, thinner, faster yet channeling less energy, binding everything else together; the fascia of the world grid. 
 
    Leis acted as springboards for a weirwarden, bouncing him from one ley line to another. They could even propel him to an entirely new harmonic arch. Jaro was ever either bouncing and climbing or dropping and swinging through the grid, running glissandos along ascending or descending wavelengths. 
 
    Now Jaro hung suspended in refraction on the weld line while he assessed the physical node chamber. Finding it empty of lifeforms of any sort, especially the kind likely to be antagonistic towards him, he dropped off the harmonic arch and phase-shifted into the framework of solidity most people called reality but which Jaro with derisive humor called stasis. 
 
    With the echo of his arrival still bouncing off the broken walls, Jaro spun out a cubic webwork of magnetic points and charged the grid with a thought. This resonated back to him a fairly accurate view of the temple’s interior spaces.  
 
    The place looked like a drawing from a lunatic’s brain, with rooms and passages all askew of each other, stacked haphazardly up and down the sides of a mountain without any sort of nod to structural decency.  
 
    The left half of the temple had been crammed into a ravine, while the broken bone of the right half hung sideways over a cliff. The walls of those rooms had become their floors and ceilings.  
 
    The weld itself was holding the temple together, somehow charging all of the wardings and other patterns scattered throughout the temple into a magnetic stasis field. 
 
    Well, it wasn’t the worst of such places he’d been in. 
 
    Jaro searched his mental grid for spaces large enough to have housed the archives. Then he phase-shifted out of stasis and vanished down through the broken floor. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ean stood staring at the sacred archives belonging to the Quorum of the Sixth Truth, hardly able to comprehend what he was seeing.  
 
    He kept envisioning one of those geometry puzzles that Trell had excelled at but which his math tutor had generally assigned to punish him, where a cube stood suspended inside a sphere inside another cube, and he was expected to sort out the volume and surface area of each object from the inauspicious postulation of x equals y plus seven to the nth power or some equally absurd and frustrating equation. 
 
    The cavernous room that housed the archives hung lengthwise off the side of a cliff. Ean had magnetized himself to the original floor, which had become a wall, so his form angled out over the dark abyss. He was keenly aware of gravity’s pull beneath him.  
 
    Though the archive’s walls had become its ceiling and, presumably somewhere far below, its floor, the stacks themselves were floating in midair, preserved in a gyroscopic stasis field, rotating slowly on a gravitational breeze.  
 
    How they had done it, he was only beginning to comprehend by sifting the many patterns in play. Why they had done it was perhaps more germane to when—for surely it had been a last desperate attempt, as their temple was being ripped out of time and space, to protect the sacred history of their order.   
 
    Rafael stood beneath the floating archives, staring up at the stacks. His body was also angled out of the wall, which, even though he stood lateral to Ean’s own view, still made Ean feel slightly dizzy.  
 
    “This is an interesting conundrum.” Rafael walked from one wall around the floating stacks and onto another vertical wall, trailing his long wings behind him and increasing Ean’s spatial disorientation. “We cannot reach the books for the field, and if we disrupt the field to reach the books, the entire mass will collapse into the abyss.”  
 
    He pressed a gilded finger beneath his chin while his brow assumed an introspective arch. The raven flames of his hair danced languorously on a nonexistent breeze, as if for self-amusement. “I cannot imagine the Quorum planned it this way.” 
 
     “I can’t imagine they were planning for much at all except their own deaths,” Ean muttered.  
 
    He moved around to where Rafael was standing, mainly because it was too strange to talk to him while at least one of them appeared to be sticking sideways out of the wall. “But I take your meaning. They must’ve imagined someone would be along eventually to rescue the library from oblivion. There has to be some way of manipulating the field.” 
 
    Yet if there was, Ean couldn’t see it. The patterns creating the geodesic stasis field were some of the most complicated fifth-strand patterns he’d ever encountered.                
 
    “I fear I will be of little help to you in solving this riddle.” Rafael said, having picked up on his thought. “I see nothing of inverteré in these designs. But I believe this temple bears more investigation. There’s…something…” 
 
    The flames of Rafael’s hair stilled to listen. 
 
    Ean cast him a smile. “Go do your thing. I might be here a while.” 
 
    “As you will, Ean.” Rafael bowed and faded, and Ean felt the Warlock’s mind growing distant.  
 
    He returned his attention to the field. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dispersing into the aether, Rafael pervaded the temple in the way of Warlocks and discovered that he and Ean were not alone.  
 
    Less troubling than the phase-shifting Adept using refraction to ghost around the temple were the actual ghosts— 
 
    this was not a truth but was a fairly accurate descriptor 
 
    —being roused, either by the other Adept’s agency or by Ean’s, from whatever phase refraction had been holding them out of time.  
 
    Rafael had known such entities before, but he’d rarely seen them in the Realms of Light. These ghūls were a Warlock trick, very dangerous and quite deadly to beings who relied on things like breath and a beating heart.  
 
    Rafael was immensely curious to know how they’d come to be there. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jaro phase-shifted into stasis in a half-collapsed hall to be greeted by wielder’s lamps flaming to life.  
 
    Thousands of years of neglect, the entire temple being ripped out of alignment with the Pattern of the World, and those bloody lamps still worked—while in twelve kingdoms he hadn’t been able to find a timepiece that didn’t run slow. There was something to be said for ‘They don’t build them like they used to.’ 
 
    Even so, this place was giving him the creeps. 
 
    Jaro had delved his way through countless smashed-all-to-hell temples on behalf of Isahl N’abranaacht—or whatever the fethe the literato’s name actually was—but this place was raising the hair on the back of his neck something fierce.  
 
    N’abranaacht was paying him a fortune in Agasi silver, but it wouldn’t be worth its weight in salt if he wasn’t alive to spend it.  
 
    Jaro hadn’t gotten where he was by letting caution nag him senseless, but he’d lain with prudence on more than one occasion and found her to be a sensible partner. Whatever was raising the hair on the back of his neck was probably not something he wanted to deal with. Better to call in N’abranaacht and his goons before things got chancy.  
 
    Jaro was pretty fethen sure things were going to get chancy. 
 
    He placed his thumb over the black onyx ring he wore on his middle finger and concentrated on finding the mind at the other end of the bonded line. After only a small delay, Isahl’s mental presence flooded Jaro’s thoughts. The man must’ve really been anxious to get to that temple, because he never answered so quickly. 
 
    Jaro told him, I’m here. 
 
    Show me, Isahl replied. 
 
    Jaro shared a view of the hall where he was standing, which faintly resembled a mine field after a cyclone had ripped through it. 
 
    Isahl grunted. Stay linked. I’m following your connection... 
 
    Jaro kept his finger on his ring and pulled out his timepiece with his other hand. He counted off the seconds until a silver line split the air and Isahl walked out of the parting, followed by his trusty Fhorg hounds.  
 
    “A minute thirty-seven.” Jaro pocketed his timepiece. “Getting rusty, Isahl.” 
 
    N’abranaacht spied him with one of those tight-eyed looks that said Jaro was already trying his patience and the day’s interaction had barely begun. Half the fun of these endeavors was getting all up under Isahl’s skin. Anybody so obviously megalomaniacal deserved as much shite as you could dish out to them. 
 
    Isahl looked around the room, his gaze seeming to see much farther than the gloom obscuring the walls. “The archives?” 
 
    “There’s at least seven more halls like this one,” Jaro said, “and the place is broken all to hell. It’s going to take some searching.” 
 
    “There’s…something…else.” Isahl’s gaze narrowed even more.  
 
    “Noticed that, did you?” 
 
    Isahl abruptly focused back on Jaro. “Keep looking but stay alert.” 
 
    “Alert is my fethen middle name, Isahl.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tanis’s first view of the Shaido temple made a less than optimistic impression on the lad, especially considering he and the Eltanese had been required to clear seven dead guards off the weld back in Pashmir before they could even travel it, which implied that someone—and Tanis was fairly sure he knew exactly which someone—had passed that way not long before them. 
 
    Now he stood in the weld chamber, surrounded by columns pitched sideways against a wall that he was pretty sure used to be a ceiling, and a grossly disheveled floor where a few giants had clearly been stomping out their fury. The whole place reeked of wrongness the same way a Marquiin did. 
 
    To top it all, he’d been bouncing around through so many realms and welds of late that his body had no idea what time it was. It only knew that it was hungry. His stomach was pitching a fit to rival the tantrum of the giants who had destroyed the floor.  
 
    Behind him, Mathias let out a low whistle. “This place looks like it was dropped from about fifty stories up.” 
 
    “And not onto flat terrain,” Gadovan agreed. The Eltanese fanned out into the room, encased in the fifth. “Mat, set up a perimeter of wards. Jude, let’s get some mapping started.” 
 
    The other two nodded and set to work. 
 
    Pelas came to stand beside Tanis and Gadovan. “We’re not alone here.” 
 
    “So I presumed after the dead guards back in Pashmir,” Gadovan muttered.  
 
    “The Vestian is likely nearby, but…others also.” Pelas frowned slightly. “Stay here and keep your shields up.” 
 
    “This place looks like it eats Adepts for breakfast,” Jude muttered. 
 
    “I was just thinking of hunting down a bite to eat,” Tanis quipped. “But if you think I should stay…” 
 
    Pelas angled him a look. Then he ducked beneath the leaning archway and vanished into the gloom. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ean felt the moment in his bones. 
 
    It was the collision of threads. That single stitch in the tapestry that bound one design to the next, one Player to another—or would, providing the next stitch continued on the same vector. For that to happen, Ean had to be gone before the needle next pierced the cloth. 
 
    Rafael, we have to get out of here. 
 
    Rafael coalesced beside Ean seconds later. The Warlock’s arrival felt like a massive, cold sea was pouring itself into a mold a foot from where he was standing and dragging the gravity of the planet askew along with it.  
 
    “That seems wise to me.” Rafael nodded to the slowly rotating library. “What of the archives?” 
 
    “If we can’t disengage the stasis field, we have to make it work for us.” 
 
    “Fair enough. How?” 
 
    Ean spun through and rejected about twenty possibilities before he landed on a solution. He turned to Rafael, eyes suddenly bright. “We move the whole thing into Shadow.” 
 
    Rafael gave him a slow smile. “That’s ingenious, Ean.” 
 
    Ean could practically feel the needle parting the air on its way to place that next stitch.  
 
    “I’ll tear the fabric. If you would be so kind as to frame Shadow, I’ll frame space around the archives, and we’ll move the whole thing over in one swoop.”  
 
    Rafael bowed to his command.  
 
    If only it would actually be that simple.  
 
    With one part of his mind, Ean summoned a portal—but this one would have to be broader, taller…vaster. Larger than anything he’d ever summoned before. This was a salient point, because the realm resisted being torn—the larger the tear, the more it resisted. 
 
    Ean started small, slicing the fabric laterally beneath the archives like a net over the abyss. Then he exerted pressure evenly in all directions.  
 
    The mental effort was somewhat akin to holding open four sliding granite doors, all of them magnetized to each other and trying to stay closed, with himself standing spread-eagle in the parting, muscles locked and trembling, pinning each door open with outstretched hands and feet.  
 
    Then he had to frame space again to box up the library. 
 
    Around him, the walls started seething. 
 
    Every hair on Ean’s body stood up in alarm. “Rafael, what the—” 
 
    “You don’t want to know, Ean. I suggest moving this process along as expeditiously as possible.”  
 
    The Warlock’s wings snapped forward, and the rousing darkness dispersed into mist. 
 
    Ean quickly realized that he couldn’t summon Absolute Being around the library all at once; the effort of holding the portal open was too consuming of his focus and energy. It was all he could do to manage one agonizing starpoint at a time.  
 
    While Rafael was holding off the seething shadows, Ean placed one starpoint and then another…with effort he focused a third and held it fast. Finally he started on the fourth—and realized that now he would have to hold open the portal and keep these starpoints in place.  
 
    What the hell had he been thinking? I’ll just summon a portal and then frame space over here, Rafael, he mocked himself. Sure! Why not? While I’m at it, I’ll reposition a few suns into new solar systems… 
 
    Ean, focusing on the now might be more helpful.  
 
    Rafael was blasting shadow things left and right. The instant the darkness began gathering into form from walls or ceiling, he cast a bolt of deyjiin to zap it into oblivion. But there were so many of them amassing that the room was flickering constantly with violet-silver light. 
 
    Ean clenched his teeth. Almost there…  
 
    He fixed the final starpoint in place and gave a forceful exhale. Beneath his intent, a cube of air solidified around the floating library.  
 
    Finally! 
 
    He demagnetized from the wall and fell towards his portal, sliding past the rousing darkness that was very definitely sentient. Ean wasn’t at all sorry that they weren’t sticking around to see what these things turned into. 
 
    He caught himself on the edge of framed space and urgently pulled-pushed-dragged the library towards himself. It felt like trying to haul a sunken ship up from beneath the sea.  
 
    Very soon his brain was screaming obscenities and his lungs refused to inflate, but he finally disengaged the mass from whatever gravity had been holding it, and the entire library of countless stacks plummeted down, through the portal and into Shadow.  
 
    Rafael followed, falling in a rush of uplifted wings with silver-violet lightning shooting in every direction.  
 
    As the Warlock flew past Ean, the prince summoned his own stasis field, borrowing one of the patterns he’d just been studying, and tossed something into it.  
 
    Then, heaving a massive sigh of relief, he fell gratefully backwards off the edge of framed space into the yawning darkness of Shadow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jaro found the archives just as the stacks were— 
 
    Floating away? 
 
    He stood at the top of the abyss, in what might’ve once been an antechamber or reading room adjacent to the stacks, with the tips of his boots extending out over the precipitous edge, staring down. 
 
    Trying to figure out what he was seeing, Jaro watched what had to be the archives tumbling down towards a portal like the one N’abranaacht had walked out of minutes ago, only a hundred times bigger.  
 
    A man was perched on the edge of that portal, clearly maneuvering the entire library of stacks into that gaping pit like a harbor master flagging a galleon into its berth. The moment the cube passed through, the man fell backwards after it, and the portal winked shut. 
 
    Jaro uttered a muted curse. Isahl was going to be seriously pissed. 
 
    All around him, the walls were seething. 
 
    He phase-shifted before whatever was rising from the dead shadows in that place could set its sights on him, but just as he was refracting out of stasis, he noticed something floating over the abyss.  
 
    He tossed out a magnetic lasso and scooped up whatever it was. Then he threw another line back to where he started and reappeared in the corridor in front of Isahl. 
 
    The latter drew up short in his pacing, his expression darkly expectant. “The archives?”  
 
    “Yeah…about that.” Jaro scrubbed under his ample beard. “So, the archives were here, but now they’re not.” 
 
    “Not.” Isahl repeated.  
 
    “Yeah. They’re gone.” 
 
    “Gone.”  
 
    Jaro felt the currents go flat.  
 
    He’d known powerful Adepts before, but he’d never known anyone who could flatten the fethen currents into whimpering submission.  
 
    Isahl took a threatening step towards him. “Define gone, Jaro.” 
 
    “That would be when they’re there and then they’re not there, Isahl. As in, a man took them.” 
 
    “Took them.” Isahl’s gaze felt like spears driving through Jaro’s brain. He seemed to grow taller also, but that might’ve just been his anger rearing its misborn head. “A man took the entire archives?” You could’ve slain a troll on the blade of his dubiety. 
 
    “Bound the stacks up in a sweet stasis cube and whisked them out through one of those portals you like to use,” Jaro said.  
 
    The currents had started seething. He could feel them like eels slithering beneath his clothes, seeking a way under his skin. Clearly the literato commanded a lot more power than he’d let on…but if you backed down in front of someone like Isahl N’abranaacht, you might as well make your peace with the Ghost Kings because you sure as silver weren’t rising up again.  
 
    Jaro smirked at him. “Pretty inventive, actually. He kindly left you this memento.” He tossed Isahl the thing he’d lassoed, along with a goading grin. 
 
    Isahl looked down at the book in his hand. His eyes became very, very dark. 
 
    “Isn’t that the same book—”  
 
    The roar that burst out of Isahl pushed Jaro backwards despite his shields, flattened the Fhorgs against the wall, and sent the currents skidding for cover. 
 
    As elae’s tide made a tentative return, shadow eels rose with it, rearing up and pouncing on Isahl. 
 
    The latter cursed violently in a foreign tongue. Violet-silver light flared, blinding Jaro and evaporating the shadow things.  
 
    Whereupon a voice said from further down the corridor, “Come now, brother. Things can’t be that bad.”    
 
    Jaro was still blinking the spots out of his vision when Isahl spun and bellowed with such fury that it sucked the currents into a vacuum. Jaro felt like his head was about to explode. Violet flames raged down the corridor towards the voice. Jaro grabbed his ears and doubled over in a silent scream. 
 
    The next thing he knew, Isahl was shaking him out of semi-consciousness, the corridor was dripping molten stone, and the burning shadow things were emitting an inhuman, high-pitched squeal that felt like needles stabbing his brain.  
 
    “Find the boy!” Isahl shook Jaro by both shoulders. His dark eyes glowed red in the firelight. “Pelas always travels with a—” 
 
    “Truthreader.” Jaro was finding his wits, putting two plus a dozen other facts together. 
 
    Isahl thrust an image into his mind, confirming Jaro’s guesswork. “This truthreader can travel the nodes. Bring him to me!” His words speared with compulsion, but Jaro had permanent shields against such workings, so the spear just skimmed off him.  
 
    Still, anything Isahl wanted that badly he would pay well to get.  
 
    Regaining himself, Jaro tugged his gloves tighter. “Whatever you say, boss.” He flashed a smile and phase-shifted out of stasis.  
 
    This was going to be fun.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Sixty-three 
 
      
 
    “I am certainly bound to His cause.” 
 
      
 
    –Björn van Gelderan, 
 
    on if he’s actually the angiel Cephrael 
 
      
 
    Vaile roused through webs of disorientation, dragging her consciousness back from oblivion’s vacuum, helpless to the force reeling in her awareness…until finally she broached the glossy surface of time— 
 
    And gasped, opening her eyes. 
 
    Her vision automated through three dimensions until it snapped into critical focus on the extant now. 
 
    And him, seated in an armchair across the room, leaning on one hand with a forefinger bracing his temple and the rest supporting his chin. 
 
    She immediately and without reservation summoned the fifth— 
 
    Whereupon, she realized she was drawing he fifth with her full strength and therefore really let the extent of her displeasure explode out of her.  
 
    Elae blasted walls, sundered the air, sent violent concussions detonating. 
 
    But of course, he’d anticipated her. Her power exhausted itself harmlessly against his wards.  
 
    In fact, she doubted he’d actually assumed solidity in his chair so much as pretended it. If he’d warded the room, he’d been expecting her anger well enough. There was little point giving it anything real of himself to react against.  
 
    When the blistering particles of energy finally subsided, he looked a little windblown but sat otherwise as he had before, as he’d always presented himself to her—infuriatingly handsome and pretending innocuous innocence just to taunt her patience. 
 
    Stars above. She could barely believe he was sitting there after so many envisioned reunions, after so many long millennia of missing him, after hating him and Cephrael so desperately, simply because she loved them both so completely.  
 
    And then to find out that he’d returned in the same breath that she discovered he’d undone all of her agonizing efforts to suspend her own awareness, to answer definitively if Balance still needed her? She doubly wanted to open his insides to the light of day.  
 
    That is, if he’d had any actual insides. 
 
    Vaile found her voice. “What are you doing here, Baelfeir?” 
 
    A smile tilted one corner of his mouth. “I admit, after twenty-five hundred years, that’s not the welcome I was expecting.” 
 
    Her gaze sparked emerald ice. “After an absence of twenty-five hundred years, you should’ve been expecting a squad of archers armed with Merdanti arrows.” 
 
    He gave a slight wince. “Touché, my love.” 
 
    Vaile looked him over caustically, wishing she could believe his return might mean something more than ruin. “Have you two settled your accounts? Made your peace?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Then what are you doing here?” 
 
    His lips said, “Your brother mentioned I should pay you a visit,” but his eyes said something else entirely. 
 
    Vaile recalled Phaedor’s veiled warning, his intimation, so clear now in hindsight. She exhaled resignedly. “You’re what he wasn’t telling me.” 
 
    He eyed her with amusement. “I thought surely Phaedor would’ve used my return to at least make some didactic rejoinder.”  
 
    “I don’t want to talk about my brother.” 
 
    “What do you want to talk about?” 
 
    Her gaze narrowed to a focused point. “How about the fact that you Healed me,” she growled dangerously.  
 
    All that time fighting instinct, living with a seed of death germinating in her core, enduring the saddened gazes of her friends—sacrifices wasted!  
 
    She knew what he would say, But I’ve returned now, as though this decided everything in existence, as though the only reason she’d sought oblivion was to stop longing for him, as though elae’s decline, as well as her own, found their source in his absence. 
 
    Well—burn him—all of that was true, but it wasn’t the only truth. 
 
    Vaile pinned him beneath unforgiving eyes. “You know Healing me wasn’t your decision to make.” 
 
    “No one else was around to make any decisions at the time, my love.” 
 
    “You knew well enough I’d made my decision long ago. Don’t pretend otherwise.” 
 
    He smiled and shook his head. “What did you expect I would do? Let you fade on the eve of my return?” Now his voice edged on a dangerous growl. “It’s beyond my understanding why he didn’t Heal you.” 
 
    His words sank fangs into her heart.  
 
    Vaile clenched her jaw and looked away. “I wouldn’t let him, nor my brother. I was ready to join the others.” 
 
    He sighed and shook his head. “If that were true, love, you would’ve faded long before now.” 
 
    Vaile growled an oath. Damn him for knowing her so well. He and her youngest brother were two peas in an immortal pod. It was beyond irritating.   
 
    He accepted her ire without protest, knowing well her fiery temper. Then he exhaled a slow and rather ponderous sigh. “Sometimes one knows better than another knows for themselves.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your choice to make, Baelfeir.” 
 
    He settled a pinpoint stare on her. “I maintain that it was, Vaile.”  
 
    “Because you think you can see farther than I can?” she retorted. “Simply because you could?” Their old contention came bounding back, vivacious and eager to contest anew. “Because your determination towards your own ends was stronger than mine? Because I was unable to resist your will?” 
 
    He bound his gaze to hers and shrugged helplessly. “Because I love you.” 
 
    Tears sprang to her eyes. Vaile cursed him in the language of stars. 
 
    When she was finished, she turned burning eyes to look elsewhere in the room, anywhere other than where he was sitting, radiating such complacent and calm certainty of self. Sometimes he reminded her so nearly of the First Lord that she thought they must’ve been brothers.  
 
    She managed to swallow her emotion and pushed a hard edge into her tone—though not nearly hard enough for what he deserved. “Where have you brought me?” 
 
    He shifted in his chair and ran a pleasant gaze across the furnishings. “I’ve taken a house, as you see.” 
 
    “A house,” she repeated, looking flatly back to him. 
 
    “Well, a manor.” 
 
    Vaile pierced her stare into him. “What did you do with the people who owned the manor?” 
 
    “Their threads were staining the tapestry.”   
 
     “And now? What, you enslaved them? Slew them?” 
 
    He waved off her accusation. “Nothing so untoward. They had a sudden urge to turn themselves in to the Empress’s Red Guard. Couldn’t stop talking about their apparently illegal import business—mor’alir weapons.” He tsked with mock distress. “Very naughty.”  
 
    In response to her blank stare, he added with a hint of mirthful propitiation, “They made all the headlines, Vaile.” 
 
    This was…not the modus operandi she’d come to expect from him. Compulsion, domination, dismissiveness towards humanity and disregard for consequences—he’d worked tirelessly to counter everything Cephrael tried to implement in the tapestry.  
 
    But in their private moments together, as she’d listened to his rationale, trying to understand how he could justify what she thought to be monstrous crimes, she’d realized that he cared for the Realms of Light every bit as deeply as the angiel. Unfortunately, he was equally as willful and uncompromising. 
 
    She tilted her head to inspect his aura in another spectrum. “You can’t have given up the game.” 
 
    His smile answered her clearly enough. But it made no sense. He wasn’t the type to abandon an effect he intended to create, or to change his point of view because he’d been sent to his room to think on his misbehavior for upwards of two and a half millennia.  
 
    She studied him carefully. “I don’t understand. Why the change of heart?” 
 
    “Think of it not so much as a change of heart as a change of intent, my love.” He looked her over meaningfully. “My gambit to dominate mankind failed to achieve the effect I’d intended, so I’ve abandoned it. Isn’t that the entire lesson of the First Law?”  
 
    His self-satisfied smirk made Vaile want to rake her claws across his face. 
 
    Instead, she inquired coolly, “Where are my clothes?” 
 
    “They were ruined, I fear.” 
 
    Vaile considered him for a moment’s pause. Then she tossed back the sheet and rose lithely to stand before him in the nude. 
 
    This, as was to be expected, elicited a smile from him. And well it should. She knew the spectacular form she posed. Besides which, she doubted he’d made love to another living being since Cephrael sent him to his room. 
 
    His desirous eyes admitted candidly to this truth. 
 
    Images flashed suddenly to mind, memories of their bodies entwined, copulating within a cocoon of wings, hers of velvet fur and his of silken power… 
 
    Vaile banished these memories. He’d obviously matched her starpoints and was inserting unwelcome images into the space of her thoughts. Well, two could play at that game. 
 
    She matched his starpoints and in return pushed her own pictures into the universe of his mind. Her visions were not on the same order of activity—more like slashing claws and gnashing teeth. 
 
    “Make some for me,” Vaile purred threateningly. 
 
    His eyes were roaming her form with ardent admiration. He lifted them slowly to meet her gaze. “Gnashing teeth?” 
 
    “Clothing.” 
 
    “Oh…” he sighed. “If you insist.” He summoned something gauzy and ridiculous into the space between them. 
 
    Her arched brow challenged him to think again. 
 
    Baelfeir chuckled. The summoned clothes reformed to something more resembling her usual fighting blacks. 
 
    Vaile matched the particles of his illusion and bound them to solidity with the fifth.  
 
    She could’ve done it all herself, summoned the outfit directly onto her form and risen from the bed fully clothed; but he had twenty-five hundred years to make amends to her for, and he would more feel the sting of that beginning by watching her dress in front of him.  
 
    Vaile hooked the clothes with the fifth and flung them onto the bed. Selecting the pants, she angled one long leg into the opening and then the other, and took her time sliding the leather up over her hips.  
 
    She knew the torment was working when an edge came to his tone and he asked with reservation, “You sought him out, I suppose.” 
 
    She eyed him coolly over one bare shoulder. “You left. What did you expect I would do?” 
 
    “Leaving isn’t the word I would use to describe getting kicked out of the realm because of a deity’s infantile tantrum. But I grant you the effect was the same.” He watched her as she took her time with each button on the britches. “You went to his bed, didn’t you?” 
 
    “You were gone for twenty-five hundred years, Baelfeir.” 
 
    “A blink of the eye for ones such as us, Vaile. Cephrael sneezes and more time passes.” 
 
    Yet she’d felt every grain of sand passing through the hourglass of time.  
 
    She knew it wasn’t fair for her to hold that against him. He wasn’t anchored to any timestream. He wasn’t forced to watch the meticulous erosion of everything he held dear, or clock the inevitable debilitation from moment to moment, century to century. 
 
    Vaile reached for her tunic. “I laid with others in your absence, certainly.” 
 
    “Was Cephrael one of them?”   
 
    She angled him a taunting smile. “How am I meant to have done that? You buried him under a mountain.” 
 
    He fell back in his chair and flung up his arms. “Why does everyone keep bringing that up like it matters?”  
 
    Vaile slipped her tunic over her head. “Three thousand years matters, Baelfeir.”  
 
    He pursed his lips and shut off his thoughts from her inspection. “I couldn’t just return.” 
 
    She cast him a dubious glance. “No?” 
 
    “You might’ve torn the fabric and come to find me.” 
 
    “And how would that have gone over, do you imagine?” 
 
    He growled an oath. “Be it so, I had to wait until the time was right.” 
 
    “You mean until the realm reached its lowest ebb?” The words sounded more bitter than she’d intended. 
 
    He gazed at her with regret suddenly darkening in his sapphire gaze. “If I’d known what was happening to you, I would’ve returned sooner.” 
 
    She flung him a glare while she reached for her bodice. “If you’d returned sooner, you would’ve known.” She slipped the bodice on and jerked the laces roughly. Then she tied them off and swung a look around the room. “My blades?” 
 
    He nodded wordlessly towards a cabinet. 
 
    Vaile opened the doors to find her short swords hanging within.  
 
    He observed as she was donning them, “They were mewling quite piteously while you slept.” 
 
    Vaile speared a stare at him. “My blades do not mewl.”  
 
    He chuckled. “Wailing, then.” 
 
    She turned rather forcefully to face him. “What did you do with the sa’reyth?” 
 
    “I left it where you left it, languishing in the future. As soon as I could move you, I brought you here. I couldn’t take the risk of one of your sunny companions returning. They would’ve asked too many questions—that is, if they took a breath to ask any questions at all before attempting to annihilate me—and I wasn’t in the mood to clean up another mess.” 
 
    Mention of the drachwyr brought a melancholy ache to her chest.  
 
    Vaile dropped her arms to her sides. “The drachwyr are cast forward in time. All save Mithaiya.” 
 
    “Ah…” He actually had the decency to look concerned. “That would explain the ripples in the tapestry.”  
 
    Vaile went back to securing her blades. She knew he was watching her, seeing far too deeply for comfort when her psyche was still so fragile, when she could barely believe he’d returned at all, when she’d had no time to process what his return actually meant to the Balance, to the game…to her heart. 
 
    She knew an urgency to be elsewhere. “I have to go.” 
 
    He rose from his chair but didn’t approach. “Twenty-five hundred years…” His eyes conveyed a quiet meaning. “Are you so anxious to leave my company?” 
 
    The look she speared at him could’ve frozen space. “And you well know why.” 
 
    His lips slowly spread in the very smile she’d been dreading to see, the one that said he could read the ineffable language inked into her soul simply by smelling of her skin; the one that confessed how barren he was without her; the one that had claimed her heart the first instant she saw it. 
 
    How did you deny a being who knew you so completely, who anticipated your every rejoinder, who only fought back when you wanted him to? 
 
    He opened his palms in entreaty. “Stay a moment. Watch the sun set. I recall you prefer flying in the night.” 
 
    He well knew that she did. 
 
    Baelfeir searched her gaze. “Did you miss me not at all?” 
 
    Vaile could’ve strangled him. Her eyes hardened, but her heart quavered like gelatinous goo. “I wept for you every night for twenty-five hundred moons, and cursed your name with the sun every morning.” 
 
    He dared cross the room to her then. His hand found hers, which he lifted to his lips. “One does like to be missed.” 
 
    She cursed his name in a host of dead languages. 
 
    He knew every one of them. 
 
    She tried to jerk her hand free, but he’d claimed it for the moment.  
 
    “Vaile.” He tugged on her fingers and drew her out of the room towards a staircase and a hallway and the tall doors standing open at the end. 
 
    Beyond them, sunset was painting the sky in broad strokes. She followed him onto a rooftop patio overlooking the distinctive skyline of Faroqhar.  
 
    She wondered what he was doing in the Sacred City, what game he was playing now. She wondered why he’d returned to Alorin in this time instead of another, and whether his return would result in an end to the feud between the two beings she most admired in the universe—or whether it would be just one more permutation of their inexhaustible contention. 
 
    He drew her to the very edge of the roof, where the stone fell away and the sky loomed large, and there he held her hand tightly in his and directed her gaze towards the glowing horizon. 
 
    She watched a window open in the air before her, a glimpse into his own universe. She saw a starry sky of nebulas vast and innumerable, and she saw a plain of obsidian where stood uncountable thousands of feminine shells bearing a single face—hers.  
 
    Some were imperfect in their perfection, for they appeared to have no flaw, while she had many. Others had flaws more obvious to her eye—a brow too arched, a lip too thin or slightly too full. Many others seemed to be her exact duplicate. 
 
    “I tried to reproduce you…so many times,” he confessed low at her ear. His breath brought tingles to her flesh, his words an ache to her soul. “But no matter how intimately I recalled you, no matter how intricately I summoned you from the depths of my memory, I could never make these reproductions resonate with truth.”  
 
    Baelfeir closed the window and ran his nose along her temple. “Because none of them were you.” 
 
    Vaile fought to resist the tides of her heart. She thought of her brother and what he would say, and of the First Lord and all those who were counting on her. 
 
    She would’ve faded into the stars if Baelfeir hadn’t come. Did that mean the cosmos needed her involvement, or did his immutable determination override even the will of Balance? 
 
    She looked to him with a furrowed brow. “How did you finagle your return?” 
 
    “Finagle.” He gave her a wry smile. “That’s an intriguing word choice.” Though she noted he didn’t deny it. “Shailabhanáchtran and I came to an arrangement. He opened a portal from Shadow into Illume Belliel. The others of my kind remain in the cityworld with the Malorin’athgul as their gatekeeper.” 
 
    She blew out a skeptical exhale. “Then nothing is really resolved.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Except the Balance.” 
 
    Vaile turned him an aggravated look. “Only if the welds of connection are reestablished.” 
 
    He saw the accusation in her gaze and acknowledged it with a weighty sigh. “Which you know I can allow.”  
 
    He released her hand and pushed his into his pockets. “There was a rationale behind Cephrael sealing us out, I’ll admit. It held merit, in portions. I’m no longer interested in the game of domination, but I can’t speak for the others. To allow them to return without…monitoring their intentions would be courting disaster all over again.” 
 
    Vaile wasn’t sure what was more tormenting: the fractious absence he’d maintained for millennia, or this unexpected return, in which he proved to her that every molecule of his being was as perfectly honorable as she’d always believed. 
 
    He drew her hand into his again, brought it once more to his lips. “Why can we not be as we are with each other, independent of the game?” 
 
    Her eyes flashed. “Because you and Cephrael will tear the realms apart with your tantrums and your bickering.”  
 
    “It won’t come to that this time.” 
 
    She eyed him narrowly. “Why? Because you’ve finally decided to let him win?” 
 
    He chuckled. “You know, he could decide the same.” 
 
    “You know how likely I think that is?” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” He kissed her hand again, while his eyes invited her to remain. 
 
    Vaile reclaimed her hand. “I haven’t yet decided if I’ve forgiven you.”  
 
    “I sincerely hope not.” He looked her over again with possessive invitation.  “Gaining your forgiveness so easily would be no fun at all.”  
 
    She shook her head at him. “I have to go.”  
 
    “Twenty-five hundred years, Vaile…” he paused her anew with his admiring smile, “and I adore you as much as I did on the day you captured and bound me to your lamp of glass.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “You let me capture you.” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s been well worth the trouble, don’t you think?” 
 
    Vaile shook her head. “I really have to go.” She summoned the form. 
 
    He watched her quietly while she shifted. But as she was leaping into the night on velvet wings, he whispered into her thoughts, intimately, Ma dieul tan cyr im’avec.  
 
    My first and only lord, owner of my heart.  
 
    To which, in spite of herself, she responded the same.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Sixty-four 
 
      
 
    “Contest, action, the thrill of possession—these are the hallmarks of the game and the only reason one plays at all.” 
 
      
 
    –Attributed to the angiel Cephrael 
 
      
 
    Pelas arrived in the corridor in time to hear his brother shout a curse that indicated he was truly angry.  
 
    In the split-second echo following Shail’s roar, ghūls began rising.  
 
    Pelas knew of them from his time with Rafael in Shadow. Ghūls weren’t entities but approximations, amalgams of patterns given sentience through their intent.  
 
    A wave of them pounced on Shail.  
 
    His brother flooded the hall with deyjiin—irritably, almost indifferently, for he was focused on whatever new discovery was driving his fury—and the ghūls evaporated, only to slowly reassume form.  
 
    More concerning to Pelas than the ghūls was the problem of Shail. He admitted his younger brother was the last person he’d expected to run afoul of there. 
 
    Pelas pursued the idea of getting Tanis and the Eltanese out of the temple before Shail could notice them, but it was a miracle his brother hadn’t observed their presence already. Thus, Pelas’s priority became keeping Shail’s attention directed away from his companions. 
 
    He moved out of the shadows. “Come now, brother. Things can’t be that bad.”    
 
    Shail spun, roaring Pelas’s name, and a fiery column of unmaking blasted towards him—deyjiin and elae in negative polarity.  
 
    They called it starblight, and it was the kind of power they used to turn a star from a thermonuclear plasma into a mottled black hunk of ore. Pelas only just got up his shield in time. 
 
    In retrospect, he probably should have summoned a shield before alerting his brother to his presence. 
 
    The blast propelled Pelas backwards. He flew over the edge of the precipice where the hallway bent in half and plummeted into darkness.  
 
    He halted his fall in midair and hung there, upside down, breathing hard, safely out of range of the furnace of flames that continued raging on for some minutes above him. He let his racing heart find its rhythm again while he thanked all the gods in the known that he hadn’t been one second longer in summoning his shield—or that would’ve been the end of this shell. 
 
    He’d never seen his brother so angry. Whatever Ean and Rafael were doing to upset Shail’s equilibrium, it appeared to be working.   
 
    Tanis… He reached out to the lad while righting himself. Shail is here. Get out of there. Don’t wait for me. 
 
    He felt Tanis’s dismay. Um…there might be a slight problem with that, and the lad shared what he was seeing. 
 
    Whereupon Pelas growled a curse beside which his brother’s recent obscenity paled. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tanis and the Eltanese were being pursued, and not in a good way.  
 
    The shadows in the temple had never seemed friendly, but now they were rather voraciously trying to murder them. They resonated a high-pitched, inhuman keen while screaming around their shields in an insatiable whirlwind of malice.  
 
    Tanis and the Eltanese had banded close together, their shields overlapping. Separation would mean instantly losing sight of each other in the madly churning darkness. Their weapons passed right through the attacking shadows, proving them insubstantial, but instinct warned that letting these things touch their unprotected flesh would be a bad idea.  
 
    “Criim, what are these things?” Mat swung his blade again, slicing dark eels.  
 
    Jude was holding his blade before himself warily. “I get the idea they’re not super pleased to see us.” 
 
    “Really, Jude? What gave you that impression?” 
 
    They never knew how one of the things got inside Mat’s shield in that moment, but it adhered instantly to his left arm and formed a thick blanket of glistening tar.  
 
    Mat staggered, shouted a curse, tried to rip the thing off him. His shield started flickering, allowing more of them to dart in at him.  
 
    In a breath of disbelief, glistening tar covered him from head to toe.  
 
    “Unholy Criim—get them off meeeee!”  
 
    Mat tried pulling at them, even scraping them off with his blade, but even Merdanti couldn’t deter them.   
 
    “Jude—go help him!” Gadovan widened his shield to protect all of them, and Jude rushed to assist Mat, who was shouting curses. 
 
    That is, until a shadow whispered into his mouth and solidified into a gag of tar. Then it was just muffled screams that echoed frantically in their thoughts as Mat wrestled impotently to extricate himself. 
 
    Jude tried using elae on the shadows, but the lifeforce just bounced off them. Mat was starting to turn pale. 
 
    This was the focus of Tanis’s horrified gaze when Pelas contacted him. 
 
    As soon as he gleaned from Pelas’s thoughts what the creatures were—or rather, weren’t—Tanis understood better how to deal with them.  
 
    He pulled his Merdanti dagger, set the blade against the tar clinging to Mat’s face and bound the shadow with the fourth. This magnetized the fourth-strand patterns that comprised the ghūl to his own fourth-strand binding.  
 
    Then he ripped the ghūl off of Mat.  
 
    It whirled around and came right back at Tanis, but he’d seen the core of patterns glowing at the base of its head by that point, and he drove his Merdanti blade—which nullified all enchantments—into the matrix. The ghūl evaporated. 
 
    “Bind it with the fourth!” Tanis shouted to Jude, even as repeated the process with the next shadow clinging to Mat. “Aim below the head area—there’s a matrix of patterns there!”  
 
    Tanis bound and ripped off the next shadow and stabbed his dagger into it before those tarry arms could attach to him.  
 
    Jude soon got the hang of it, and working together, they freed Mat.  
 
    He folded over and pushed hands on his knees, heaving in great gulps of air. Jude rejoined Gadovan in holding their shield in place—the captain’s working was all that was keeping the storm of other ghūls off of them. 
 
    Gadovan spared a tense glance for Tanis. “Lad, how did you know what to do?”   
 
    “Pelas says they’re called ghūls.” Tanis placed a hand on Mat’s shoulder. The knight was still bent over with his hands braced on his thighs, his face white. Tanis established a tentative rapport and assessed with a Healer’s eyes to be sure Mat’s life pattern was unharmed. He flowed elae into him, just for good measure. “They’re not living,” he told the others meanwhile. “They’re sentient patterns invested with purpose.” 
 
    “What purpose? Getting rid of us?” Mat choked out.  
 
    “More or less. They don’t become solid until they latch on.” 
 
    “Important safety tip,” Jude noted. “Don’t let them latch onto you. Thanks for testing that theory for us, Mat.” 
 
     “What’s powering them?” Tension threaded Gadovan’s tone. “If they’re just patterns, something has to be giving them force and impetus. They can’t just be self-generating.”  
 
    “Whatever’s doing it, the bloody things were suffocating me.” Mat looked truly shaken and still hadn’t found his breath. “I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. It was like I was being…remade.” 
 
     “How do we fight these things, Tanis?” Gadovan was clearly straining beneath the effort of keeping them all off.   
 
    Tanis released Mat and looked uneasily around at the storm. “Our Merdanti blades will disrupt the patterns’ cohesion. Aim for the back of their necks. That appears to be where the matrix is concentrated.” 
 
    All around him, malevolent darkness whirled. 
 
    To top everything else, Tanis was starting to get that unbalanced feeling again. It never seemed to come at an opportune moment, when he might’ve just sat down for a spell and taken one of his lady’s tonics to settle his stomach.  
 
    Mat straightened and summoned his shield anew, then joined Gad’s side. Gadovan gave him an encouraging look.  
 
    They were entirely surrounded in seething darkness. The only light came from the glowing dome of their shields.   
 
    Tanis really hated to be the one to add insult to injury, but…  
 
    He tugged uncomfortably at one ear. “You…should probably also know that Pelas’s brother is here.” 
 
    “The one we like, or the one we don’t like?” Jude shoved the roiling darkness back again with a grunt of effort. 
 
    “Definitely the one we don’t like.” 
 
    “Bad things come in threes,” Mat grumbled. 
 
    “Pelas wants us to move onto the weld where we’ll be safer.” 
 
    Gadovan winced beneath a particularly heavy storm of the creatures battering his shield. “A capital idea, if only we could reach it.” 
 
    The seething mass of ghūls stood between them and escape. Surprisingly, no one was overly keen to forge into that darkness. 
 
    Tanis couldn’t understand the sentient patterns’ purpose. They were radiating an intention somewhere between get out! and annihilate! but they weren’t letting them get to the weld to leave.   
 
    He supposed that was the drawback to using sentient patterns as sentinels. You could invest them with purpose, but you couldn’t make them rational. 
 
    Gadovan leveled a resolute look across all of them. “Now that we know how to deal with these things, I think we’re going to have to do it the hard way.” 
 
    “Criim, Gad,” Mat protested. “Why can’t we ever do it the easy way?”  
 
    Gadovan flashed a tight smile. “Nothing worth having ever comes cheap.” 
 
    “Capital.” Jude sighed. 
 
    Mathias grumbled, “You know, I quite like living. Being alive suits my complexion more than being dead.” 
 
    “Then don’t die,” Jude said reasonably. 
 
    “Easy for you to say, He Who Wasn’t Just Nearly Suffocated Three Minutes Ago.” 
 
    Jude gave him a grin that was all teeth. “But now you’re smarter.” 
 
    “The Time Fathers willing.” Gadovan looked around at them resolutely. “On three, armor on, shields to yourselves, daggers out. Keep them off Tanis and make for the weld. Ready, lad?” 
 
    Tanis lifted his dagger with a queasy as-I’ll-ever-be look. In truth, he would’ve rather faced the ghūls than suffer his tempestuous stomach, which was twisting itself into knots waiting for the uneven floor to flatten out again. It felt like rubbing salt in the wound to have to face the ghūls while his stomach was turning somersaults on him. 
 
    “Three, two, one—” 
 
    A force barreled into Tanis.  
 
    He flew out of the mass of ghūls and landed hard on the weld with an explosive exhale— 
 
    Where an ethereal hand grabbed his ankle and yanked him onto the Pattern of the World.  
 
    Only, they clearly weren’t on the pattern. Judging from the filtered half-light they fell into, they had to be between ley lines.  
 
    Tanis instinctively threw an anchor into the weld before they got too far away to find it again—whatever force had him was carting him from ley line to ley line like a sack on the end of a rope.  
 
    The line on his anchor quickly pulled taut, which in turn hauled up on whatever or whoever was trying to cart him away. For a moment, Tanis felt stretched between forces, himself holding to his own anchor while someone else was trying to drag him free of it. 
 
    But his anchor held, and the man—if it was a man—had to release him. 
 
    Tanis swung free. 
 
    Had he been just another Nodefinder, the lad might’ve been lost in that moment, for most Nodefinders only knew how to travel on the Pattern. But Tanis had spent the last several weeks dredging ley lines through T’khendar’s world grid. He recognized the oddly filtered light and magnetic resonance that made the air shimmer with refraction. He knew where the other had taken him. 
 
    Tanis could’ve hauled himself back onto the Pattern itself then, but the thing was… 
 
    When the man had ripped him through the weld and away, the seas of Balance had calmed. 
 
    So Tanis kept a firm hold on his anchor—he didn’t want to fall off the grid altogether, which would be disastrous—but he also magnetized himself to the nearest leis, like throwing a hook to catch against a higher cliff, and hovered there between his two mental anchors, waiting. 
 
    Traversing the aether of the world grid was a bit like wandering through luminous fog. You could see, but there wasn’t much to see. While on T’khendar’s grid, he and the Eltanese had communicated through the fourth-strand bond they’d established, because the distances between ley lines were too great and the refraction too disorienting to spot each other visually. 
 
    Only now, a man was very definitely descending towards Tanis. 
 
    He lowered slowly into view out of the pearlescent fog, much the dangling spider coming to inspect its catch. The man was using some kind of magnetic anchor, similar to but different than Tanis’s.  
 
    When he drew level with Tanis, the Vestian’s grey eyes were dark with mischief. “Clever boy.” 
 
    Tanis clutched tight to his anchors and tried to figure out what Balance was trying to tell him about the Vestian. “Whatever you were doing in that temple…our business needn’t trouble yours.” 
 
    “Oh, I think it does.” The Vestian lifted his other arm and swung to a new anchor, agile as an ape moving from limb to limb.  
 
    He was using about a dozen patterns all at once to do what he was doing—Tanis saw them all in a painful flash as the Vestian grabbed the next leis—but the woof and warp of the patterns were woven so tightly with each other that the lad couldn’t easily separate them into their component actions. 
 
    Hauling up beneath the metaphoric branch, the Vestian hung by one hand, smiling darkly at him. “My employer is keen to converse with you.” 
 
    “Converse.” If the Vestian worked for Shail, and it seemed apparent that he did, then conversing would be the least of Shail’s interest in him.  
 
    The Vestian grinned. “He seemed fairly irritated to see the artist, your patron…or is he your paramour?” 
 
    Tanis held the Vestian’s gaze. “He’s Shailabanáchtran’s brother,” he replied tightly, “and you have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into.” 
 
    “Don’t I?” The Vestian linked himself back to the earlier leis so he hung not quite spread-eagle beneath his anchors, holding to two magnetic lines. Tanis was doing the same thing, but with mental hands instead of his actual ones. He had no idea how the Vestian was doing what he was doing. 
 
    The man curled in his knees and swung himself up onto a sort of branch above him—a leis, Tanis assumed, or a similarly magnetic strand of this web the other seemed so familiar with—and sat there, grinning at Tanis. He pulled out a small dagger—not Merdanti, but very definitely ensorcelled—and began toying with it.  
 
    “Fhorgs talk. Especially the Fhorgs serving Isahl—I’m guessing that’s your Shail-whatever-the-fethe his name is.” He made a twirling motion with the dagger. “The Fhorgs talk a lot about a man named Pelas, who is no man by any account, and how Isahl hates him so vehemently that he would quench the sun if it meant ridding himself of his meddling.” 
 
    Realizing that he couldn’t isolate the patterns the Vestian was using, Tanis concentrated on trying to duplicate them.  
 
    “I missed the part where this has anything to do with me,” the lad said.  
 
    The Vestian angled him a wry look. “I didn’t play you for a fool. Don’t play me for one.” 
 
    Tanis shook his head. “Only one of us is working for Shailabanáchtran. That rather objectively decides the issue.” 
 
    The Vestian chuckled. He waggled his dagger at him again. “I like you, lad. You’ve got some balls on you for being what…barely ten and eight? So I’ll give you the chance to do this the easy way.” He swirled his dagger to indicate the aether around Tanis. “Release your anchor, we go together to see my employer, my part is done and the rest lies between you and your gods.” 
 
    Tanis had about half of the Vestian’s patterns committed to memory. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like such a great deal for me.” He arched brows over a wary stare. “Shail wants my blood as much as he wants his brother’s.” 
 
    The Vestian grinned again, and there was not a little admiration behind his gaze. “Must be quite the story. So…” he cocked his head to the side, “you’re opting for the hard way, then?” 
 
    “Looks like it.” 
 
    “Outstanding.” 
 
    In the same instant that the Vestian threw his dagger and severed Tanis’s anchor, Tanis saw a pattern flash and realized it wasn’t a real dagger at all— 
 
    Even as he was falling-swinging towards his second anchor— 
 
    Just as the Vestian was launching through the aether to snare him. 
 
    Tanis uttered a prayer and stacked the patterns he’d gleaned off the Vestian into a matrix bound to his intent… 
 
    And saw a webwork of ley lines appear all around him. 
 
    Startled but happily so, he magnetized to the nearest line and dropped beneath the Vestian, just as the man was soaring past. His gloved fingers slid through Tanis’s flying hair, snagging empty air and maybe a few loose strands.  
 
    Tanis would trade some hair to keep his head free of Shail’s noose any day. 
 
    He cast another anchor towards the weld, but the Vestian only severed it again. That same knife pattern flashed.  
 
    Still falling, Tanis flung out his hands and tried to catch the leis he’d magnetized to, the way the Vestian was doing, but his hands slid right through the line. He used the second strand to haul himself to a stop then, far below the leis. His body jerked to a very undignified halt.  
 
    The lad’s heart was racing, his mind awhirl with new perceptions. Some instinctive part of him was making connections faster than he could analyze them. He didn’t have all of the patterns the Vestian was using, but now that he could see the ley lines, he could at least maneuver around on them.  
 
    It was like being inside a gigantic three-dimensional web. Leis zigzagged every which way, creating a dense mesh between the thicker ley lines that must’ve belonged to nodes. The Vestian was somehow making these magnetic lines solid to his perception. That meant he must’ve been using the fifth. 
 
    Tanis needed that pattern if he had any hope of getting the better of the man. 
 
    Far above Tanis, the Vestian had spotted him and was angling down now towards his location.  
 
    Tanis watched him launching from one leis to the next, bouncing or swinging hand over hand, sometimes somersaulting, sometimes sliding, even slinging himself through the empty aether on magnetic vines of his own construction—his own anchoring lines. 
 
    Tanis studied the patterns he was using closely.  
 
    The next time the Vestian slung an anchoring line, Tanis used the same dagger pattern the Vestian had used and severed the man’s anchor. 
 
    He cursed as he fell. He flipped head over heels and caught both hands on a ley line. Tanis saw a pattern flash.  
 
    The leis dragged down in an arc beneath the Vestian’s weight before hauling him back up as it regained its original cohesion.  
 
    Swinging about thirty feet above Tanis then, the Vestian released one hand to better angle a wondering look down at the lad. “What are you, kid?” 
 
    Tanis’s heart was racing. “Giving you one more chance to see reason.” 
 
    The Vestian laughed. “Where would be the fun in that?” He dropped towards Tanis. 
 
    But Tanis had the pattern he needed now.  
 
    He’d never worked the fifth before, preferring the strands that were native to him, but he had enough facility with patterns to do what he had to do. 
 
    Tanis added the fifth strand pattern into the matrix of his intent and felt the webwork of leis become spongy beneath his feet. 
 
    “Well and good,” he murmured with a steely eye on the man soaring towards him. “Don’t say I didn’t offer.”  
 
    Tanis made a springboard of the leis and launched himself to meet the Vestian. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Pelas knew his brother was beyond all reason when Shail dove off the smoldering edge of the broken corridor to chase after him, lobbing curses between balls of starblight.  
 
    Pelas flung himself to the side of the tunnel, magnetized to it, and ran down the corridor wall, dodging meteor balls of destabilized molecular convection, his shields glowing crimson.  
 
    The ground rose up fast.  
 
    Seeing an opening in the opposite wall—once a branching corridor—Pelas launched himself across the open tunnel, then ran along the wall of the adjoining passage, dodging collapsed archways, jumping the gaping crevasses that opened into rooms of vast darkness. He let the currents light his way. 
 
    A hall loomed at the corridor’s end. The temple was as crammed with huge, columned halls as it was with ghūls, apparently. Pelas darted into the dark just as Shail reached the far end of the passageway, his presence announced by a searing explosion that blasted into Pelas’s shield and propelled him off his feet. 
 
    He somersaulted in midair and landed in a run. The further he drew Shail away from Tanis, the better. 
 
    Deep in the hall, he took cover behind a carved stone column and waited, his breath coming fast.  
 
    In the intervening seconds, Pelas took stock of himself, checked his line to Tanis—the distance he sensed between their thoughts meant the lad was somewhere on the Pattern of the World now—and drained the heat out of his shields, which resulted in the rock going gooey around him, so he moved to another pillar to wait.  
 
    He perceived his brother coming closer. Shail was pushing the currents before him like the prow of a ship through the waves. He’d gotten a hold on his temper, though, or at least had found the better side of reason, because he wasn’t lobbing starblight anymore. 
 
    The crimson reflection of Shail’s own shields lit the walls as he entered the hall. He drained the heat from them as he continued inside, so that by the time he reached the first set of columns, he’d left a trail of molten footsteps and made his shields invisible again. 
 
    But his fury was still apparent. 
 
    “Pelas!” Shail shouted into the cavernous darkness. “I warn you—this is your last chance to make good with me!” 
 
    Pelas pressed his head back against the column and called in return, “All that starblight was a warning?”  
 
    There were only about three hundred columns in the hall. If Shail lost his temper again and lobbed another meteor at him, he had pretty good odds of hitting the wrong one. 
 
    “This is not Tal’Afaq, and I am not Dore Madden!” Shail growled. “If you think you will emerge from this unscathed, Pelas, think again!” 
 
    Pelas hadn’t exactly emerged from Tal’Afaq unscathed, but he didn’t think his brother would find that relevant just then.  
 
    Shail stopped between the first two sets of columns. Pelas could feel his brother’s fury like a beacon, and his acrimony made ridges in the currents. “Where have you taken the archives? Return them to me and…” 
 
    Words must’ve failed him. Pelas could just picture his brother’s face in that stubborn moment, gnashing some sort of acquittal between his teeth. Pelas would’ve liked to have been able to answer him just to see what sort of concession Shail would come up with, but he actually had no idea what he was talking about. 
 
    He called back, “Maybe if you told me how I was supposed to have taken these archives—” 
 
    “PELASOMMÁYUREK!” Shail roared at him. “Enough games! The location of the archives—or by Chaos, I will end you!” 
 
    Shail was trying to erase him from the aether over some books?  
 
    At least he knew now why his brother had finally found restraint—albeit rather abysmally late. What if he’d actually succeeding in hitting Pelas with the starblight? But oh, how sweet the honey of this moment! He could’ve kissed Ean. 
 
    Grinning widely, Pelas moved out from behind his column with his hands in his pockets. He kept his shields up though. He wasn’t stupid.  
 
    “You know, it occurs to me, brother, that if I’m the only one who knows the location of these treasured archives…ending me would be counterproductive to your aims.” 
 
    Shail stabbed him with a daggered stare from all the way across the hall. “I vow, I could find a way to make it serve more than my temper.” He stood with his hands clenched at his sides, powerful shoulders hunched forward—the tiger ready to pounce. His growled words made jagged waves of the currents. “What have you done with the archives?” 
 
    Pelas opened his arms, smiled innocently. “I don’t know anything about these archives, brother.”   
 
    “You lie.” 
 
    Pelas’s expression instantly sobered. “Only one of us has ever lied to the other—and we both know that wasn’t me.” 
 
    Shail scoured him with his stare, even as he was surely scouring the currents for the veracity of Pelas’s words. But any close inspection would prove them true—pshaw, Shail could taste a truth from thirty meters and dissect its every nuance. His silence meant he was trying to put together how this truth was possible. 
 
    After a pause charged with animosity, his brother hissed, “Who, then?” 
 
    Pelas grinned. “Now, there I could help you…but that would definitely be counterproductive to my aims.”  
 
    Shail’s expression flickered through fire into something so viciously dark that Pelas actually lost his smile. 
 
    Then the room exploded.  
 
    Pelas anchored to the floor with the fifth and let the churning heat roll across his shield. In the aftermath, Shail came roaring towards him bringing another wave of annihilation. Pelas reflected that his younger brother really could be a terror when he wanted to be.  
 
    Pelas rearranged the molecules in the ceiling above him and launched himself up three levels through amorphous stone, emerging to starlight glimmering on a framework of rubble walls. 
 
    Shail’s rage was trembling the temple’s foundations. The roof was wavering. Broken walls began crumbling in on themselves. Pelas needed his brother away from that place.  
 
    He threw a little taunt, the lightest touch upon their brotherly bond, to be sure Shail would follow him. An instant later, his brother erupted up through the roof in an explosion of stone.  
 
    Pelas dodged the assault of rock and hooked an anchor on Shail. He simultaneously cast another anchor for the closest ley line and magnetized to it. 
 
    He flew— 
 
    Halfway there. Then he slammed to a painful halt, stuck in a jagged ridge of opposing kinesis.  
 
    Shail had anchored to the temple’s weld.  
 
    Pelas hauled on the distant ley line with everything he had, until his mind was screaming with the forces ripping back and forth through it, until every muscle in his shell was trembling with the effort, fighting against his brother’s equal opposing hold on the weld, an alternating current of slay or be slain. 
 
    And suddenly…Pelas won.  
 
    He was once again speeding towards the ley line with his brother bouncing along behind him, dragging something weighty… 
 
    Whereupon a horrified realization dawned on him. 
 
    Already compromised, the weld had ripped free.  
 
    They were flying towards the ley line, dragging the weld with them. 
 
    Deprived now of the kinetic gravity that had been holding it together, the temple collapsed in upon itself with a terrible, shuddering roar.  
 
    A mighty geyser of dust erupted, visible in the starlight for miles around. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tanis was clinging to a cross section of the world grid, with the Vestian hanging by one arm on the other side of a large open space in the meshwork of leis, both of them out of breath and staring challengingly at each other, when a wrenching shift of perception blinded Tanis, and pain speared through his body. 
 
    The next instant, he was falling. 
 
    He threw an anchor to the weld, but it just went…nowhere.  
 
    He couldn’t see anything—couldn’t even perceive a ley line. It was like the entire sector of the world grid had just ceased to exist.  
 
    It took a harrowing few breaths while falling through blackness for Tanis to realize that his eyes were working just fine.  
 
    His heart lodged in his throat then, for suddenly, he knew what had happened, if not how. 
 
    The grid had gone dark.  
 
    He’d fallen off the Pattern of the World.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gadovan roused to kaleidoscopic light.  
 
    He blinked, tried to focus his thoughts, tried to remember where he was and what had happened. As lucidity slowly returned, he recognized the light as his magical armor reflecting off the rocks covering him.  
 
    He did a quick assessment of fingers and toes and was relieved to find that his armor had protected him from the collapse. He dragged on the second strand and forced himself up through what felt like a mountain of stone. 
 
    Mat? Jude? Gadovan summoned them across their bond while getting to his feet. His eyes scanned the rubble beneath the starlight. He saw naught but mounds of broken stone in every direction. 
 
    Mat! Jude! 
 
    Ugh…don’t shout. Mathias flung a hand up between some rocks.  
 
    Gadovan charged over to help rescue Mat from the obsidian tomb a collapsing wall had made for him. Thank the Time Fathers for magical armor—it enabled him to lift away huge blocks of stone and cast them aside. Moments later, he had unearthed Mat and helped him to his feet. Are you hurt? 
 
    I’m all right. Mat crossed thumbs to deactivate his armor, then sank down on a rock mound and shoved both hands through his hair. “Criim, what in thirteen hells happened?” He looked around at the disaster surrounding them. “Where’s Jude?” 
 
    “Here.”  
 
    They both turned to see Jude climbing up out of the ravine.  
 
    “Unholy Criim and all his demons,” Jude came over, looking around at the destruction. “What was it you said about bad things coming in threes, Mat?” 
 
    “The weld is gone.” Gadovan could hardly believe his own words. 
 
    “So I gathered when the temple fell down on us,” Jude said. 
 
    Mat turned a wince around in the night. “I guess we know what was powering those ghūls now—the bloody weld.”   
 
    Jude shook his head. “How does a weld just vanish off the grid?” 
 
    The night itself seemed to resonate a bewildered awe. 
 
    “Have either of you been able to reach Tanis?” Gadovan asked. 
 
    They both shook their heads. None of them wanted to speculate on what that might mean. 
 
    Mat blew out a forceful breath. “Criim, what now?” 
 
    But to that, the night offered no answers. 
 
      
 
    Sixty-five 
 
      
 
    “The strands are as interwoven as the visible spectrum. As light shows  
 
    its colors in refraction, so the strands in their interaction… 
 
    yet one may be seen to bind the rest.” 
 
      
 
    –Sobra I’ternin, Eleventh Translation, 1499aF, 
A Discourse on the Nature and Relationship of Patterning and the Currents of Elae 
 
      
 
    Sebastian val Lorian, firstborn of Errodan and Gydryn, reluctant prince of Dannym, frowned at the seated form of his wife-to-be-if-she-decided-he-was-worthy as she rode in front of him down the trail. 
 
    He should’ve predicted that Ehsan would demand to come with them on their wild eidola chase. It was just…she’d let him go off to Tambarré without feeling the need to accompany him. He couldn’t stop wondering what was different about this adventure from his previous ones? They were the same crew—himself, Rhys and Dareios’s Nodefinder cousin, Bahman—this time seeking eidola in the wilderness of the Dhahari.  
 
    With Ehsan. 
 
    Sebastian wasn’t sure how he felt about that. 
 
    He adored her, of course. He knew of no one whose company he would rather share. But worrying about Ehsan’s safety put a strain on his attention, one he couldn’t really afford when chasing Dore Madden’s demons through a mountainous wilderness. More than this, however, Sebastian brooded on why: why had she come on this quest?  
 
    He knew his wife-to-be better than she gave him credit for. She wouldn’t have demanded to come along without good reason, but did that reason stem from her own intuition, a new sense of the Healer’s Sight…or from an external source, perhaps Isabel van Gelderan? Which possibility made arguing with Ehsan somewhat of a challenge.  
 
    Actually…many aspects of Ehsan posed a challenge for a mere mortal like Sebastian. 
 
    She had the radiance and body of a woman in her prime, the mind of a matriarch, the tongue of a crone, and the indomitable will of an immortal. His thirty years were no match for her eighty-plus—said number being an informed guess based on his conversations with Dareios. For to be sure, Sebastian was far too savvy to inquire as to his wife-to-be’s actual age. 
 
    After spending countless moons partaking of Dareios’ hospitality at the Palace of Andorr, Sebastian was starting to understand the truthreader’s desire to marry off his remaining six sisters…or was it eight sisters?  
 
    The Haxamanis princesses were all very beautiful, highly intelligent, over-educated, provocative, headstrong women; Adept Healers all, trained at the Sormitáge, bound now to the Pattern of Life, and by Kandori law free to choose husbands at their leisure—or never, if they preferred. 
 
    Sebastian still couldn’t tell them all apart. He was fairly sure three of them were triplets who were having a bit of fun with him by pretending to be a single person.  
 
    Dareios was of no help in this respect. He would only talk about his sisters if Sebastian had new ideas for getting rid of them. 
 
    To complicate current matters, Bahman pleaded neutrality and Ehsan had roped Rhys into complicity with her decision to travel with them. Which only made Sebastian wonder if Isabel might’ve been visiting Rhys’s dreams, too.  
 
    He knew Epiphany’s Prophet was watching out for him. He suspected she’d looked down his path. He knew she wouldn’t tell him anything she’d seen of his own future…but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t tell Ehsan or Rhys. 
 
    It occurred to him in all of this circular pondering that he was, perhaps, granting too much foresight to Isabel. 
 
    But he doubted it. 
 
    It wasn’t even that he desired to know his future; it was the path part he wished for guidance on.  
 
    Before they’d realized Dore was making an army, Ehsan had been gently but firmly encouraging Sebastian to seek out his father and reassume his rightful place as heir to Dannym’s throne. The more so after they’d heard that the Duke of Morwyk was leading a march towards Calgaryn. 
 
    Of course Sebastian felt torn by this news. Of course he wanted to help his father and mother and the people of Dannym. But to appear out of nowhere when most of the kingdom had named and forgotten him? To suddenly return dragging the overburdened sled of his history behind him?  
 
    They would want to know where he’d been, what had happened, how he’d survived. There were no happy endings to that story…and as far as Sebastian was concerned, no future for him in his father’s kingdom. He wished Ehsan could’ve understood this. Debating with her about it only dug the blade of regret deeper into his heart. 
 
    But if it wasn’t his destiny to join his father, where was he meant to go? What kind of future could a man with his past realistically expect to have?  
 
    He opened his eyes every morning with a forceful exhale, giving breathless thanks in those initial frantic moments of waking to realize that the dream had only been a dream, that he wasn’t still chained body and mind to Dore Madden, that he actually could look forward to the day. Even more difficult to wrap his wits around was finding Princess Ehsan Haxamanis in bed beside him. 
 
    But while he knew he’d closed the door on Işak’s past, too many doors to the future still remained shut before him. Either that, or he saw no doors at all, just an empty wall of self-recrimination and hatred of the man Dore had forced him to become.  
 
    When Sebastian tried to envision his future, he just felt…lost.      
 
    So he focused as much as possible on the present. On tracking down the eidola and destroying them. Then, hopefully, he could find a path to destroy Dore Madden so he could seal that door and never think of it—or dream of it—again. 
 
    It was much to this end that they were following a forested switchback trail through the Dhahari mountains.  
 
    The tracing pattern Sebastian had affixed to the eidola in Tambarré gave him a general sense of its traveling direction. They didn’t know how many others might be traveling with it, so their pack horses carried an arsenal of weapons especially designed to battle eidola. Dareios had insisted on giving them every advantage. 
 
    A breeze passed through the trees, rustling the branches of the tall firs and dislodging flame-colored leaves to tumble and flitter around the cloaked form of Ehsan, riding ahead of him.  
 
    She looked impressively elegant in her deep violet cloak and traveling clothes in the same subdued hue. Being a princess of Kandori, she wore her pantaloons tucked into mid-calf boots, a long tabard over a jacket and tunic in heavily embroidered silk, and a sash—the only spot of bright color—in sumptuous turquoise. She had a jeweled dagger stuck through her sash and a recurve bow and quiver of arrows at her saddle. The weapons were adorned in gold and looked more decorative than useful, though he wouldn’t have dared say so aloud. 
 
    Nor would he have insulted her by imagining she couldn’t use them—probably better than he could. 
 
    The path widened, and Ehsan paused her horse to wait for him to move his mount alongside hers. Every time Sebastian looked at Ehsan, her beauty struck him mute. The tattoo of the Khoda Panaheh on her forehead just enhanced the perfection of her brow. 
 
    One corner of Ehsan’s lips curled upwards as if to draw his attention to the amusement glinting in her blue eyes. “The waterwheel of your thoughts keeps splashing me.” 
 
    Sebastian smiled and bowed his head to her point. “Yours is such a glorious presence, Princess, I can hardly be expected to think about anything else.” 
 
    Ehsan’s eyes danced. “I do believe the way you compliment me is one of your better qualities.” 
 
    “It’s certainly the safest one,” Bahman noted drolly from behind them.  
 
    Sebastian glanced at him over his shoulder. 
 
    Bahman flicked his reins meaningfully towards Ehsan. “If I’ve learned one thing in dealing with my feminine cousins, Sebastian, it’s the enormous utility of flattery.” 
 
    “Admiration effaces all energy,” Ehsan said agreeably. 
 
    “Is that—that’s not a proverb, is it?” Sebastian tried to recall if he’d heard the phrase before.  
 
    “It’s the Second Law of Shadow,” Ehsan replied with a suitably mysterious smile. 
 
    Sebastian thought she was jesting, but Bahman’s eyes nearly popped out of his skull. “Who’s teaching you the Laws of Shadow?”  
 
    Ehsan turned forward again with her chin held high. “Perhaps I read it in a book.” 
 
    Bahman trotted his horse forward to better meet her eye to eye. “And perhaps Mirza Parviz eats falafel in his cave, Ehsan, but that’s not the question I asked.” 
 
    She smiled coyly at him. “A princess must have her secrets, Bahman. Surely Taahira has taught you this.” 
 
    “What my wife has taught me is between me and my wife.” 
 
    “By that logic, the answer you seek lies between myself and my husband-to-be.” 
 
    Bahman turned a pointed stare at Sebastian.  
 
    Who raised both hands, wearing a don’t-drag-me-into-this look. To Ehsan, he said, “I like the husband part though. At last accounting, you hadn’t decided if I was worthy.” 
 
    Bahman snorted an as-if. 
 
    Ehsan eyed Bahman amusedly, then turned an adoring smile to Sebastian. “I’ll admit your better qualities are encouraging a certain benevolence towards the idea.”  
 
    Bahman shifted agitatedly in his saddle. “Ehsan, seriously, who is tutoring you in the arcana of Shadow? You know how deep my interest runs in it.” 
 
    “Verily, it’s practically an obsession,” she agreed. “Taahira would reprimand me for encouraging you.”   
 
    “Taahira would thank you because it gets me out of her hair. Please, Ehsan. I must know.”  
 
    Ehsan gave him a voluminous smile. “Perhaps it is the same person who is tutoring the captain in our proverbs.” She turned her gaze upon Rhys in the lead with meaning dancing in her eyes. 
 
    Rhys grunted noncommittally.
“Mayhap Sebastian should take you over his knee,” Bahman grumbled. 
 
    Ehsan turned him a suggestive smirk. “Where Prince Sebastian takes me is between me and Prince Sebastian.”  
 
    Sebastian grinned.  
 
    Bahman placed a hand over his heart and gave a bow of honor to Sebastian. Then he settled an adamantine eye on Ehsan and muttered, “I shall have to find another way to get the truth out of her.” 
 
    “I’ve heard flattery works wonders,” Sebastian noted. 
 
    “The river is its own proof, Bahman,” Ehsan replied sagely.  
 
    “And within the crow lies the raven, Ehsan,” Bahman rejoined, giving her a pointed stare. 
 
    She laughed and shot him a dancing smile over her shoulder. Bantering incomprehensible proverbs was one of Ehsan’s favorite avocations. “Joyful are the stars, for they cannot see the night.” 
 
    Bahman’s gaze turned cryptic. “Maybe so, but the tree cannot see its own shadow either.” 
 
    Ehsan laughed. “The unwary goat bequeaths its hair to the fleas.” 
 
    Riding in the lead, Rhys chuckled at this.  
 
    Sebastian frowned at the captain’s back. 
 
    Apparently stumped for a suitable retort, Bahman muttered something about Kandori princesses being fond of proving themselves right with cryptic proverbs no one else could possibly make sense of.  
 
    They rode on beneath the whirling wind. 
 
      
 
    Afternoon had claimed the day by the time they reached an icy creek tumbling from the snowbound peaks. The air was brisk—and by that, Sebastian meant cold—though the sun was shining brightly on its arc into the west.   
 
    Rhys dismounted creek-side to let his horse drink, and Ehsan followed, slipping lithely off her dappled Hallovian. She seemed untroubled by many days of hard riding and as many nights sleeping on the hard earth. Albeit…Sebastian had been her pillow for most of those nights as they’d laid warmly entangled beneath their combined blankets…her long legs entwined with his, her silken form…  
 
    Sebastian jerked his thoughts back to the present, only to find Ehsan smirking at him. He’d often wondered if his Sormitáge-trained wife-to-be had secretly studied elae’s fourth strand, for she seemed to know his mind as keenly as Dareios. 
 
    Sebastian dismounted and swept his dark hair from his eyes. Then he draped forearms over his saddle and settled an inquiring smile on Ehsan. “Remind me…how many strands of elae have you trained in, Princess?”   
 
    Her smirk widened. “A woman doesn’t need to be a truthreader to read that look in a man’s eyes, Prince of Dannym.” 
 
    Rhys chuckled.  
 
    Sebastian eyed the captain circumspectly. Sometimes he wasn’t sure whose side he was on. 
 
    “Do you have a clear sense of direction on the eidola, Sebastian?” Bahman was still mounted on his horse and gazing westward. “I’m only asking because I sense there’s a node nearby. We could probably use it to get us closer and make up some time.” 
 
    Sebastian mentally touched his first strand tracing pattern, feeling it quiver and resonate like the plucked string of a lute. The resulting wavelength drew the arrow of his attention towards a specific but still far distant point. 
 
    “West and south is all I can say—more of the former than the latter, I think, but I can’t get a better lock on his coordinates yet.” 
 
    “I can work with that.” Bahman clicked his tongue and cantered his horse off into the woods. He returned a quarter of the glass later, and they followed him back to the node he’d found, and then across it.  
 
    Sebastian rode off the node onto a high overlook that offered a view to the west and south, where an immense, forested valley filled a basin between two mountain ranges.  
 
    A hundred-plus miles as the crow flew west, the Eidenglass rose to form a forbidding and impassable barrier, twice as high as the arm of the Dhahari they were currently traversing.  
 
    They made camp beneath an overhang and watched the sunset douse the sky in flame. The same burning colors painted the autumn forest a mile below them, interspersed with the green spires of fir trees which towered over the maples, oaks and alders. 
 
    They partook of a meal more warming than satisfying, then Sebastian and Ehsan moved into the small tent Sebastian had raised for them, which gave some meager protection from the perpetual wind, and more importantly, some privacy.  
 
    Sebastian was kneeling, spreading out their mats and blankets, when he noticed a flash of silver as Ehsan was sorting through her pack.  
 
    The prince sat back on his heels and swept his dark hair from his eyes, suddenly wary. “Why do you have goracrosta?” In his experience, it was the stuff of living nightmare. 
 
    Ehsan glanced to him. “For the eidola, of course.” 
 
    Sebastian blinked at her. “You mean…do you mean to take one alive?” 
 
    She pushed her bedroll closer to his own, then seated herself cross-legged upon it. The wielder’s light hanging from the peak of their tent illuminated her face with a soft glow. “Dareios is concerned that our weapons may not work as effectively if the fundamental first strand pattern has changed. The news that Darshan didn’t make these eidola made him uneasy about it.” 
 
    Sebastian only then recalled the way Dareios had frowned when he’d told him that these eidola weren’t bound to Darshan. “So he sent you…?” 
 
    “It’s possible I may be able to determine what kind of being the creature is bound to through a study of its extant life pattern. And as a last resort, if the weapons don’t work as expected, I may be able to assist you and Bahman in developing new first strand patterns to adjust the matrix.” She studied him with a curious smile. “I thought my brother discussed this with you. Why did you think I came along?” 
 
    Sebastian frowned. “I thought…” Chagrin and embarrassment doused him. He fell onto his back with a forceful exhale. “Ach, it doesn’t matter what I thought.” 
 
    Ehsan studied him for a moment. Then she quietly reclined beside him and rested her head in one hand. Her fingers found his hair with gentle strokes. “What’s troubling you, Prince of Dannym?” 
 
    Sebastian stared at the wielder’s lamp dangling above them. “I know you said I have to decide what course I want to set for my future, but Ehsan…” he closed his eyes, feeling his chest and throat constrict. “What kind of future can I possibly have?”  
 
    “You are the firstborn of a king.” 
 
    He gave a derisive laugh. “What people would want me for their sovereign? Oh, I’ll grant on the surface I can look the part, but if they knew my past? If they knew I’d been a wielder’s…” Sebastian clenched his jaw tightly, shutting down the words as well as the memories they evoked. “They’d stone me out of the kingdom, Ehsan.”  
 
    She pushed up to sitting and gazed seriously upon him. “Few men have more of a mindset to lead than you.” 
 
    Sebastian winced. “I can’t even command my own dreams.” 
 
    “No man can, Sebastian.” 
 
    A host of emotions played across his face. A part of him wished she could understand. A part of him hoped she never would.  
 
    Sebastian closed his eyes. “How can I think about becoming king when I can’t even imagine facing my own father with the truth?”  
 
    Ehsan smoothed his hair back from his forehead. “Regardless of your future role, you are his son. Nothing Dore Madden did could ever change that. If our son had undergone your trials, would you feel differently about him?” 
 
    Sebastian’s eyes flew open. “Epiphany help him—no.” 
 
    She arched brows meaningfully. 
 
    Sebastian let his head fall back again. Of course she was right…and yet, his father had taught him that a king held his kingdom above all else. If a king sacrificed his kingdom for benefit of an individual, the kingdom wouldn’t long remain strong.  
 
    Hearing Ean talk about what had happened in the years after Sebastian’s capture and imprisonment, of all the sacrifices his parents had made…he knew his father truly lived by those words. No man who cared as much for his kingdom as his father did would ever leave it in the care of someone with Sebastian’s history, even his own son.   
 
    Still, he wanted to believe her.  
 
    He owed so much to Ehsan. The fact that his leg no longer ached, that he’d nearly forgotten how badly he used to limp, that the vicious scar marring his cheek had faded to a thin white line, all but invisible… She’d healed so much more than just his shattered body. But was it enough? 
 
    He just didn’t know. 
 
    “You’ve made my scars cosmetically invisible,” Sebastian confessed softly, “but they’re still very much there, Ehsan. Every time I try to envision my future—every time I try to think what I want for myself…I just hit this wall of my own disbelief. I can’t get past it. I want to,” he added, looking back to her, “sincerely I do. I want to believe you’re right, but…I don’t know if I’m capable of conceiving the bright future you see for me.” 
 
    He tried to force down the grief but was unable to keep from his expression just how broken he knew he was. “Ehsan…can a man with my history really expect Fate to be kind?” 
 
    Ehsan’s gaze narrowed as she considered his words.  
 
    Then she swung a leg over his body and settled herself firmly atop his hips. “Is this why you haven’t asked for my hand?”   
 
    Sebastian blinked. “I…” 
 
    Ehsan shook her head at him. She gathered the folds of Sebastian’s jacket and tugged them closed, pinning him with hands and thighs, her uncompromising gaze securing him as surely as her hips. “We say in Kandori that by the time a boy becomes a man, he is steel honed by honor. The swirls of his honor establish his choices for the rest of his days.”  
 
    She swept a strand of ebony hair off one shoulder without removing her gaze from his. “If he is a man of little honor, his choices will follow a certain craven path. If he is a man true to his honor, his choices will follow a more distinguished one. Destiny is simply the end a man is heading towards as a result of his collective choices; but after a certain point, the footsteps of his choices have carved a groove towards his destiny. It is a rare man who escapes that groove once formed.” 
 
    Sebastian folded his hands over hers. “You don’t think…with everything…” he pressed his lips together, refusing even to think of those memories, “you don’t think my groove is dug?” 
 
     Her gaze softened with such admiration that Sebastian caught his breath.  
 
    “You choose every day to be who you decide you are,” Ehsan told him quietly. “I see it when you wake with your muscles in knots and your skin damp from heated dreams. You rise from our bed with your hands in fists and stalk to the balcony carrying the remnants of remembered evils. But there…every morning, I watch you release that evil. I watch you purge your soul like a keeper flushing errant birds from his tower.” 
 
    “Ehsan…” Sebastian managed. 
 
     She laid her fingers across his lips. “You choose to live each day in spite of your past, knowing what he did, what you did, yet refusing to let those memories shackle you. Every morning I watch you choose a different path from the one Dore Madden tried to force you onto.” 
 
    Sebastian’s eyes burned as he stared at her.  
 
    Ehsan leaned and kissed him. Hovering over him then with her hands braced to either side of his shoulders, she said simply, “These are not the actions of a man enslaved. These are the actions of a man who will not be a slave to anyone. That is the man you are, Sebastian val Lorian, and that is the man I love.” 
 
    For a choked moment, Sebastian just stared at her. Then he sat up, caught her into his arms and fastened his mouth on hers. 
 
    They engaged in a different form of conversation after that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the course of the next two days, with Bahman staying alert for nodes to facilitate their travels and Sebastian keeping a weather eye on the eidola’s position, they crossed a hundred miles and made up enough ground between themselves and the creature that Sebastian could soon perceive it with the same unerring sense of direction that led him home through familiar woods. 
 
    The sun was falling as they were riding southbound through a high meadow, with the sky-scraping Eidenglass range towering on their right. The mountains jutted fiercely and prominently out of the emerald hills to form soaring walls of barren, ice-bound rock and glittering snow. Sebastian had never seen mountains so formidable.  
 
    They came to a small river flowing straight through the middle of the meadow and followed it downstream until it split around a granite outcropping hundreds of paces tall.  
 
    The fat left arm of the river continued its languorous path through the meadowlands, while the slender right arm tumbled down into a gorge. 
 
    Bahman clicked his tongue and drove his horse through the shallows upstream of the granite fin. Sebastian watched him canter out of the river and down towards the lip of the gorge. He reined in the animal there, the uneasy horse pawing and snorting while Bahman studied both the cavernous depression and the forbidding mountains bordering it. 
 
    Then he turned and fixed his gaze on all three of them while his horse continued trying to back away from the edge. “We’re very close to the Seam,” he called to them.  
 
    Ehsan exchanged a look with Sebastian and Rhys. “Do you think that’s where the eidola are headed?” 
 
    “It would mean they have a Nodefinder with them,” Sebastian said, puzzling over the idea.  
 
    “Sebastian, what does your trace tell you?” Bahman called. “Do we follow the river or the gorge?” 
 
    Sebastian mentally plucked his string of awareness. It vibrated strongly to the southwest. “That way.” He nodded towards the gorge.  
 
    Bahman’s gaze turned steely. “Somehow that’s what I thought you’d say.”  
 
    He waited for them to join him on the other side of the shallow fording, then they turned their horses south once more, following the rim of the gorge. 
 
    The fissure quickly broadened and deepened until they were riding a hundred feet above its sandy floor. The gorge walls were covered in moss, lending a mysterious and fey cast to its depths.  
 
    The longer they followed the gorge, the more clearly Sebastian perceived the eidola.  
 
    The sun fell behind the mountains, and a bracing chill claimed their side of the ridge, but Sebastian wanted to press on. He felt the eidola too nearly to stop now.   
 
    The stars were coming out when he finally called a momentary halt, sensing…something. A shift in perception that he couldn’t place but which had the hair on his arms suddenly standing rigid in alarm.  
 
    Sebastian reined in his horse near an indent where he had a straight view down to the bottom of the gorge.  
 
    Ehsan pulled her horse alongside his. “What do you sense?” 
 
    He pressed his lips in a tight line, trying to translate what he was feeling into some logical context. Whatever sense was summoning his unease, it did so with an unrelenting insistence. “I can’t tell if the eidola are on this ridge with us or somewhere down below.”   
 
    Ehsan leaned to look over the edge, down into deeper darkness. “Could you move us down there?” 
 
    “Yes, easily, but…” he turned his gaze southward again. Moonlight limned the gorge rim for several miles. “I have no idea whether it’s one of them or a thousand out there. I’d rather we have the high ground.” 
 
    “Then lead on, my prince,” Rhys murmured. 
 
    Sebastian tried once more to place the wary feeling, but finding no explanation for it, he clicked his tongue and prodded his horse on. 
 
    With every step his horse took southward, Sebastian’s heart beat faster. Myriad tiny filaments of perception were shouting with wrongness, yet his eyes, his ears…these grosser organs saw only the moonlit landscape, heard only the sounds of the creek echoing up from the gorge, and the plod of their horses’ steps across the earth. 
 
    It was the kind of feeling he’d experienced as a child alone in the dark, a sort of building anxiety surrounding a certainty that something was very wrong. As a child, such anxiety blossomed from superficial fears and too many stories of the Demon Lord, but as a man with Sebastian’s past, it was born of experienced intuition. 
 
    Suddenly, Sebastian knew. 
 
    “It’s happening!” Sebastian summoned wielder’s fire and heeled his horse into a canter. Beneath the illumination that bloomed in the heavens, the canter swiftly expanded to a gallop.  
 
    Rhys and the others followed close, the four of them storming along the rim of the gorge. The captain raised his voice to be heard over the thunder of their horses’ hooves. “What’s happening, my prince?” 
 
    Sebastian spared a taut glance for him. “I don’t know!” 
 
    But he felt it. He felt it the way Ean had described it. Like the game calling him—summoning him—onto the field. He’d always thought this explanation was just another of Ean’s excuses for his own willful actions, but now, feeling it himself… 
 
    It was more than an urgency to act, more than a quivering of conscience that filled his chest with anticipation to the point of pain. It was certainty. Sebastian could no more turn aside from that call to action than he could’ve stood by and let a child drown in front of him. 
 
    Within minutes, his haste proved justified, for they heard the eldritch keening of chittering eidola, mingled with the ominous rhythm of battle and shouting men, all of it echoing through the bullhorn of the gorge. 
 
    First to be illuminated beneath his floating sun of the fourth was an army packed into the ravine. For the flicker of an instant, Sebastian wondered whose army it could be, for they wore no obvious livery, but just as quickly he dismissed the point as inconsequential. If Dore Madden had sent his eidola to destroy these men, Sebastian counted them as allies. 
 
    As they sped on, the distant foliage lining the gorge rim gained new focus, and Sebastian saw not stunted trees but eidola crowding the edge, dozens thick. They were howling an inhuman clatter and having a grand time jumping off into the gorge, no doubt doing their best to land on as many brave men as possible. The echoing sounds of battle had amplified into cacophony.   
 
    Sebastian hissed a curse and drew his sword.  
 
    Ehsan was faster. Two of her arrows flew past him to claim the closest creatures, even as Sebastian was throwing himself off his horse.  
 
    Then he started carving through the eidola. Every slash of his blade reverberated to unhinge the creatures nearest to the one he’d struck. His black-bladed sword didn’t have the same strength of resonance as the arrows Rhys, Ehsan and Bahman were now firing, which disrupted a dozen of the surrounding creatures for each one impaled, but his sword had the advantage of being deadly in his hand.  
 
    Rhys backtracked along the gorge to see to the safety of the army, while Sebastian carved his way through the eidola to reach the rim. When he saw the nightmare unraveling a hundred paces below his hovering, incandescent sun, Sebastian knew fury so hot that his vision turned white at the edges. 
 
    He took three running steps and threw himself into the gorge. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gydryn swung his Merdanti blade and cleaved a fissure through the stone chest of the creature coming at him. With revulsion in his throat, he watched the blackened flesh part like any man’s, yet even Merdanti wouldn’t stop the creatures, save by running them through. Loathing had spread through his consciousness until he’d gone numb with the horror of it—and still they kept coming. 
 
    All around, his men were dying. 
 
    Ramsay fought to his left, Loran to his right. They also had Merdanti blades. Most of his men did not, though they were doing their best to recover the blades from the fallen. Sometimes they had to fight with an eidola for possession of it, and those contests required at least five soldiers to pry the blade free from the demon’s grip.  
 
    The starlight posed a heartless observer that night. The forms of the eidola were dark streaks against the moss-eaten walls as they plummeted from the heights, landed in craterous explosions of sand and quickly climbed out again, covered in grit, black mouths gaping in those horrid, ridged-gum grins.  
 
    The battlefield on the gorge floor had devolved into chaos. Men fought in terrified clumps, often collected behind the one soldier wielding a Merdanti weapon, while the eidola taunted them viciously, teasing out their horror before what seemed an inevitable end.  
 
    Too many of the demons to count ranged across the sandy bottom, seeking anyone to attack. Strategy found no quarter there—only courage. 
 
    A demon mob surrounded Gydryn and his two officers, who were the boulders across the cave mouth, the last bastion between the creatures and the rest of Gydryn’s army. The latter were out of sight half a mile deeper within the gorge, hidden by high walls and night’s blanket, waiting to cross the node.  
 
    If there was one saving grace, it was that the eidola clustering atop the rim were content to chitter and clatter down at their brethren like spectators cheering on a gladiator. They hadn’t yet noticed the rest of Gydryn’s unprotected army. At least, he prayed it so. 
 
    And Gydryn did pray. With every swing of his blade. With every wheezing exhalation. With every inch of his being and beat of his heart and agonized pulse of blood through his veins. 
 
    But the night remained dark, and their prospects darker. No god-light speared down from the heavens. No lightning bolts exploded the enemy. No goddess breath shivering with death rose from the earth to claim the unworthy. Perhaps the gods didn’t answer him because Gydryn didn’t expect them to. 
 
    He fought on nonetheless, spearing eidola, his limbs trembling, his breath belabored, his fortitude drained to the dregs of his will, but somehow he kept going, as did the two brave men beside him. Because the battle wasn’t over. Because in such a situation, you fought or you died, and that simplicity was all the mind was capable of concerning itself with. 
 
    He watched his brave soldiers being beaten or crushed, slain, butchered or dragged—screaming—by their heels into the craters of sand, never to emerge. But he also watched them defeat eidola and shout in victory. 
 
    Regret and guilt ravaged him, but his men were fighting shoulder to shoulder with courage, and this ephemeral truth was yet flame enough to fuel his determination.  
 
    Still…he harbored no illusions that they would win.   
 
    The overwhelming tide was just that: overwhelming. For all his breath had mostly left him, they’d hardly breeched the surface of the enemy’s numbers. His men were being massacred by less than two hundred monsters. How many still collected around the gorge rim, noisy bystanders jittering with malice? How many more remained beyond the wall of broken stone? 
 
    Ten more demons jumped off the rim like children from a dock into a summer lake. They landed in a boiling explosion of sand that tumbled some of Gydryn’s soldiers and buried others.  
 
    Bounding up again, they came for Gydryn and his officers in a mad rush. They clambered wildly over the other demons Gydryn was already fending off. They clawed for the king and his officers, tried to grab their blades, and lost fingers or hands for their effort. And still they kept at it, beating at them with stubby arms. 
 
    Gydryn’s instinct beneath that onslaught was to retreat, but there was nowhere to go. The narrow passage behind them ran for twenty paces before opening again, but if they didn’t make their stand here, if they let the creatures past them…all would be lost. 
 
    Gydryn fought with equal parts horror and desperation, knowing in the way of all soldiers that he was tiring faster than the enemy, that his mortal body would eventually falter, his limbs simply unable to lift his sword for another blow, and that would be the end of it. 
 
    Suddenly an eidola made a ladder of its brothers and launched into the air to slam into Ramsay. The captain tumbled beneath the creature, and a stream of demons poured through the opening made by his absence.  
 
    Gareth and Gydryn tried to close ranks, but the eidola were a deluge flooding past, trampling Ramsay, all but ignoring Gydryn’s blade and the deep fissures it left in their flesh. Finally he and Gareth reached each other and stemmed the flood. They stabbed for all they were worth to hold off the rest.   
 
    But how many? Gydryn thought with a desperate pain in his heart. How many had gotten past? 
 
    Fear for his men closed its fist around his lungs. He felt wetness on his hands and realized he was bleeding. He hadn’t even noticed that he’d been wounded. But now that he was giving some attention to his body, he found his left arm and shoulder aflame and weeping blood, while his fingers were quickly going numb. 
 
    Behind them, Ramsay found his feet again and staggered after the eidola who’d slipped through. Loran meanwhile fought grimly beside Gydryn. Blood streaked his face and dripped from his beard. Sweat and sand matted his hair. 
 
    They exchanged a look. Neither of them acknowledged what they saw in the other’s eyes. Then Loran’s expression went slack. “Gydryn…” 
 
    The king swung his head to look up at the gorge rim, following Loren’ frozen stare. In that moment, he watched an eidola fall from the edge—not leaping but toppling—head-first to slam into the sand, dead as a stone. Some that had been near it started screeching and grabbed their heads with their hands. 
 
    Suddenly a sun bloomed over the canyon, illuminating the battle in blazing light. 
 
    Gydryn watched an arrow fly down from the rim and strike an eidola on the gorge floor, whereupon it and a dozen others around it fell into screeching convulsions. Three more arrows rapidly found their marks, to similar result. The air soon churned with frenetic screams. 
 
    Then he appeared, flying off the gorge rim. 
 
    The man plunged a hundred paces beneath a rippling cloak and landed already swinging. His blade took an eidola across its chest, and the soundless power of that connection reverberated so forcefully that Gydryn felt it drumming through his chest. Every subsequent strike of the wielder’s blade across an eidola’s enchanted flesh cast the demon in question and half a dozen others surrounding it into flailing, screeching convulsions. 
 
    The mob of eidola who had been attacking Gydryn and Loran screamed an unholy clatter and tore off to engage the hooded man.  
 
    Black chaos now frothed at the gorge rim, while arrow after arrow continued flying down into the gorge. Every one found its mark.  
 
    And all around whatever eidola had been struck, others quivered, withered, stumbled back and collapsed atop one another. The sound of their convulsing limbs beating against one another made a macabre rhythm.   
 
    Gydryn and Loran stood frozen, mouths agape. When Mithaiaya had fallen out of the sky to save Gydryn’s life, he hadn’t known such an impossible sense of wonder. 
 
    The froth at the rim began to still. Dead or dying eidola sprawled atop each other, forming a low wall blurred by occasionally twitching limbs. Gydryn watched two hooded archers leap onto the highest pile of the dead and continue firing down into the gorge.  
 
    Another ran atop the low wall of tumbled creatures to reach the mouth of the gorge, where he jumped down fifty feet, landed lithely atop the mass of broken stone and continued firing down, out of Gydryn’s view, ostensibly at the creatures amassed in the valley outside the wall.  
 
    On the gorge floor, Gydryn’s surviving soldiers had formed up ranks. Those with Merdanti blades were running behind the hooded wielder, delivering fatal blows to the other eidola who were somehow being affected through proximity.  
 
    Gydryn couldn’t fathom how any of it was happening.  
 
    Ramsay chugged up behind him and heaved an exhale as he fell against the rock wall. Gydryn spared a taut glance for him. The captain’s rounded eyes spoke volumes, but he managed a breathless, incredulous, “Saved. An archer—”   
 
    Yes, the king well understood the face of their salvation, if not the means of it.  
 
    He looked back to the chaos to find it had become a rout.  
 
    The sun glowing over the gorge illuminated their victory. As Gydryn’s men realized they’d vanquished their enemy, they looked to each other and began cheering. 
 
    The swordsman walked to the gorge wall and gestured to those above him, and Gydryn watched the archers step off the rim and float soundlessly down, buoyed by the wielder’s power.  
 
    Arriving below, two of the archers went with the hooded swordsman, ostensibly to ensure the dead stayed dead, while the other archer espied Gydryn and his officers and started their way, pushing back his hood. 
 
    Her hood. 
 
    Gydryn’s mouth fell open.   
 
    His men moved aside to let her pass. She stepped carefully over the fallen eidola with delicate steps and smiled warmly as she neared.  
 
    Gydryn somehow managed to find his voice. “Princess Ehsan?”  
 
    “Your Majesty.” Ehsan pressed palms and bowed her head politely to him.  
 
    Gydryn mirrored her greeting. Straightening again, he met her eyes, feeling wonder tingling anew. “How long has it been?” 
 
    “Almost thirty years, I believe.” 
 
    “You—” he had to corral his thoughts around his amazement, “you haven’t changed at all since the days of our youth.” 
 
    Ehsan lifted a hand to indicate her forehead.  
 
    Gydryn noticed then the pattern tattooed between her brows. “Oh, of course.” He recalled the meaning of the sigil. Still, he gazed wonderingly at her. “If you’ll forgive my incredulity, Ehsan—how in Tiern’aval did you find us?” 
 
    Ehsan shifted her bow on her shoulder. “We’ve been tracking an eidola out of Tambarré. It led us here.” 
 
    Gydryn stared at her. “Then…” he exchanged a stunned look with his officers, “it was just by chance that you happened upon us?” 
 
    Something ineffable came into Ehsan’s gaze, softening her expression. The hint of a smile touched her lips. “I think, perhaps…not by chance, Gydryn.” She turned a look over her shoulder. 
 
    The hooded swordsman was approaching, trailing the other archers and two dozen of Gydryn’s men, who were brandishing their Merdanti blades like spoils of war and egging on the cheering.  
 
    Gydryn wondered for a split second if it might’ve been Ehsan’s brother Dareios coming towards him, but it seemed impossible that the cloaked hero who’d leapt from the heights could be her philosopher brother. 
 
    The crowd of soldiers parted to let the swordsman through. Many cheered louder as he passed. The swordsman reached the clearing where stood Ehsan and the king— 
 
    And drew up short.  
 
    His hooded head swung to Ehsan. 
 
    Gydryn also looked to the princess, made curious by the exchange.  
 
    She gazed in return at the swordsman and gave a minute shake of her head. Tears were welling in her blue eyes. 
 
    The man remained frozen in place. 
 
    Gydryn couldn’t see the man’s face beneath his hood, but in the charged indecision that followed, the king got the impression that the wielder was fighting an impulse to turn heel and leave without ever receiving Gydryn’s thanks. 
 
    “Please.” The king beckoned him forward.  
 
    After a pause in which Gydryn could almost feel the wielder’s reluctance, so heavily was it radiating, the man took two slow steps forward and then one more.  
 
    Then he pushed back his hood. 
 
    In the moment when Gydryn recognized his face, his eyes and head said the sight couldn’t be true, but his heart prayed to every god in the known that it was. 
 
    Beside him, Loran caught his breath. Ramsay choked out an oath. 
 
    Gydryn staggered forward. “Sebastian?” It had been nearly ten years since he’d spoken his firstborn’s name.  
 
    Impossibility collided with truth. Then Gydryn charged across the separation and grabbed his son’s broad shoulders. He searched his face, now chiseled with the angles of manhood.  
 
    Sebastian’s gaze…Gydryn could no longer read it. Too many tumbled years fogged the lens. Somehow he’d survived. Somehow he’d become a wielder! But none of that mattered to the king.  
 
    A decade of loss, heartache and ruin washed away on a deluge of joy. His boy—his firstborn—was alive and standing before him! 
 
    Gydryn collapsed to his knees. 
 
    Sebastian’s face twisted. Then he dropped to his knees also and took Gydryn’s shoulders. “Father…” His voice was strained, taut with emotion, threaded with concern.  
 
    But all Gydryn knew in that moment was a weightless, unbridled elation. 
 
    “My son.” He took Sebastian’s head between his hands and kissed him on both cheeks. “You saved us.”  
 
    His words ran deep with meaning. 
 
    Tears brimmed in Sebastian’s eyes. 
 
    Gydryn had forgotten the world existed until Loran shouted suddenly in a voice gruff with emotion, “It’s our own Prince Sebastian!”  
 
    Sudden cheering reverberated through the gorge. 
 
    A joyful grief clenched Gydryn’s chest. He only wanted to stare at his firstborn son, but instead he pulled him into his embrace. A choked sob escaped Sebastian. He clutched his father tightly in return. 
 
    Their embrace, along with the soldiers’ cheering, lasted a very long time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The truthreader Thrace Weyland set down his pen and sank back in his chair, exhaling a sigh. All in all it had been a trying day.  
 
    It was always easier to tell the truth of a man’s thoughts while he was speaking them than to glean veracity from a page of the written word. It could be done, but it was taxing. 
 
    Still, he’d learned quite a bit from studying the compromising documents he’d purchased from an ex-Shamshir’im operative, who’d happily traded looking over his shoulder every moment of his existence for an earl’s salary in Agasi silver and a cushy stateroom on a carrack heading for Rimaldi. 
 
    And the day had offered its moments. He’d particularly enjoyed an exciting dash through lower Tal’Shira in the guise of a beggar boy being chased by hal’Jaitar’s Shamshir’im. Evading the order of spies was one of his favorite pastimes. But they’d taken it too far when they’d followed him into a taverna owned by another of his aliases, the mafioso Esfandiar Lahijani. 
 
    The Shamshir’im had gone about busting up the place, wreaking havoc and chasing away the patrons. Thrace had to make a quick change into Lahijani and come down to break some heads in return. No one got away with that kind of behavior in one of Lahijani’s establishments.  
 
    But Thrace misliked quick changes, especially when scrutiny was likely to follow, and especially when it involved hal’Jaitar’s Shamshir’im.  
 
    You couldn’t be too careful around Shamshir’im. Thrace knew this. He’d been one of them.  
 
    Shamshir’im were savvy operatives, and the clandestine order employed many unscrupulous truthreaders. Thrace never risked an illusion in front of a Shamshir’im unless he was sure it would hold up to their form of underhanded inspection. Clothing, jewelry, hair—it all had to be real; or in the case of his wigs, at least brushable and capable of casting a shadow.  
 
    When dealing with Shamshir’im, he only dared shift his facial features beneath illusion, because in that fine art, he was expertly skilled.  
 
    Slouched in his chair, Thrace wondered idly if anyone still alive would recognize the face he’d been born with. It had been so long since he’d gone by the name of Joren Wren, he doubted he would even recognize himself. 
 
    Exhaling a sigh, Thrace took up the documents and walked to his wall of file drawers. Though most of them contained information that could destroy a republic, they weren’t locked, because that entire room was a vault.  
 
    The space appeared on no blueprints. No one knew of its existence, save himself. It was protected by wards formed of all five strands—wards that had taken him ten years to construct.  
 
    Arion Tavestra couldn’t have broken into that room—assuming he’d even been able to learn of its existence. 
 
    The room’s one invisible door could only be opened by a trace seal that had to be worked simultaneously from two separate hallways on opposite sides of the building. Only a four-ringed truthreader could’ve managed the solidity of such an illusion. Short of Raine D’Lacourte or the Empress of Agasan showing up already knowing the requisite trace seal…no one was getting inside that room but Thrace. 
 
    So he should absolutely not have been able to sense another’s presence suddenly in the room with him. 
 
    Thrace froze with his hand inside the file drawer.  
 
    There was only one man in the world capable of finding him in that room, due to the familial blood they shared. Though he loved the boy, he’d hoped never to see him again. And after hearing nothing from him for nearly a decade, to be honest, he’d assumed he was dead. 
 
    Ever since the evening of their last conversation, Thrace had hoped for the best…but a part of him had always feared this day would come, that the boy would succumb to the temptation of his path, submit to its calling, obey the Sorceresy’s summons and become bound to their will.  
 
    He knew the tremendous strength it took to resist both the path and the will of their masters. He didn’t blame his nephew for failing. 
 
    Thrace closed the file drawer and turned around, exhaling a sigh. “Hello, Tannour.” He lifted his gaze to face his fate…but the eyes that met his from across the room were not the eyes of an Adept bound to the Sorceresy.  
 
    In fact, they were warm.  
 
    And Tannour wasn’t wearing the shroud of his path but stood bare-headed…and smiling. “Hello, Joren.” 
 
    Thrace caught his breath for a second time. “Fethe, is it possible?” His eyes searched Tannour’s face for explanation. “Are you…did you break free of them?” 
 
    Tannour slowly lifted his hands—so as not to spook his uncle, for which his uncle was grateful—and began rolling up his sleeves. When the cloth reached above his elbows, he held up his forearms for Thrace’s inspection. 
 
    His tattoos should have gleamed silver, but they’d been rendered black, dormant, inert. Thrace could find no trace of elae bound to them. 
 
    He lifted his colorless gaze back to his nephew. “By the Ghost Kings, how?” 
 
    Tannour’s smile was radiant. “The path proved true, uncle.” He approached, arms still extended, and let Thrace look over his tattoos more closely. “You sent me to the Akkaddian Emir, and in his service, I found…” he inhaled and let his breath out slowly. He smiled again, shrugged helplessly. “Redemption, I suppose. Freedom.” 
 
    Thrace stared wonderingly at him. “But you found your way into this chamber. You couldn’t have done that without communing.” He searched Tannour’s gaze. “You made a tether without them?” 
 
    Tannour grinned. “I made two.” 
 
    “Two tethers!” Thrace barked a laugh. “My boy—you’ve exceeded even my expectations.” But then he puzzled anew. “So…why have you come? Surely not just to share the news, though I appreciate the gesture.” 
 
    Tannour clapped a hand on Thrace’s shoulder. “Uncle, Trell val Lorian needs our help.” 
 
    Thrace blinked at him. He said slowly, “You’re serving in Trell val Lorian’s company of Converted?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    For a moment, Thrace simply couldn’t process all of the circling paths.  
 
    Then he burst out laughing.  
 
    Tannour humored him with a quiet, if curious, smile.  
 
    Finally, Thrace pushed palms to his eyes and sighed. He hadn’t known the giddy effervescence of happiness in a long number of years.  
 
    He walked to pour himself and his nephew each a glass of arak. “So…Trell val Lorian.” He handed a glass to Tannour and sipped his own. “What does he need?” 
 
    Tannour shot back his drink and said, slightly hoarse from the spirit, “He’s going to take Tal’Shira.” 
 
    Thrace choked on his arak. 
 
    Tannour eyed him with a devious glint in his ice-pale gaze. “And we’re going to help him do it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ean stepped out of Shadow into a wooded corner of the gardens behind Cristiano Sargazzo’s townhome in Faroqhar. He cloaked himself in night and moved quietly out of the woods and across the edge of the patio where Cristiano and his lover were breaking their fast.  
 
    He could see no repercussions of his choice to impersonate the Quai player. No patterns improperly adorned their consciousnesses; nothing indicated that Shail had taken an undue interest in them. He felt a measure of relief in this. 
 
    Coincidentally, the house he was looking for was located on the same street as Cristiano’s, a mile or so further north, where townhomes bowed to the domain of larger estates.  
 
    Ean let himself out through the side gate unnoticed and turned down a tree-lined street bordered by the tall limestone walls of city homes. He dropped his nightcloak and pushed hands in his pockets as he strolled the shaded lane. He marked the passing of the blocks by the number of iron lampposts. 
 
    As Ean transitioned into the more opulent end of that already affluent area of Faroqhar, he passed just as many limestone walls blocking prying eyes, and even more tall elms and oaks spreading their limbs over the walls; but now those walls interested passersby with ornate decorations, and they covered entire city blocks.  
 
    Lacquered gates were replaced by wrought iron or even stone ones, bound with patterns to swing soundlessly open upon the production of a trace seal. Often guards manned glass-fronted cottages that lorded over the gates. 
 
    The manor of Ean’s interest lay beyond similar high walls. Two gates offered a view—a single one for visitors on foot, and a double set for carriages, further down the lane. 
 
    Ean stopped before the visitor’s gate and looked between the curled iron bars. At the far end of a stone path rose an imposing marble manor whose elaborately decorated roof towered over the oaks surrounding it.  
 
    Above the gate hovered a pattern—a sort of bell-pull or knocker, Ean supposed. 
 
    He opened the gate and let the pattern announce his presence. 
 
    The long walkway to the manor took him through a rose garden. The scent of citrus hung in the balmy air, and the sun shone brightly with promise, but Ean’s thoughts swirled around in nebulae formed of new connections—understandings gained from reading books from the Shaido archives. 
 
    Months of reading in just a few days of Alorin’s time, courtesy of the timelessness of Shadow. 
 
    How different the world looked to him now. 
 
    How different the game appeared, now that he understood its origins. 
 
    Ean climbed the steps leading to the manor’s stately entrance. Just as he arrived, the tall black doors swung inward. 
 
    A handsome man stood in the parting. His dark hair fell across his face, casually disheveled. He wore a white shirt tucked into elegant pants and a curious smile. His eyes were astonishingly blue. 
 
    Ean nodded politely to him. “I’m Ean val Lorian. I hear you’ve been looking for me.” 
 
    Baelfeir’s eyes danced. He opened the door wider and smiled invitingly. “Why don’t you come inside?”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ### 
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    Glossary of Terms 
 
      
 
    Underlining within definitions denotes words that are further defined in this glossary. 
 
      
 
    Adendigaeth (a den´- di gay´uth) [Old Alæic] 1 Rebirth, regeneration 2 A festival in celebration of the Winter Solstice lasting varying lengths but traditionally ending on the Longest Night. 
 
    Adept (a´-dept) n. [Old Alæic] 1 One born with the instinctive ability to sense and compel one of the five strands of elae 2 A race of such persons, each with attributes intrinsic to the strand of elae that modified them [an Adept of the third strand] 3 A Healer, Nodefinder, truthreader, or Wildling. 
 
    Airwalker n. [Ravestani, aria, melody] An Adept trained at the Vestian Sorceresy to speak the language of Air. 
 
    Alir (ah -leer´) n. [Agasi] 1 lit: heart-light 2 The path followed by an Adept during the course of his life; also referred to as the path of destiny, especially in the vernacular of the Palmers 3 Indicating either of the Two Great Paths of elae followed by an Adept inducted into the Vestian Sorceresy. See Paths of Alir. 
 
    Angiel (ahn geel´) n. [Old Alæic] The Maker’s two blessed children, Cephrael and Epiphany, who were made in the Genesis to watch over His worlds. 
 
    Annwn (an´ wen) n. [Old Alæic] The Otherworld where all life was formed and where the Maker resides. At the gates of Annwn stand the Extian Doors. On the Longest Night, the angiel open the Extian Doors to allow all the waiting souls to journey through Annwn, that they may learn the secrets of death and Return. 
 
      
 
    Ascendant n. [Cyrenaic ascendere, to climb] A priest or cleric serving the Prophet Bethamin. Ascendants are marked by tattoos denoting their rank and function. 
 
      
 
    Atrophae n. (at´ tro fay) [Cyrenaic átroph, not fed] A cursed object created with mor’alir patterns designed to bring harm or illness. An atrophae can be formed of anything into which a pattern can be indelibly inscribed. 
 
      
 
    Avieth (ay´ vee uth) n. [Old Alæic, bird] A third strand Wildling race of shapeshifters with the ability to asssume two distinctly separate forms: human and hawk. 
 
      
 
    Awaken (ah wā´ ken) v. [Old Alæic] Adepts who have Returned Awaken to their inherent abilities usually during the transition of puberty but sometimes as early as two years of age. 
 
      
 
    Baddha (bah´da) n. [Ravestani, bound] 1. An Adept of Avatar bound into the service of a Furie. Can also be used as a derogatory reference to any Adept, regardless of status or heritage. Also baddha bhisaj (a healer); baddha satya (truthreader); baddha yayin (Nodefinder); baddha talavāra, (a swordmaster of any strand). 
 
      
 
    Balance (bal´ans) n. [<Veneisean <Cyrenaic, bilanx two+scale] The term used to describe the highest force of cause and effect in the realm of Alorin; the natural laws of the realm which define how far the currents may be twisted out of their natural paths by wielders of elae before manifest retribution is incurred by the wielder. These laws engender much consideration among the various Adept guilds and are a topic of intense speculation and theorization. 
 
    Bonded pair n. [Colloq.] Two items of any form that have been magically modified with elae’s fourth strand to enable communication over long distances between the people holding each item of the pair. 
 
    Bracketed wielder n. [Colloq.] An Adept who has gained a Sormitáge ring in each of the five strands of elae, proving a basic understanding of the fundamentals of wielding each strand.  
 
    Catenaré (ca-ten ah´-ray) n. [Old Alæic, catēna, a chain] The second ranking of Adept enrolled at the Sormitáge University. Adepts wear the Catenaré cuff until they pass their Invocation Trials to advance to Maritus status, usually a span of three to four years of study. See the Sormitáge Ranks. 
 
    Celantia (se lan´ tee-ya) n. [Markhengari, box] A box formed of constantly shifting patterns developed by the elfrealm of Markhengar, often used for the capture and imprisonment of criminals.  
 
    Cephrael (sef´ray-el) n. [Sobra I’ternin] The Maker’s blessed son. Ascribed as the Hand of Fate, Cephrael is responsible for administering the Maker’s ultimate justice. See also angiel. 
 
    Coach n. [Colloq.] (also called a Nodefinder’s coach) See stanza segreta. 
 
    Companions – See Fifty Companions 
 
    Council of Nine n. [Colloq.] Björn van Gelderan’s council of wielders who together created the world known as T’khendar. 
 
    Deyjiin (day´zhen) n. [Old Alæic] The power that roams Chaos and the dimension of Shadow, antithesis of elae. 
 
    Devoveré (de-voh ver´-ay) n. [Old Alæic, to vow] The fourth ranking of Adept enrolled at the Sormitáge University. Adepts are awarded their Devoveré ring (often called a Sormitáge ring) upon successful completion of the Devoveré Trials. Gaining a Devoveré ring automatically entitles an Adept to membership in the guild respective to their strand. 
 
    Docian (dos´ see-an) n. [Old Alæic docilis, readily taught, equivalent to doc (ēre) to teach + -ian] The first ranking of Adept enrolled at the Sormitáge University. Adepts wear the Docian collar from their earliest years until they pass the Invocation Trials to advance to Catenaré status. 
 
    Doyen (doy´-yen) n. [Old Alæic, a vow] The Sormitáge assignation for bracketed Adepts who are working to complete their first row. 
 
    Drogue wolf (droag) n. [Origin unknown] A sentient animal, larger and more intelligent than a common wolf, which roams the mountains of Agasan. It is most often found in the Navárrel, the Geborahs and the wild ranges of the Hallovian plateau. 
 
    Drachwyr (drak´wēr) n. [Old Alæic] An Adept of the fifth strand of elae: the drachwyr were banished to the icy edges of the realm in the year 597aV. Also called a Sundragon. 
 
    Eidola (eye dohl´ la) n. [Old Alæic, eidolon, phantom] A mutated lifeform that possesses great strength and is difficult to harm or kill. It receives its lifeforce and animation from a binding to an immortal. 
 
    Elae (e-lā´) n. [Old Alæic, elanion, life, force; the power of life] 1 The itinerant (roaming) energy that, in its accumulation and formation, creates the pattern that becomes the foundation of a world 2 Pertaining to any of the five codified strands of this energy, each with distinctly separate attributes. 
 
    Epiphany (ē pif´fany) n. [Sobra I’ternin] The Maker’s blessed daughter. Epiphany is the speaker of the Maker’s will and is often turned to in prayer by those seeking divine blessing. See also angiel. 
 
    Espial (espy´-al) n. [Cyrenaic espyen <es- + spähen, to spy] See also Nodefinder. The term used to describe a Nodefinder of the highest degree (usually a Sormitáge ring) who has gained license from the Espial’s Guild to travel between the realms. 
 
    Fhorg (forg) n. [origin unknown] One of the Wildling races most notably known for their use of blood magic. 
 
    Fifty Companions n. [Colloquial] The name given to the Adept survivors of the Battle of the Citadel on Tiern’aval. 
 
    Furie n. [Ravestani, flame] A fire prince of Avatar, often a ruler of a province; subject only to the Fire Kings. 
 
    Hal’alir n. [Agasi, light of the heart] In the Vestian Sorceresy, ‘The Path That Casts Infinite Reflections.’ Adepts following hal’alir wield the lifeforce primarily towards constructive or creative aims. 
 
    Healer (hēl´er) n. [Old Alæic haelan > hal whole] An Adept of the first strand of elae who has the ability to see the life patterns of living things and compel the creative forces of the first strand to alter them. 
 
    Khoda Panaheh n. [Kandori, “God protects”] 1 A tattooed mark upon the forehead which is gained when an Adept of the royal lines of Kandori takes the oath of immortality and works the Pattern of Life. 
 
    Leis (lay) n. [Old Alæic leis] The shortest pathway available to a Nodefinder when using the Pattern of the World to travel, often connecting spaces within a small geographic area. 
 
    Lightbender n. [Derivative of Old Alæic, liht] An Adept trained at the Vestian Sorceresy to manipulate the thoughts and visions of others (Lightbenders are usually Adepts of elae’s fourth strand). 
 
    Literato n. [Old Alæic literati, learned, scholarly] A scholar at the Sormitáge University whose focus is on research of the strands of elae or into the history of the realm or the Adept race. 
 
    Maestro n. [Old Alæic, master] A teaching scholar at the Sormitáge University. 
 
    Maritus (Mer´i-tus) n. [Old Alæic maritum, act worthy of praise] The third ranking of Adept enrolled at the Sormitáge University. Adepts wear a Maritus bracelet until they’ve completed their thesis and passed the Invocation Trials to advance to Devoveré status, often a span of five to ten years. See the Sormitáge Rankings. 
 
    Marquiin (mar kwen´) n. [Myacenic, chosen] A truthreader who has been chosen by the Prophet Bethamin to be cleansed in a “purifying” ritual involving, in part, the insertion of Bethamin’s Fire into the Adept’s mind. 
 
    Merdanti (mer dan´tē) n. [Agasi] 1 An impossibly hard black stone named for the region of Agasan in which it is found 2 A weapon forged using the fifth strand of elae and made from this stone. 
 
    Malorin’athgul (muh lor´en – ath´gool) n. [Old Alæic, they who make the darkness] A race of beings from beyond the known Realms of Light who were birthed by the Maker to balance Creation by unmaking the universe at its far unraveling fringes while it is constantly expanding at its core. 
 
    Mor’alir n. [Agasi, dark of the heart] In the Vestian Sorceresy, ‘The Path of Shadows’; Adepts following mor’alir wield the lifeforce towards destructive aims. 
 
    Na’turna (nah toor´nah) n. [Old Alæic < nare turre, of the earth] A non-Adept; mortal. 
 
    Node (nod) n. [Old Alæic nodus, knot] The points where the Pattern of the World conjoins. Nodes connect places in vastly different geographic regions and allow a Nodefinder to travel great distances within a few steps. In the realm of Alorin, nodes also connect to the neighboring realm of T’khendar due to the nature of the latter’s formation. 
 
    Nodefinder (nod-fin´der) n. [Old Alæic nodus, knot + findan, find] Adept of the second strand of elae who sees the points where the Pattern of the World conjoins (called nodes) and can use these points to travel vast distances; see also Espial. 
 
    Quorum of the Sixth Truth n. [Origin unknown] A defunct order of fifth strand Adepts that held power in Cyrenaic times. The Quorum are believed to have been involved with extensive experimentation on na’turna and Adepts in pursuit of understanding of their native gifts. 
 
    Order of the Glass Sword n. Agasan’s spy network. 
 
    Palmer n. [Caladrian, pilgrim] A religious order devoted to the study of Alir and the influence or interference of destiny or fate upon an individual’s path. 
 
    Paths of Alir n. [Agasi, heart-light] (also called the Two Great Paths) Referring to any of the valid paths an Adept inducted into the Vestian Sorceresy can follow. The commonly known paths are chrys’alir, the Mirror Path; hal’alir, The Path That Casts Infinite Reflections; mor’alir, The Path of Shadows; san’gu’alir, The Path of Blood; and ver’alir, The Blind Path (a rare path). 
 
    Patterning (pat´ərn·ŋ) v. [Veneisean patrun, patron, hence something to be imitated, pattern] The codified methodology encompassing the use of patterns to compel the strands of elae to move against their natural course, an action (also called wielding) which is often erroneously referred to as magic. 
 
    Qhorith’quitara (cor´ith kee-tar-ah) n. [Old Alæic] The collection of apocryphal books derived from the Sobra I’ternin. 
 
    Raedan (ray´ dan]) n. [Old Alæic raedan, to guess, read, counsel] 1 One trained to read the currents of elae and thereby able to discern the workings of patterns and their effects throughout the realm. 
 
    Realm (relm´) n. [Veneisean, realme (altered by assoc. with reiel, royal) < Cyrenaic, regere, to rule] 1 A kingdom 2 One of the thousand linked worlds, each represented by an elected Seat and four Vestals in the governing cityworld of Illume Belliel 3 The realm of Alorin. 
 
    Return (Returned, Returning) (rē turn´) n. [Veneisean, retorner] An Adept who has died and been reborn. See also Awakening. 
 
    Revenants n. [unknown] The remnant entities created by the Warlocks of Shadow and then abandoned; vampiric creatures who feed off the lifeforce of the living. 
 
    Row n. [Colloq.] An Adept who has gained a Sormitáge ring in each of the five strands of elae (bracketed wielder) who then furthers his study by proving an advanced ability to apply the Laws of Patterning to each of the five strands. Rowed wielders wear ten Sormitáge rings (five rings worn on each hand). See the Sormitáge Ranks. 
 
    Sanctos n. [Caladrian sanctus, hallowed] In the Caladrian belief, sanctified ancestral spirits who watch over their descendants. 
 
    Shamshir’im (sham´sheer - eem) n. [Nadori saber, sword + ‘im, belonging to] The name for M’Nador’s espionage network of spies, wielders and assassins headed by the Adept wielder and consul to Prince Radov, Viernan hal’Jaitar. 
 
      
 
    Simulacra (sih´muh - lack´rah) n. [Agasi simulācrum, likeness] A glass device for capturing and presenting patterns in three dimensions. Patterns forged within the glass will waken to a fourth strand flow of elae. 
 
      
 
    Sobra I’ternin (soh´brah - e - turn´en) n. [origin unknown] The ancient text, most often attributed to the angiel Cephrael, which details the natural laws of patterns in thaumaturgic application. The book is itself written in patterns and has yet to be fully translated. Many Orders are dedicated to its study, translation and adaptation for use in the Adept Arts. 
 
    Soglia-varcarés / soglia’re (So´-lee ahr´-ay) [Caladrian, bridge across the earth] Nodes or leis magically constructed into permanent portals that anyone can travel with or without a Nodefinder present and with or without any Adept talent. Soglia’res bridge two specific points, only those two points, and cannot be used to travel anywhere else but between those two points. 
 
    Sorceresy n. (also Vestian Sorceresy) The predominant school of Adept learning in the far eastern land of Vest. The Vestian Sorceresy believes all Paths of Alir have equal merit, but they’re known for their Blackshard Council and its extensive exploration of mor’alir (the Path of Shadows). 
 
    Starpoint n. (Ravestani str, star) points of energy created by Warlocks to frame space and create dimension.   
 
    Stanza segreta n. (Caladrian, secret room) The term given to a leis which a Nodefinder has pinned to his personal life pattern or to an object in his possession, the use of which allows the Nodefinder to secret away or store items for easy access and later use. Colloquially called a “coach.” 
 
    Strand (strand´) n. [Agasi, strônd] 1 Any of the parts that are bound together to form a whole [the strands of one’s life] 2 Referring to any of the five composite aspects of elae and its five attributive fields of energy (respectively: first strand is creative energy; second strand is kinetic energy; third strand is variant energy (also potentially time); fourth strand is the energy of thought; fifth strand is elemental energy). See chart: The Strands and Their Associated Adepts 
 
    Tethys – Goddess of the Sea worshipped by sailors, especially from the Island of Jamaii. 
 
    Tiern’aval (teer´- navol´) n. [origin unknown] An island city, one of the Free Cities of Xanthe, which vanished at the end of the Adept Wars circa 597aV. The city’s fate remains a mystery. 
 
    T’khendar (tuh – ken´dar) n. [origin unknown] The realm created by the Council of Nine out of Alorin’s own aether to plug the hole opening from the Realms of Light into Chaos. 
 
    Truthreader (trooth´ rēd er) n. [Old Alæic treowe, true + raedan] An Adept of the fourth strand of elae who is able to hear (and sometimes see) the thoughts of others and is thereby able to discern the time, place and form of any occurrence in their memory, i.e. its truth. 
 
    Tyriolicci (teer´e-oh – lee´chee) One of the Wildling races of the Forgotten Lands. See Whisper Lord. 
 
    Vestal (vest´-al) n. [Cyrenaic, vestir, to endow] 1 An Adept elevated and empowered with the responsibility of enforcing the laws, regulations, activities and codes of his respective strand of elae, and of overseeing all Adepts subject to it 2 One of five highly-trained and advanced Adepts elected as voting members of the Council of Realms, ranking just below the Seat of the realm in authority. 
 
    Weirwarden (weer´war´-dən) n. [Ravestani, derivative of werian, to defend, dam up] An Adept trained at the Vestian Sorceresy to travel on the Pattern of the World. Wierwardens wear Merdanti-lined gloves to enable their method of travel. 
 
    Weld (weld) n. [Cyrenaic, welden, to be strong] The major joints in the Pattern of the World. All leis and nodes connect through a weld, thus a weld allows travel to any location. Welds also form the joints between the realms and thus allow travel from realm to realm. 
 
    Whisper Lord n. [Collq.] One of the Wildling races (also called Tyriolicci) known for their frenzied fighting style and ability to make small skips through time. 
 
    Wielder (wēld´ər) n. [Cyrenaic, welden, to be strong < Old Alæic, valere, a show of strength] A person of any race who uses patterns to compel one or more strands of elae, thereby influencing the strand’s properties to create the effect he has postulated; a sorcerer in the realm of Alorin. Adepts and na’turna alike become wielders through intensive training and study. 
 
    Wildling (wahyld´-ling]) n. [Old Alæic wilde] 1 (Collq) An Adept of the third strand of elae 2 Any of the twenty-seven non-human races whose native abilities are attributed to the third strand of elae but who may or may not be possessed of paranormal abilities. 
 
    Wylde n. [Origin unknown] That combined universe of Warlock worlds operating cooperatively beneath the Demon Lord Baelfeir’s starpoints. 
 
    Zanthyr (zan´thur) n. [Old Alæic] An elusive Adept of the fifth strand of elae; zanthyrs can shapeshift between two forms: one human, one animal. Many have been seen to work elae. The extent of their abilities is unknown. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Dramatis Personae 
 
    The Five Vestals 
 
      
 
    Alshiba Torinin—the First Vestal and Alorin Seat, an Adept Healer 
 
    Dagmar Ranneskjöld—the Second Vestal, a Nodefinder 
 
    Seth Silverbow nach Davvies—the Third Vestal, an avieth of the Wildling races 
 
    Raine D’Lacourte—the Fourth Vestal, a truthreader and raedan 
 
    Björn van Gelderan—the Fifth Vestal, also called the First Lord 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Malorin’athgul 
 
      
 
    Darshanvenkhátraman (Dar´shan – vin ka´tra mahn) called Darshan, whose name means Destroyer of Hope; aka the Prophet Bethamin 
 
      
 
    Pelasommáyurek (Pe´las – oh my´yur eck) called Pelas, whose name means Ender of Paths; aka the artist Immanuel di Nostri 
 
      
 
    Rinokhálpeşumar (Rin´och – cal pesh´oo mar) called Rinokh, whose name means The Mountain That Flames 
 
      
 
    Shailabhanáchtran (Shale´ – ah bah nock´trun) called Shail, whose name means Maker of Storms; also known as the Literato N’abranaacht  
 
      
 
      
 
    The Sundragons (Drachwyr) 
 
      
 
    Dhábu’balaji’şridanaí (Da´boo – ba lah´gee – shree´da-nye) called Balaji, whose name means He Who Walks the Edge of the World 
 
      
 
    Şrivas’rhakárakek (Shree´vas – rah kar´akeck) called Rhakar, whose name means The Shadow of the Light 
 
      
 
    Jayachándranáptra (Jai´ah – shan´dra – nap´tra) called Jaya, whose name means Rival of the Sun 
 
      
 
    Ramuhárikhamáth (Rah´moo – hareek´amath) called Ramu, whose name means Lord of the Heavens 
 
      
 
    Amithaiya’geshwen (Ami-thi´ya – gesh´win) called Mithaiya, whose name means The Bosom of God’s Nectar 
 
      
 
    Náeb’nabdurin’náiir (Ni eb´– nab dur´en – ny´ear) called Náiir 
 
    whose name means Chaser of the Dawn 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Warlocks of Shadow 
 
      
 
    Baelfeir—Lord of all Warlocks (also known as Ba’alen, Belloth, the Beguiler, the Demon Lord) 
 
    Sinárr—a Warlock from the Shadow Realms (bound to Tanis di Adonnai) 
 
    Rafael—a Warlock from the Shadow Realms 
 
    Vleydis—a Warlock from the Shadow Realms, allied with Shailabhanáchtran   
 
      
 
      
 
    The Seventeen Gods of the Akkad 
 
      
 
    Jai’Gar—the Prime God 
 
    Azerjaiman—the Wind God 
 
    Sons of the Wind God—North son, Shamal; South son, Asfal; East son, Sherq 
 
    Daughter of the Wind God—West daughter, Qharp 
 
    Shamash—God of Travelers and the Poor 
 
    Inanna—Goddess of War 
 
    Naiadithine—Goddess of Water 
 
    Enlil—God of Earth and Agriculture 
 
    Inithiya—Goddess of Love and Restoration (Spirit) 
 
    Angharad—Goddess of Fortune (Fate) 
 
    Thalma—Goddess of Luck (Virtue) 
 
    Huhktu—God of Bones 
 
    Baharan/Baharani—the two-headed God of Blood/Goddess of Birth 
 
    Ha’viv—the Trickster God, patron of thieves 
 
      
 
      
 
    Björn’s Council of Nine 
 
      
 
    Björn van Gelderan—the First Lord and Alorin’s Fifth Vestal 
 
    Cristien Tagliaferro—a truthreader  
 
    Anglar Tempest—(deceased) a Nodefinder (revived as a Shade) 
 
    Dunglei ap’Turic—(deceased) an Adept wielder  
 
    Parsifal D’Marre—(deceased) a Nodefinder  
 
    Arion Tavestra—(deceased) a fifth strand Adept, one of Björn’s three generals  
 
    Markal Morrelaine—a na’turna wielder, one of Björn’s three generals 
 
    Ramuhárikhamáth—a drachwyr, one of Björn’s three generals 
 
    Malachai ap’Kalien—(deceased) a fifth strand Adept from Daneland  
 
      
 
      
 
    The Fifty Companions (those known to be living) 
 
      
 
    Pavran Ahlamby—a truthreader 
 
    Usil al’Haba—a Nodefinder 
 
    Elien ap’Gentrys—an Adept wielder 
 
    Gannon Bair—a truthreader 
 
    Karienna D’Artenis—an Adept Healer 
 
    Laira di Giancora—an Adept Healer 
 
    Mian Gartelt—an Adept Healer 
 
    Viernan hal’Jaitar—an Adept wielder 
 
    Socotra Isio—a Nodefinder 
 
    Ledio Jerouen—an Adept Wildling 
 
    Dore Madden—an Adept wielder 
 
    Mazur of Elvior—an Avieth of Elvior 
 
    Franco Rohre—a Nodefinder 
 
    Delanthine Tanner—an Adept wielder 
 
    Thessaly Vahn—an Adept Healer 
 
    Devangshu Vita—a Nodefinder 
 
    Niko van Amstel—a Nodefinder 
 
      
 
      
 
    In T’khendar 
 
      
 
    Björn van Gelderan—the First Lord, Fifth Vestal of Alorin, brother to Isabel 
 
    Isabel van Gelderan—Epiphany’s Prophet, High Mage of the Citadel, sister to Björn 
 
    Tanis di Adonnai—son of Isabel van Gelderan and Arion Tavestra   
 
    Gadovan Mandoril—a Paladin Knight and Nodefinder from Eltanin 
 
    Mathias Kline—a Paladin Knight and Nodefinder from Eltanin, cousin to Gadovan and Jude 
 
    Jude Kline—a Paladin Knight of Illume Belliel and a Nodefinder from Eltanin, cousin to Gadovan and Mathias 
 
      
 
      
 
    In Illume Belliel 
 
      
 
    Aldaeon H’rathigian— Speaker of the Council of Realms, an Adept truthreader and Seat of the elfrealm of Markhengar  
 
    Mir Arkadhi—an Adept truthreader, Seat of the realm of Eltanin  
 
      
 
      
 
    Members of the Nodefinder Rebellion 
 
      
 
    Carian vran Lea—an Adept Nodefinder and pirate from Jamaii 
 
    Gannon Bair—an Adept truthreader, member of the Fifty Companions 
 
    Ledio Jerouen—a Whisper Lord, member of the Fifty Companions 
 
    Mazur of Elvior—an avieth, member of the Fifty Companions 
 
    Franco Rohre—an Adept Nodefinder, member of the Fifty Companions 
 
    Devangshu Vita—an Adept Nodefinder, member of the Fifty Companions 
 
      
 
    Cassius of Rogue—an Adept Nodefinder 
 
    Donovan Kellar—an Adept Nodefinder, head of Myacene’s Dark Guild 
 
      
 
      
 
    Agasan’s Imperial Household 
 
      
 
    Valentina van Gelderan—Empress of Agasan 
 
    Marius di L'Arlesé—High Lord of Agasan, Consort to the Empress 
 
    Nadia van Gelderan—Princess Heir of Agasan 
 
      
 
      
 
    Giancarlo—a Caladrian truthreader in the service of the High Lord  
 
    Vincenzé—a Caladrian Nodefinder and wielder in service of the High Lord  
 
    Caspar—a Marquiin, bonded to Nadia 
 
      
 
    Francesca da Mosta—Commander of the Imperial Adeptus 
 
    Lieutenant di Corvi—First in the Princess Nadia’s Praetorian Guard 
 
      
 
      
 
    From the Sormitáge  
 
      
 
    Liam van Gheller—Endoge of the Sormitáge 
 
    Felix di Sarcova della Buonara—a Devoveré Nodefinder studying at the Sormitáge 
 
    Malin van Drexel—(missing) a Nodefinder working on his Maritus thesis  
 
    Isahl N’abranaacht—(aka Shailabanáchtran) a literato at the Sormitáge University  
 
    Monseraut Greaves—Imperial Historian and a maestro at the Sormitáge University 
 
      
 
      
 
    In Kandori 
 
      
 
    Dareios Haxamanis—a Prince of Kandori and Adept truthreader 
 
    Ehsan Haxamanis—a Princess of Kandori and Adept Healer 
 
    Bahman—cousin to Dareios and an Adept Nodefinder 
 
    Nahveed—cousin by marriage to Dareios and an Adept Nodefinder 
 
    Nîga—Dareios’s mother and an Adept Healer 
 
    Taahira—wife of Bahman 
 
    Kashvi—wife of Nahveed 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Ruling Prince of  M’Nador and His Allies 
 
      
 
      
 
    Radov abin’Hadorin—Ruling Prince of M’Nador 
 
    Viernan hal’Jaitar—Radov’s Consul and wielder (see the Fifty Companions) 
 
    Taliah hal’Jaitar—(deceased) daughter of Viernan; a mor’alir Adept  
 
    Nassar abin’Ahram—Commander of the forces at Ramala 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leilah n’abin’Hadorin (called Lily)—Radov’s disavowed daughter, Princess of M’Nador 
 
    Korin Ahlamby—Leilah’s betrothed 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dore Madden—an Adept wielder serving the Prophet Bethamin (see Fifty Companions) 
 
    Raliax—(deceased) a Saldarian mercenary   
 
    Demetrio Consuevé—an Adept Nodefinder 
 
    Leyd—a zanthyr 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the Akkad  
 
      
 
    Emir Zafir bin Safwan al Abdul-Basir—Akkadian Emir, Unifier of the Seventeen Tribes 
 
    Rajiid bin Yemen al Basreh—Prime Minister of the Akkad 
 
    Farid al Abdul-Basir—Nodefinder son of Zafir, a prince of the Akkad 
 
      
 
      
 
    Trell’s Officers and Converted  
 
      
 
    Loukas n’Abraxis—a combat engineer from Avatar  
 
    Tannour Valeri—an assassin from the Vestian Sorceresy  
 
    Rolan Lamodaar—an expatriated prince from M’Nador  
 
    Raegus n’Harnalt—a commander among the Emir’s Converted  
 
    Gideon val Mallonwey—Captain in the Dannish army  
 
    Lazar hal’Hamaadi—al-Amir of the fortress of Khor Taran 
 
    Nyongo Kutaata—a Shi’ma warrior  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On Trell’s Earlier Travels 
 
      
 
    Yara—an old Kandori woman 
 
    Lord Brantley—(deceased) Earl of Pent, liegeman to the Duke of Morwyk   
 
    Ghislain D’Launier—a famous courtesan in Rethynnea  
 
    Haddrick—an Adept truthreader and pirate of Jamaii, cousin to Carian vran Lea  
 
    D’Varre—Guildmaster of the Nodefinder’s Guild of Rethynnea 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Royal Family of Dannym 
 
      
 
    Gydryn val Lorian—King of Dannym 
 
    Errodan Renwyr n’Owain val Lorian—Queen of Dannym 
 
    Sebastian val Lorian—Prince of Dannym, firstborn son and heir to the Eagle Throne 
 
    Trell val Lorian—Prince of Dannym, the middle son 
 
    Ean val Lorian—Prince of Dannym, the youngest son 
 
    Ryan val Lorian—brother to Gydryn, Dannym’s Ambassador to Agasan 
 
    Fynnlar val Lorian—son of Ryan, the royal cousin 
 
    Ysolde Remalkhen—the Queen’s Companion; a Fire Princess from Avatar 
 
    Creighton Khelspath—ward of Gydryn, blood-brother to Ean (now a Shade) 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Peerage of Dannym & Their Households 
 
      
 
    Gareth val Mallonwey—Duke of Towermount and General of the West 
 
    Tad val Mallonwey—heir to Towermount 
 
    Gideon val Mallonwey—Captain in the Dannish army, cousin to Tad 
 
    Katerine val Mallonwey—daughter of Gareth  
 
    Lisandre val Mallonwey—daughter of Gareth 
 
     
 
      
 
    Loran val Whitney—Duke of Marion and General of the East 
 
    Killian val Whitney—heir to Marion 
 
      
 
      
 
    Melisande d’Giverny—(deceased) mother to Alyneri 
 
    Prince Jair Haxamanis—(deceased) Prince of Kandori, father of Alyneri 
 
    Alyneri d’Giverny—Duchess of Aracine, an Adept Healer 
 
    Farshideh—(deceased) a Kandori midwife, seneschal of Fersthaven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stefan val Tryst—Duke of Morwyk 
 
    Eugenia val Tryst—wife to Stefan 
 
    Darryn val Tryst—son of Stefan and Eugenia 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morin d’Hain—Spymaster 
 
    Donnal val Amrein—Minister of the Interior 
 
    Mandor val Kess—Minister of Culture 
 
    Vitriam o’Reith—(deceased) truthreader to King Gydryn  
 
    Kjieran van Stone—(deceased) Agasi truthreader; bound to Darshan 
 
      
 
      
 
    The King’s Men 
 
      
 
    Rafferty Makenna—Captain in the king’s army 
 
    Sir Kendrick Perry—a knight of the King’s Own Guard  
 
    Ramsay val Baran—Captain in the king’s army 
 
    Tavon val Forbes—Combat engineer in the king’s army 
 
    Rhys val Kincaide—Lord Captain of the King’s Own Guard 
 
    Lachlan val Reith—Captain in the king’s army 
 
    Jasper val Renly—a captain in the Dannish army in M’Nador, elder brother to Bastian 
 
    Bastian val Renly—a lieutenant in the King’s Own Guard, younger brother of Jasper 
 
      
 
      
 
    Others of Note 
 
      
 
    The Karakurt—a female truthreader, leader of an infamous ring of assassins 
 
    Pearl—the Speaker of the Karakurt’s will 
 
      
 
    Thrace Weyland—an Adept truthreader and purveyor of information 
 
      
 
    Jaro Orulan—a weirwarden of Vest 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    The Sormitáge Ranks 
 
    (in ascending order) 
 
      
 
    The Docian Collar: yoked to the honest study of elae. Adepts wear the Docian collar from their earliest years until they pass the Catenaré Invocation Trials, often a span of five to eight years. 
 
      
 
    The Catenaré Cuff: chained to the dutiful service of elae. Adepts wear the Catenaré cuff until they pass the Maritus Invocation Trials, usually a span of three to four years. 
 
      
 
    The Maritus Bracelet: married to the courageous exploration of elae. Adepts wear the Maritus bracelet until they’ve completed their Maritus thesis and passed the Devoveré Invocation Trials for their strand, usually a span of five to ten years. 
 
      
 
    The Devoveré Ring: devoted to the just and virtuous practice of elae. Adepts are awarded their Devoveré ring upon successful completion of the Devoveré Trials. 
 
      
 
    A stacked Adept– referencing an Adept who has gained more than one ring in the discipline of a single strand. 
 
      
 
    A bracketed wielder – referencing an Adept who has gained a Devoveré ring for each strand of elae and thereby wears a ring on every finger of his or her right hand. A bracketed wielder has ascended from Docian to Devoveré on every strand of elae. 
 
      
 
    A rowed wielder – having gained a bracket on both hands. A rowed wielder has ascended first from Docian to Devoveré in every strand, then again ascended through the same ranks specializing in the wielder’s craft of Patterning, learning to apply the Laws and Esoterics to each strand of elae, as well as building his or her repertoire of associated patterns. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    The Laws of Patterning 
 
    (1-17) 
 
      
 
      
 
    1.   KNOW the effect you intend to create. 
 
    2.   What applies to one applies to all. 
 
    3.   Create newly each effect. 
 
    4.   Positive determinism is necessary to achieve the intended effect. 
 
    5.   A wielder is limited by what he can envision. 
 
    6.   Energy responds to positive thought. Corollary: Patterning is most effective at the level of thought. 
 
    7.   A wielder succeeds in the alteration of energy, space and time in inverse proportion to his agreement with the material universe. 
 
    8.   All patterns are the result of effort channeled along a specific vector; thus, patterns are the product of force. 
 
    9.   Do not counter force with force; channel it. 
 
    10. Energy cannot be unmade, merely transformed. 
 
    11. All things are formed of patterns. 
 
    12. A pattern need not be perfect, but the wielder’s concept of it must be. 
 
    13. Intention monitors solidity, solidity monitors structure. 
 
    14. Exact duplicating forces, in opposition, will nullify structure.   
 
    15. Talismans magnify intent.  
 
    16. Talismans form the bridge of cause and effect. 
 
    17. The use of talismans must focus force without limiting scope.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    The Esoterics 
 
    (Covered so far) 
 
      
 
    1.    Absolute Being is the entire concept of actuality. Corollary: Absolute Being is the exact form, material composition and position in space as modified by time. 
 
    2.    Patterns lie within the boundaries of Absolute Being. 
 
    3.    The wielding of Form must encapsulate Absolute Being. 
 
    4.    Time results from the application of an intention that matter and space will persist. Thus, time and space are monitored by Absolute Being. 
 
    5.    Absolute Being must equal the scope of a wielder’s concept of effect. 
 
    6.    Absolute Being is necessary to the creation of space. Corollary: Energy cannot exist without Absolute Being. 
 
    7.    Solidity is monitored by Absolute Being. 
 
    8.    Absolute causation is fundamental to Absolute Being. 
 
    9.    Pure concept always overwhelms linear translation. 
 
    11.  A wielder is limited by what he can envision himself envisioning. 
 
    12.  Space, energy, time and form are the result of thought applied as intention. 
 
    13.  Energy can be unmade only within the space of Absolute Being. Corollary: a wielder   can unmake his own energy but not the energy of another. 
 
    14.  Exact duplicating thought, with the same energy, in the same time, will nullify reality and actuality. 
 
    15.  Doubt of intention results in diminished effect on a gradient scale. 
 
    16.  Intent determines causation. 
 
    20.  The strands are divisions of energy as applied towards creation of life, form, time, thought, elements. Thus, all Laws of Patterning follow also the laws of energy. 
 
    21.  Actuality is monitored by the wielder’s point of view. Reality is monitored by collective thought agreement.    
 
    22.  Illusion becomes reality when a) collective agreement is achieved on the existence of the illusion and b) when enough agree that the illusion should persist. 
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