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“Have you ever known Rane to talk as much?”
“Wasn’t there.”
“I know you weren’t there,” Shadow purred. “But I told you.” 
She turned those lavender eyes on T’Alon. He didn’t flinch, just twitched a brow and kept staring into the fire.
“Don’t know,” Brega grunted, all throat. “Don’t care.”
Shadow cooed from atop her latest promontory, a broken tree that had half-rotted. Her form was indistinct, pale flesh shifting in the starlight over the black plains; translucent one minute, black as smoke the next. But her eyes never changed. Those were violet candles, and T’Alon never met them for long.
She arched her back, stretched her arms over her head and slid down the sodden bark like a child might. For someone who was only half in the World at any given time, she always made a show of things. There was something in that.
“Why did you say those things?” she asked.
T’Alon shifted. Now, he did stare. He couldn’t well meet his own gaze, but he knew its effect. Knew it told plenty.
Shadow perked up and skittered around the back of the trunk like something startled. There was a rustle and a sharp snap, and then she was twined around Brega’s bronze shoulders, peering over the dancing flames. She giggled, but there was no mirth in it. No joy. That had all been burned out in the southeast. 
Pity she’d survived it. Pity he had.
The trouble was, Shadow wasn’t afraid of him. Not like Brega was, though he’d never show it. Not like Resh had been, much as he loathed it.
“Things get said,” T’Alon said after a time. “Doesn’t matter.”
Brega shook and growled, and Shadow twirled away, spinning back toward T’Alon. She crouched before him, looked at him hard. Her eyes changed as she considered. The gears turned and settled on something new, something that had her excited.
“You think we can use them?” she asked, brightening at the prospect.
T’Alon didn’t answer. 
“The Ember, maybe,” Shadow said, nodding her head. It was a habit she had formed out of necessity—agreeing with herself. T’Alon knew he could be quiet, but he was a regular courtier next to Brega. The talkative ones hadn’t lasted as long.
Most of them lay buried in the northern passes, struck down by magic a good sight darker than its brightness would claim. The only Sage to succeed in repelling them, so far. But they’d come back to her. There were limits, and the Eastern Dark was well past his.
Which brought them to the present: a mission they were well behind on, since they had been forced to divert south to quell the small matter of the White Crest dipping into powers best left untouched. The ripples of what they had done would be far-reaching, T’Alon knew. They had to worry about the west and the north. For now, they had to focus on Center.
“Barrens have you twitchy, Rane?” 
T’Alon glanced at her and then past her, his gaze sweeping over the countryside. They were leagues away from the peaks of the southern Valley, in a place that had been fertile farmland not long ago. It was dark, with nothing but the half-light of an embattled moon overhead. The short hills rose and fell like eddies. The earth appeared ripe for sowing, but nothing grew. Hovels stood on the horizon, but they were empty husks.
The people here were gone, and they weren’t coming back anytime soon. Some, T’Alon guessed, had gone to the borders of Center, if they hadn’t entered the trees themselves. The rest, he knew, had been pulled south to be cut down by the swords of Hearth, smashed beneath the boulders of the Rivermen and burned under the steady rays of the last Embers.
His Embers.
“Enough of you,” he said, flaring a bit. 
She shrank back with a giggle, but he caught a glimpse of the true fear beneath it. 
“Brega.”
The warrior was no more or less silent than usual, but he was sullen, which wasn’t nearly as common. T’Alon guessed it had to do with their destination. Brega’s history had been forged on the Emerald Road, along with a broken past. It was a past that had set him to the southeast, to seek out the power of the Eastern Dark and bring it home.
Then there was the small matter of pride, and how Brega’s failed attack on Hearth had wounded it. 
“Brega, we n—”
He flashed a yellow-eyed look—and a few teeth—and T’Alon settled back. If it came to a fight, he’d turn the jungle warrior to ash. They both knew it, but it did neither any good to point it out.
“We’re getting closer to Center,” T’Alon said. “We need to know what we’re dealing with. We need to know what you know.”
Shadow flitted between her namesakes at the edges of the fire, watching the exchange.
“Too much to tell.”
“Not about the forests or the beasts,” T’Alon said. “We have you for that. Tell me about the Sage of Center. Tell me about the Emerald Blade.”
Brega wrinkled his nose in disgust and spat. The shadows that hung about deepened. They were silent companions that were an ever-present reminder of their charge. But the Eastern Dark had none of his Sentinels here. None of his Corrupted. He had only they three and the marks they bore. 
“He is false,” Brega said, spitting again to accentuate a point T’Alon had taken clearly enough the first time.
“The Sage of Center has been quiet a long while,” Shadow said, finally settling some.
“Not according to our—”
“Master,” she finished, eyeing T’Alon steadily. 
The word made him feel like spitting himself, but he merely shrugged. He could feel Brega tense, waiting for her to use the word on him. She wouldn’t. She’d have to kill him if she did, and then T’Alon would have to kill her. 
A mess none of them wanted.
Each was a victim in his or her own way. For Brega, T’Alon knew, it was that old road companion: revenge. For T’Alon, regret potent enough to choke on some days. For Shadow, it was something lost—a thing buried deep. The longer T’Alon spent in their company, the less sympathy he had for them. 
“False,” Brega said again, dragging the word out in his low accent.
“He withdrew from the War of Sages,” T’Alon said. “Far enough back that even I never came across him. Only stories of him.”
“He is gone,” Brega said with finality.
“I can feel him,” Shadow said.
T’Alon had no doubt she could. 
“Where has he been?” T’Alon asked, and Shadow shrugged, wisps of black trailing off like flies. 
“No,” Brega said, and the tone in which he said it caused them to pause and look. He stared into the flames, but those yellow eyes were somewhere else. They waited for him to continue—a rarity where Shadow was concerned. After a time, he did.
“His power remains,” he allowed with a slow nod. “But he is changed. Gone, in truth.” He looked to Shadow, yellow meeting lavender. “I know this. Now you do.”
Shadow frowned but stayed silent. 
“The White Crest was asleep for a long time,” T’Alon said. “The Dark Hearts kept him under, used him to power their magic.”
“This is not the same,” Shadow said. “When the Valley lord was under, I couldn’t feel him without searching. He was a flitting tether, like a moth’s wings thrumming in the abyss.”
“And this?”
“This is a beacon,” she said, her eyes glowing softly as she did. “A great pillar of jade. I saw it even from the crags in the east.”
“But?” T’Alon prompted. She had a strange look. There was more she wasn’t saying.
“I can feel each of the Sages,” she said, looking down at her pale fingers, the shadows clearing some under her attention. “And some of the stronger Landkist, besides.” Her eyes flickered up toward T’Alon for a moment, an unconscious act. “His power used to be a great green haze, spread out and drifting over Center.”
It made sense, hearing her explain it. After all, it had been Shadow who had alerted them to the trouble stirring in the Valley. Someone had been calling to the World Apart, she said. Someone unused to its gifts and unaware of its consequences. It was her warning that had forced them to forego their mission at Center and sent them streaking like comets to the southwest. 
“And now,” he said, “it is like a pillar.” He nodded. “For how long?”
“Not long,” Brega said. “Not long before the time I have known you.”
They both turned toward the warrior.
“I saw him,” Brega said, the words seeming sour in his mouth. He worked his tongue over the filed points he kept for teeth. “It was he who drove me out. Forced me to make the choices I have.”
“The Sage of Center?” T’Alon asked, somewhat dubious.
“He is not—”
“Then, what is he?” T’Alon asked, growing impatient. The fire before them had little fuel left to burn but ash and scrub, but it rose then, and his two companions shrank back. He breathed, deep and slow, the fire receding as his temper cooled. 
“What did you see, Brega? Who drove you from Center?”
Brega looked from the fire to T’Alon and back again, collecting himself.
“I led the attack on the Willows,” he said. “We fought in a riverbed choked with new summer growth.” He paused. “We had them cornered. Our beasts were very near to them, and then the Pretender came in from the northwest. He had a small host, but he could have been alone. He came already bearing the head of our queen and my mother, still dripping.”
He was quiet for a long moment. 
“We retreated in the chaos, but before I did, I saw that blade flashing. It was like a green storm.” He met T’Alon’s considering gaze with a challenge. “But its wielder was a man. Just a man, and no Sage.”
“A skilled man,” T’Alon said, and Brega did not argue.
“A man,” he said. 
He rose, muscles flexing, the contours shifting in the dim light like black snakes. He left his gauntlets resting against the rock he’d been using as a seat and slipped into the blue shadows, silent as the voles underfoot. T’Alon wanted to press, but he watched him go. 
“What’s got into him?” Shadow wondered aloud. She said it loud enough for him to hear, but Brega ignored her and was soon lost to sight. 
T’Alon blew out a sigh as he poked at the coals in the pit. He pulled back on his blood, which had nearly flared on him, keeping it cool as a lit brazier. Always pulling. But then, he’d let the fire run in the peaks like he hadn’t in years. Against the White Crest. Against Kole Reyna, and against the girl who was now a Sage, or something like one.
T’Alon thought of the Sage of Center and how he fit in with the image of the man Brega had described. The Emerald Blade. He’d heard the rumors just the same as the rest. He thought of their true mission at Center, knowing the Sage of Balon Rael would not be pleased at their delay. 
Brega should have brought his allies back weeks ago. He meant to press his attack on the Landkist who protected the Sage of Center or his power soon. T’Alon had no qualms about killing one Sage on behalf of another while serving a third. But he was not warm to the thought of burning a continent to do so. 
There was something strange about the Sage of Center’s disappearance. The White Crest had been dormant for a generation, it was true. But the Eastern Dark had set his barbs, and the rest had followed. 
Where had the Sage of Center gone? He who might have been the strongest of the lot. The one none of the others would come against. His power had been gone a while and had now returned in another form. In the form of this mortal man, perhaps. A Landkist, or something like it. 
“You think we can use them, then?” Shadow asked, light and lilting, and T’Alon pressed a palm to his forehead. “You know they’ll be following. In fact,” she said, eyeing him, “I think you meant them to.”
“That you talking?” he asked. “Or him?”
Her lips formed a tight line, and the black deepened around her, the atmosphere dipping in before bowing out. Her eyes were a purple promise, and the only promises Shadow made were threats. T’Alon didn’t feel like rising to one now.
“You should hope it’s me,” she said, her voice coated. 
The fire rose, heedless of its lack of tinder. It set a char on the dried mud around the stones that ringed it.
“You’re still young,” he said. “You don’t know how threats lose their bite when you put words to them.”
She played it off as a jest and laughed before looking past the ebbing flames, over the rolling fields and toward the blue canvas to the west. The stars were out, making the skies seem fuller than the lands below. T’Alon did not look. He knew the deserts beneath those stars better than the backs of his eyelids.
“You think he’ll be angry about the girl?” Shadow asked. She asked it genuinely. 
“What girl?”
Shadow looked at him, those purple irises looking like lilacs for a spell. Dawn wasn’t far off, and it always made him sad to look at her at first light. She seemed so faint. So fleeting. But he’d seen the power she could wield firsthand. 
“The White Crest is gone,” he said. “Whatever got into her, it’s not enough to challenge him.”
“It was enough to challenge you.”
“Like I said, it’s not enough.”
T’Alon had left the choice with them and wasn’t entirely sure why. With Kole Reyna and the girl whose name was Linn Ve’Ran. It wasn’t much of a choice at all, really. He knew they’d follow. 
“Do you think the Sage of Balon Rael will like me?” Shadow asked, changing tack as often as she liked. 
“He won’t be happy,” T’Alon said. “He won’t be trusting.”
“Depends if he’s winning or losing,” she said with a shrug. She stretched her legs out like a cat stretching. 
“He has an army,” T’Alon said, shaking his head. “I don’t see why he needs us, especially if he knows from where and from whom we come.”
“Armies are big things,” Shadow said. “To get something done right, sometimes you need the small things. Why else would he accept Brega’s offer of allegiance?”
“Brega said he would bring him the King of Ember as friend. That’s a friend Balon Rael could use. Or an enemy he could use close.”
The stars began to fade as the blue rose to retake the sky, the cavalry charge ahead of a yellow orb they hadn’t seen this full in months. The Bright Days were upon them, and just as they rendered their dark master weak, T’Alon’s blood was never hotter.
T’Alon made a sound of frustration, and Shadow caught it.
“What?”
“You’re underestimating him.”
“Who?”
“The true Sage of Center,” T’Alon said. “Balon Rael has long been the weakest of them. Why do you think he’s survived as long as he has? Thrived, even.”
“He’s not the only one with a mind,” Shadow said. “The Eastern Dark—”
“Is occupied,” T’Alon interrupted. “His hands are full undoing the damage the White Crest wrought by opening those rifts. He let a score of Sentinels in. A dozen, at least.”
“They kept Brega alive when he turned them on Hearth.”
“He made the best of a chaotic situation.”
“As he always does.”
T’Alon shook his head. 
“You think Balon Rael knows we mean to kill him too?”
“He knows we’re not coming to Center for nothing.”
“It’s a common enough thing,” Shadow said. “Two Sages working together against a third.”
“Not with the Eastern Dark. He’s held himself apart, cultivating his Valley of Ember heroes. His beacon against the night that’s coming. The night he brought.”
Shadow cut him a glare that morphed into half a smile. 
“You know he’s right,” she said. “About what we have to do. You know they have to die.”
“I don’t know what I know,” T’Alon said, sounding unconvincing even to his own ears. Ridding the World its Sages was something T’Alon could abide. What he could not abide was something his own Sage—the one who would call himself master—could as well. 
Perhaps the girl had been right, and he and Reyna wrong. Maybe there was a way to use them for good. After all, they hadn’t all been bad. 
But the Eastern Dark’s hand was on the door to the World Apart. All he had to do was twist the knob. And as much as he worked to keep the planes separate, T’Alon feared he’d open it the instant things stopped going his way. The last time he had, the Night Lords had brought down the mountains in the south, splitting the earth as they warred with the White Crest. 
The Valley was a failed experiment. The Embers were dying out, his last line. Now, he had set himself upon the others like a wolf with mange. If he won, the World would suffer his designs.
But if he lost … 
Brega’s lithe form broke the western horizon. He looked like a Sentinel himself from their vantage. Feeling their eyes on him, he made a show of crouching, sniffing and listening. But T’Alon knew the truth of it: Brega was thinking. Brega was planning. He was doing a lot of that, these days. 
There had always been tension between him and Shadow. It was out in the open, plainly laid and ever-present. Brega hid his ire as he hid everything else, but he did not hide it well. The Eastern Dark spoke to Shadow most and to T’Alon not at all. He didn’t have to think hard to guess how it would go once the other Sages were dead and gone. 
He only wondered how they’d try it.
“Who do you think he talks to out there?” T’Alon asked. “Same as you?” 
Shadow was silent. 
“He never favored Resh and me like he did you.”
“Resh is dead,” Shadow said, twisting it. “The dead need no favors.”
Brega turned toward them and began his slow walk back. He kept his eyes down, feeling theirs on him.
“Brega has his mission,” T’Alon said. “But what of us?”
“What of us?” Shadow sounded as annoyed as she was dubious. “Ours is to see his succeed, for now.”
“Brega is fighting for a past he still believes he can win back,” T’Alon said, watching the warrior and his heavy steps. “My own is buried beneath the sands in the west. My legacy is secreted away in a Valley at the edge of the World.” He looked at her. “But you, Shadow. You are young.”
She met his amber stare, suspicious. “Not so young.”
He smiled and turned away. “If you don’t have a past, all you have is the future.”
That quieted her, doing its work in one of the ways T’Alon had intended. Similar to the Landkist in the Valley—to Kole Reyna and Linn Ve’Ran and those who followed them—T’Alon planted seeds in whatever soil he could find, never knowing what they might grow into but always eager to see. 
“I don’t have one of those, either,” she said, surprising him. “A future.”
“You could,” he said without turning. “You may be half out of the World, Shadow. But you’re still half in it.”
The future. 
Much as he spoke of it, T’Alon had no need of it himself. It was freeing in a way his current road was anything but. 
The sun was rising over the fields when Brega returned, exposing the crack and char in the gaudy light of day. They set off toward the north without another word, Brega tossing sidelong glances at Shadow all the while. She was never this quiet.
Center was close. They could already see the brown turn to green a few leagues ahead, and beyond that, what looked to be shimmering shrubs on a raised plateau. The trees grew taller there than anywhere else, each one harboring more life in its trunk and branches than leagues of desert to the west. T’Alon’s eyes glazed as he watched the leaves form a carpet that glittered like the jewels that had given the winding paths beneath their name. 
Bright Days, indeed. 




Linn could feel the sky breathing, and she timed her own breast with it. Clouds drifted as lazily overhead as the ripples on the surface of the lake below. She could see the vapors drifting between, clear as the day shining through them. 
She was sitting on the roof of the lakeside abode she shared with her sister, sighing at the glamour of it all. The skies seemed an endless depth, moving up instead of down. Endless depth and no small amount of power.
Though it was warm and clear—blue skies with patches of white stretching to the far, ridged horizon—she could always feel the next storm brewing. 
She smiled. What had once tingled on the edge of threat was now a private thrill. Storms rumbled in the north, but the great ones—the ones that woke her in the nights, heart racing as it had in the Sage’s keep—were those to the south. Her eyes were sharper than they’d ever been before, but still she could barely make out the black spurs across the salt eddies of Last Lake. But she knew the true storms were clashing over the open waves beyond, their arguments sending up jets as tall as mountains. 
Linn thought she’d like to see them up close someday.
“You’re in my spot.”
She looked down to see Kole staring at her from the road. He was dressed for traveling, in a light shirt that suited the season. She hadn’t felt his heat until now. Kole was a storm unto himself in many ways, but he felt lighter today. He looked that way.
“It’s my house.”
Kole slipped out of his shoes and crouched to spring. He leapt, the air shimmering around him as he did, and landed next to her more lightly than he had any right to. His heat radiated like a softer sun than the one beaming down on them. 
“How do you do that?” she asked. “Move the way you do.” 
She’d seen him do it a thousand times before. She’d seen all of the Embers do similar—from Taei Kane to Jenk Ganmeer and even Misha Ve’Gah of Hearth—but none of them moved quite the way Kole did.
Kole shrugged. 
“I’d guess it’s nothing compared to what you can do now.”
He said it simply enough, light and without meaning, but Linn took some anyway. She took it from the way he looked away, pretending to scan the southern horizon. Linn still felt like herself and Kole still treated her as such, but they both knew something had got into her that wasn’t coming out. It just so happened to be a piece of something Kole had focused so much of his life on destroying.
“Can you see them clearly?” he asked, nodding across the water.
“Just barely.”
He blew out a sigh that seemed melancholy. 
“Amazing.” He shook his head. “I don’t think even Bali’s been out that far, no matter his claims.”
“Get the truth from Nathen as far as Bali’s concerned,” Linn said, and they both laughed. It felt good to laugh.
“I’d like to see them,” Linn said after a time. “The storms out on the seas.”
Kole squatted beside her. “Our path is to the north, I’m afraid,” he said. 
He looked at her. It hadn’t been long since the fight in the keep, and she still had some trouble meeting those amber eyes. In some ways, they looked like they belonged to another. She knew it was unfair, but there it was. 
“My path, at least,” he said, turning away.
“Ours.”
Linn said it without flinching. She stared hard at Kole, and he nodded. 
“Have you told Iyana?”
Linn laughed, but it was without humor. “She knows. She knows everything these days, it seems.”
“Where is she?”
“Trying to help in whatever way she can, as always.”
“Ninyeva’s tower?”
Linn nodded.
Most had taken to avoiding the place since the White Crest’s attack. Though they had learned of it before returning home, seeing the reality of the destruction the Sage had brought to Last Lake had been something different. The leaning tower of the Faey Mother was still leaning, but it was an unsteady thing now, broken and leering. 
Still, it could not keep Iyana Ve’Ran away. 
Iyana had told Linn of the storm. She had told her how the Sage had called down the skies upon them. How Ninyeva had stood up straight in the lashing wind and rain. How it was her magic that had weakened him enough for them to do what work they had done. 
Without the Faey Mother, it was probable that even T’Alon Rane, the King of Ember, would have fallen in that fight in the north. Then again, Linn had seen the power of those flames, which made Kole’s look like a pale candle. 
Linn didn’t understand why her sister insisted on parsing her dreams and visions within those splintered and broken walls. Not after so much that was bad had happened. But her sister had the stony, stubborn will of a Ve’Ran. She had not shed a single tear in her company since they had burned Ninyeva.
Linn was a killer. Being cold was a lonely thing, but useful for one like her. For Iyana, one of the Faeykin, it was a contradiction. 
“Linn.”
She looked over at him, tears gathering round the rims of her eyes. She was overcome with both pride and a strange sort of mourning for Iyana. More than that, she worried. 
So much had happened since that great ape—not a true Night Lord, they had later learned—had smashed through their timber gates. Linn and Kole had trod separate paths in the days that followed. Now, they had it in mind to follow one, but she knew Iyana’s mind was on another. 
And once Iyana was on a thing, not even the Sages could dissuade her. 
Linn offered a weak smile and turned back toward the lake with a sigh.
“She means to go north,” she said. “And not the same north as us.”
Kole nodded, recognition dawning. 
“I suppose I should shoulder some of the blame for that,” he said. Linn regarded him, confused. He waved his hand. “Something I said to Captain Caru. Something about going back home.”
“No,” Linn said. “She’s following Ninyeva’s ghost as much as anything else. She was of the deserts. Though the Valley blessed her and called her its own, she was born between sun and sand.”
“What do you think she’s after?” Kole asked. 
“I don’t know, Kole,” she said with such bare honesty, it seemed to take him aback. “I don’t know what she sees. But I can’t take this from her, no matter how much I want to.”
“Has she found anything on Rane?” he asked, changing tack.
“She caught something yesterday. Wanted to puzzle it out more.”
Kole laid his hand on her leg. It was as warm as ever, but it didn’t burn. Even as she struggled with her newfound abilities, with the next storm beckoning between each break in the clouds, his seemed to have quieted some. She could still sense them hiding just beneath the surface. 
A beast like that never slept for long. 
Kole had ventured north to claim vengeance for a mother lost, true. But, ultimately, he had used that fire to defend them. To protect her. 
Linn took his hand in her own and smiled. He breathed out and she breathed in, and it felt like an indrawn wave stretching onto new sand, dried and cracked from neglect. 
“We’re going out into the World,” she said. 
“At least the other has withdrawn for the time being. Bright Days ahead.”
As the sun rose higher than it had in months, it seemed like they might be. For a while, at least. 




Kole had felt sprite and spry before fetching Linn, heavy upon first speaking with her, and now steady as they took the road to Eastlake and Ninyeva’s leaning, broken tower. 
There were no strangers at the lake. Not after what these folk had been through. Kole understood the veiled smiles and strained looks they received. They were gods plucked from the tales of far-off lands, now brought back before their great deeds were done. 
Linn Ve’Ran and Nathen Swell had purged the Dark Hearts, snuffing out the Dark Kind at their source. They had dueled with one of the Six Sages, who were now five, and had come out alive, if not unchanged. They had ended one blight only to reveal another. 
Were the Emberfolk supposed to thank them for it? For slaying a former guardian they had thought dead already? For bringing word back of an absentee King now returned, and not on their behalf?
There was a feeling of uncertainty that covered the fresh mourning of a people who had grown used to burying their own under the new light of the Bright Days. The Emberfolk had been lost to the World and were now found. They were noticed, and no one knew what would come with the noticing. 
“They look at us as if we’re ghosts,” Kole said as they walked.
Linn smirked. “They know we’re not here,” she said. “Not really, at least. Not for long.”
Kole regarded her.
“Will there be a meeting?” she asked.
“In the Long Hall? No. Not this time. Not so soon after …”
“Ninyeva,” she said. 
Kole shook his head. “She’d want us all to make the decision together.”
Linn let loose a small laugh. “I think they’re content putting the Valley back together in our absence. This is our road, now.”
“Strange,” Kole said. “In purging the one darkness, it seems we’ve plunged them into another sort of shadow.”
Linn raised her brows.
“Though difficult,” he said, “there was a certainty to our lives to this point, and to those of all in the Valley.”
“Funny creatures,” Linn said with a nod. “There’s a safety in the danger we’ve known.”
They stopped at the foot of the raised intersection before the Faey Mother’s tower. The stair was still intact, the paint on the rails seeming no more or less chipped than it had been since they were children. But as Kole scanned up, he saw the wounds leering down at him from the structure, a stark reminder of the powers they had come up against. 
The balcony was gone, the splinters still jutting out like crooked teeth and admitting the airy elements into a chamber that had once been the coziest in the village. The beams that held it all up creaked like swaying timbers, and there was a gaping hole to the side of the door they stood before. 
Still, there was a strength about the thing. It was a strength left over from the true guardian of Last Lake, and it was one kept smoldering by the girl who was now making a nest of its wreckage. 
“Come to help?” a voice called from behind. 
They turned to see Rhees working a saw through fresh oak. He had it balanced over a block as his son, a boy no older than twelve, held the other end and stared at them with a bored expression through a thin veneer of dust-laden sweat that frosted the tips of his bangs. 
Kole made as if to walk over, but Rhees waved him away with a laugh. 
“Don’t mind me, lad,” he said. “I’m only having a bit of fun. Somebody’s got to, around here.”
He waved to the debris that still littered the way, and Kole and Linn took stock once more. Already, the homes along the road had begun to take on their former shapes. Men and women began to toil at sunrise, and the tools did not cease their noisy movement until sundown. The homes of the fishermen had borne the brunt of the White Crest’s assault, but most of them were out on the water, Bali and Nathen included. They had to take advantage of the fishing the Bright Days provided. As such, Rhees had to make do with whatever and whoever else was on offer. 
“You’ve done good work,” Linn said, and Rhees smiled easily. It seemed to relax her.
The carpenter nodded to the tower at their backs.
“I’ll get to that whenever your sister lets me. She’s insisted I concentrate on the homes first, and I’ve learned not to argue back.”
Linn laughed.
“There’s more than a bit of the Faey Mother in that one,” Kole said, and Rhees wiped the sweat from his brow as he pushed the serrated steel another inch deeper into the oak. The boy hadn’t been paying attention, and the force of the pull made him lose control of the beam. He fell over and was rewarded with a peal of laughter from a young girl watching from a porch across the way that was white with new pine. Kole guessed the boy had helped to build the platform his bully was now resting on.
He took off at a spring, and the girl ran, laughter bubbling amidst Rhees’s shouts. It was all coming back, and Kole felt even warmer than usual to see it, though the white and brown of the pine and oak that adorned the doorways leered like their own scars, clean and absent of history. 
He glanced at Linn. 
Did the storm truly run through her veins now? He recalled his own raging in the fields before Hearth and felt ashamed for casting her in a similar light. He thought of what might’ve happened if his fire hadn’t run its course in the battle against the White Crest. 
The Embers were said to be the most powerful of the World’s Landkist, though Kole only knew of those he could count among the Valley peoples. But he had tapped into a fire that ran deeper. It was an older power thought buried in the northern sands. 
“It doesn’t feel so very different,” Kole said as they turned back toward the tower stair. 
“What doesn’t?” Linn asked. 
“Going to see the Faey Mother. Iyana may not have her age, yet. But she certainly has her presence.”
“And then some.”
Kole chose to open the bronze door handle rather than stepping through the blast hole the storm had left behind. Once on the threshold, he half-expected Tu’Ren’s great Everwood blade to be leaning against the wall. The First Keeper was likely on the training grounds at Westhill, grooming the next generation of guardians. It was a generation absent Embers, for the time being, but Kole knew there was a fire in them that wouldn’t fade. 
They crossed the landing and took the stairs. They creaked and groaned atop their swaying supports, but the passage was largely untouched by the Sage’s assault. The same could not be said for the crown of the tower. 
The door was open. Even had it been closed, they wouldn’t have knocked. It seemed to annoy Iyana when they did, lately. She always knew who was coming and when.
She was sitting in the middle of the floor, half in shadow. The southern third of the chamber was a ruin, and whatever wreckage was not nailed down had been moved to block the elements from the blast hole where the wall met the adjoining roof. The sun shone in from a jagged fissure above, spilling out over the shelves and their many poultices. 
Iyana was sitting before the covered grate with a dark cloth wrapped around her eyes that dripped lavender. Her hands were clenched on the green hems of her thin robe. One brow twitched as the floorboards shifted beneath them. 
Iyana sighed, the breath dragging on until it seemed to Kole that her whole essence would be drawn out with it. He had nearly reached for her when she moved her hands up and undid the tie. She removed the cloth and placed it on the frayed carpet beside her amidst her tools and mashings. She kept her eyes closed for a few moments, and Linn settled into a crouch, staring expectantly. 
Finally, her eyes flashed open and took them in, but in the place of a verdant green, Kole saw wells of black, the pits of Iyana’s eyes expanding as if she’d spent a week in the dark. The green swam in soon enough, and her look of confusion passed like a quick-moving cloud. Iyana shared a strained smile with Linn before nodding to Kole. 
“How far did you get?” Linn asked as Iyana stretched the tension from her hands and rubbed her white knuckles. 
“I’ve stopped trying for distance,” she said. “Ninyeva told me before. It isn’t about distance in the Between. It’s more about—” She paused and shook again. “It’s more about suggestion.”
She finished as though it were a question, and Kole smirked. 
“You’re starting to sound like her,” he said. 
Iyana’s brows tilted up at that. Linn’s features were dark and severe, her eyes—even before the recent change—impossibly perceptive to all the ways of the World. But Iyana’s emeralds traveled other roads. They seemed to grow more alien by the day. But no matter the mood they had caught her in, their presence seemed to settle her some, and Kole was glad for it.
“You don’t have to explain yourself to us, Yani,” Linn said, brushing that moon-white hair out of her sister’s face. “We know you’ve done the best you can.”
That seemed to annoy her, and there was the Iyana Ve’Ran Kole knew so well. She masked the haughty look, but it bubbled just below the surface. She sensed doubt from her older sister. 
“No.” Iyana blew out another long breath. “It’s not good enough. When I’m there, it’s almost as if the Between is as much discovering me as I am it.”
She nodded, as if saying the words aloud confirmed their truth.
“If I want to see the fields of Hearth, I can. I’ve only been there once, as a child, but I remember them. Something in the sight is in me, or in the two of you, or in Tu’Ren. The Between doesn’t seem to care where you got it, so long as you have something with which to orient it. It’s constantly moving, you see.”
Kole thought he might. It seemed at once an entrancing and forbidding place to him. Treading those paths took a different sort of fortitude.
“I’ve never seen the Steps in person,” Iyana continued. “But I know enough of them to have a picture half-formed. I found you there in the Deep Lands and anchored myself to you like a tether.”
A shadow passed over Linn’s face, and a pang through Kole’s heart. He still wasn’t quite through with blaming himself for her trials in the mountains and beneath them. It had worked out in the end as well as anyone could have hoped. Even so. 
“You said Rane went north,” Iyana said, and Linn nodded eagerly. 
Kole felt himself go a little colder. It was still strange for him to hear the name spoken aloud. The King of Ember was alive, and the realization had yet to resolve in his mind. A man who should’ve been their great savior, their hero of old, had tried to kill him in a burning cathedral. He had killed others, warriors of the Fork, just as readily as he had burned the Sage who had betrayed him. 
“I’ve never been north of the Valley, obviously,” Iyana said. “None have, save for Ninyeva, and even her memories were things left over from childhood. She remembered the sands of the northern deserts, not the fields before them or the great forests to the east.” She regarded them with an apologetic expression. “I have nothing to guide me to the Emerald Road.”
The place Rane was heading, and the place he meant for them to go. Of that, Kole was certain. 
“You said she caught something,” Kole said to Linn. He tried not to make his tone accusatory, but he was rewarded by the combined might of twin Ve’Ran glares. It was enough to cow anyone, Ember or otherwise. 
“I wasn’t finished,” Iyana said, and Kole held up his hands. 
“Forgive me.”
“I may.”
Linn turned back toward her.
“I don’t pretend to know T’Alon Rane,” Iyana said. “But your descriptions of him were vivid, and there was plenty of him left over in you.” 
She looked at Kole, and the image he had done his best to shake in the weeks that had passed came roaring back. He saw the King of Ember, the black ceiling above him turned molten, his eyes glowing like gods’ lanterns as he extended a palm that buzzed like a miniature sun. 
And then there was the cold. He felt it now as he had then, moving through his veins like shards of ice that sought his heart. He felt the fear keenly. Not of death, but of the loss of his power, and with it, his ability to protect those he loved. 
“I caught him,” Iyana said, her eyes glowing faintly as she spoke. “I didn’t dare go down to him, but I caught him well enough, like a hound on a hare. There was a power about him that couldn’t be mistaken for another.”
“Sounds about right,” Kole said, earning a glance from Linn. 
“I can’t tell you much beyond that, save for the fact that he was not alone.”
“I could tell you that,” Linn said. She looked to Kole.
“The shadow girl,” Kole said, nodding. “You said she seemed like one of the Dark Kind. A Sentinel, perhaps?”
“She is Landkist,” Iyana said. “Or was. Now, she’s something else. Something the Between didn’t recognize. It was as if she was written in another tongue, one lost or not yet found.”
“How many others?” Kole asked, steeling himself for the answer. 
“Only one, though they each carried the memory of others recently lost. Especially Rane. It’s like he’s hidden them away for safekeeping.”
“Three,” Linn said. She sounded pleased, if a little suspicious.
Kole sighed in relief, but the feeling only lasted as long as it took him to work out the implications. He still had no idea how he’d challenge Rane if it came to another fight. He had Linn and whatever now came with her. She’d been up to the task once, but if the other two were anything like the man who led them … 
“Can you tell us anything about the third?” Linn asked.
“He must be the one the Embers of Hearth told you about,” Kole said. “When the gate came down, he rode in with the Sentinels on the back of a great bear. A beastmaster, of sorts.”
“He was undoubtedly of the World,” Iyana said. “Root and grass and blood. Mostly blood.”
“It’s something,” Kole said. “Something to go on if we happen on them again.”
“When,” Linn said, standing. “They’re hunting the Sages, Kole. And we’re going to find out why.”
“Whatever it is,” he said, “it’s on the orders of the Eastern Dark, which means it likely isn’t good.”
“It can’t be that simple,” Linn said, frowning. 
Iyana broke in before Kole could respond.
“The energy you two give off when you argue like that,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s circular.” 
She stood as well, brushing the sawdust from her robes. Kole wondered how long she’d been sitting there to don such a coating. He could see it flitting about them now, coming down through the broken wall and roof as Rhees’s little army worked into the late afternoon light.
Iyana moved past the two of them and filled a bowl with water that had long since warmed. She seemed frustrated, at herself more than them. She took a drink. 
“I think Ninyeva was as much an expert in pretending to know things as she was in actually knowing them,” she said as she lifted the bowl for another sip. 
“Seemed to work out well enough for her,” Kole said, regretting it immediately after. 
Iyana paused in the midst of another pull, rivulets running down her chin. She wiped at them with a sleeve less brilliant than those irises and laid the ceramic down with a clink amidst the broken shards on a chest-high shelf.
“Yes,” she said. “It worked for her right up until it did not.”
“Well enough for the rest of us, he means,” Linn said. She tossed Kole a look that made him feel sheepish.
There was a lull as the three of them stood in a swaying triangle with their thoughts. 
“Iyana,” Kole started, Linn eyeing him in a way that made her sister cross her arms. “Linn tells me you’re planning to go north as well. Not to the Emerald Road with us, but—”
“Home,” Iyana said, and her eyes held him, whether she meant them to or not. 
Linn closed her eyes for a moment but bit her tongue. She’d undoubtedly been through her share of arguments with Iyana over the last few weeks. She had undoubtedly lost. 
“What I said to Captain Caru,” Kole said. “I don’t even know if I meant it.”
“Lucky for me, it doesn’t really matter whether you did or did not.”
She didn’t say it with an air of hostility. She just said it as if she were telling him the sky was up and the roots down.
He opened his mouth to argue further but closed it without a sound. Something in his look seemed to change something in hers. Those emeralds flashed the empathy the people of Last Lake knew so well, that one steady emotion that burned in the hearts of the Faeykin deeper and hotter than any flames in the Embers. It was the fire that had kept them going in the form of Mother Ninyeva, and now it was the light Iyana bore. 
She reached out and touched his cheek, her pale fingers painting a stark contrast to his olive tint.
“I know you worry, Kole,” she said. 
Linn looked away as he brought his eyes down to Iyana’s own. 
“You see it,” she said. “You see my need. It isn’t the same sort of need that drives you, Kole.” He flinched as she pulled her hand away, a brief hurt crossing her features. “I don’t envy what you carry, but I wish you wouldn’t carry it north with you. It didn’t help you against the White Crest, and it won’t help you out there.”
He thought he knew what she meant, but he was afraid to confirm it. There was a strange feeling, like floating, and Kole shook himself. 
“You’re changing the subject,” he said.
“She’s as adept at that as you with Everwood or I with you,” Linn said. 
Iyana rolled her eyes. She was adept at that, as well.
“When you told me what you said to Captain Talmir, I caught an impression from it. A strong one.”
“You caught one from me before I set out for Hearth,” Kole said. “It could be prophecy, Iyana, but I’m guessing it was also vague. Don’t you think Ninyeva yearned to go back to the deserts and thought better of it? Don’t you think she wanted sometimes to return to the home she’d known?”
“There were nine Embers in the Valley a month ago,” Iyana said. “Now there are seven.”
Kole swallowed past the guilt that preceded his next words. 
“Powers like ours are meant to bring about change. Ninyeva believed that. She told me as much.” Kole leaned forward. He pushed some heat out of his pores, warming the atmosphere around them. Linn seemed especially sensitive to it, flinching back, and Kole withdrew. “I’m going to bring that change, Iyana. But power like this isn’t meant for peace. In the World I want, my flames have no place, even if their heart was still buried beneath the sands.”
Iyana stared at him, her look unwavering, considering. 
“You don’t believe that,” she said. “The day you do, Kole Reyna, will be a bright day indeed.”
“Or a dark one,” Linn said. They both turned to regard her. “Every road is a choice.” She looked at each of them in turn. “We’ve each made ours. We’re set, and since we’re likely possessed of the three most stubborn wills in the Valley, if not the World, I don’t see us changing course.”
“If you think we’re any more stubborn than Misha Ve’Gah,” Kole said, “you haven’t known her nearly long enough.”
“You’ve barely known her a month,” Linn countered.
“Exactly.”
They had a laugh at that. Linn had fought alongside Misha on the cliffs below the White Crest’s abode. In a turn Kole never could have expected, it was she who had braved the inferno of a clash of gods to come to him. Linn Ve’Ran, and not an Ember of Hearth. He still remembered the way the sweat had clung to her bangs, hanging like lit candles in their slow, perfect pocket of flame and trailing cinders as two titans from legend fought on the currents of wind and fire above them. 
Linn shifted under his scrutiny and looked away, and Kole felt a sting touch the memory. 
“I don’t know what I’ll find in the deserts, Kole,” Iyana said, drawing him back. “Maybe I’ll discover the secret to bringing the Embers back. Maybe I’ll find the texts Rusul and her sisters drone on about in those glass caves beneath the golden dunes. This Valley is a refuge, and it’s become our home. But it’s not our only one.”
Kole considered her as Linn considered him. She had a knowing look, and Kole could guess that the direction of her thoughts mirrored his own.
“What are you really after, Iyana?” And before she could answer, he added, “What else, I mean?”
She tossed a glare back at Linn before addressing him. 
“You said T’Alon Rane mentioned another Sage,” she said.
“There are six,” Linn said. 
“There were,” Kole said evenly. 
“He said the Sage of the Red Waste sent him here, to this Valley.”
Kole waited for her to continue.
“He trusted him,” Iyana said, her look almost pleading.
“I could go a few ways with that,” Kole said. “None of them good.” He waited for her to argue, but she didn’t. “Why should we trust in the same power the King of Ember did? What good did it do him? What good did it do our grandparents? Us?”
“It led us to the Valley that has sheltered us—”
“Kept us, more like.”
“We know the White Crest was good, once,” Linn said softly.
“We know he wasn’t all bad,” Kole countered. “We know nothing of this other Sage.”
“Who do you think watched over us in the deserts?” Iyana asked. “Protected us from the Eastern Dark, who sought to use the Embers for his own gain?” 
“The Keepers,” Kole said. 
Iyana’s lips formed a tight line to match her brows, and Kole put a warm finger to his throbbing temple.
“Captain Caru isn’t going to the deserts to find a lost Sage,” he said after a time. “If you’re going with him, you should at least have the same goal.”
Iyana’s brow quirked up, along with a corner of her mouth. She turned a wry grin on her sister. 
“I could go a few ways with that,” she said. 
Kole felt himself flush.
She was right, of course. She usually was. Kole and Linn were both set for the same road, but where the Sages were concerned—where T’Alon Rane was concerned, especially—they had less than common ground between them. 
He knew she was also right about that cold thing he carried along with all his heat. That kernel of vengeance that hadn’t been sated. He didn’t carry it now as he had before, in the set of his shoulders and the weight on his back, but he still carried it. There were other kinds of fire, and he was not immune to them all.
“Just don’t keep secrets from him, Iyana,” he said, his tone leveling out. “I had limited contact with the man, but what little I got of him painted an even better picture than the one my father gave me.”
“Why do you think I’m allowing him to join me?” Iyana asked. 
Linn half-laughed, half-scoffed, and Kole merely shook his head with a smile. 
“I need to get my things,” Linn said as Iyana made for the stair.
“I’ll come.”
The girls were ready in short order. They walked Kole back to his home near the wall. It seemed all three had been preparing for some time, itching to be off. It seemed the days of waiting in the Valley core for the World to bring what it would were gone for them. Now, they would bring something to it for a change. 
The trio drew more stares than usual as they wended their way through the choked markets. They didn’t try to avoid notice. It would have been difficult to, given how they were dressed and the gear they were carrying. Though the particulars of their twin roads were not known to the Emberfolk of Last Lake, their direction was. In all likelihood, they assumed all three were joining Captain Talmir’s desert quest, which had grown from rumor to shocking reality in short order. Kole and Linn did nothing to dispel the notion. 
Linn was carrying across her back the great silver bow that she had retrieved from the fallen Rockbled archer in the peaks. She had to loop it at an angle to keep the edge from dragging in the gravel, and the silver shafts Braden Taldis had provided formed a cross, shining like mirrors in the late afternoon sun. 
They stopped off at Kole’s half-house, the one he shared with a father who was rarely there. He was gone now, likely waiting for them at the wall, along with whoever else was brave or foolhardy enough to join them. Karin would not be venturing to the Emerald Road with his son. It had taken some doing, but eventually his father had agreed that Captain Caru would have greater need of his skills. 
Kole had argued that the Captain’s road was the one more likely to end in something tangible. Something achieved. An ending that was not as dark as theirs was likely to be. Strangely enough, he even believed it. 
They knew little of the other Sages, save for what they could glean from half-remembered stories of the past. Linn had visited Seer Rusul, whose cold veneer had melted some of late. Perhaps witnessing the death of the Faey Mother firsthand had humbled her, or had shocked her into a more agreeable state. 
She had told Linn of the Sage of Center, who lorded over the Emerald Road. It was said that none of the others had dared to face him at his peak. Still, Rusul and her sisters had not caught a glimpse of his effects for some time now—Kole doubted if they ever had—and it had him wondering how potent he truly was. 
Perhaps Sages grew as weak as the rest, given enough time. After all, T’Alon Rane had implied that the White Crest Kole had dueled was a false image of his former glory. Part of that could be owed to the work Ninyeva had done before her death. But how much had the Dark Hearts taken from the Lord of Skies to power the army of Corrupted?
It remained to be seen whether the Sage of Center still existed, and if he did, whether they would call him friend or foe. Kole wanted to be prepared for every eventuality. 
He packed light, content to gather more meaningful supplies at Hearth, including the repaired black armor Captain Caru had commissioned for him. That suit had acquitted itself well against the White Crest for a time, but it had cracked and melted like everything else in the burning keep. Kole was sure the armorers would take it as a personal affront. In fact, he was counting on it.
“I’d feel a lot better if Tu’Ren was going with you,” Iyana said as they left, Kole closing the thin wooden door behind them. 
“He’d feel a lot better if we weren’t going at all,” Linn said. 
“At least we’re not lying to him this time,” Kole added. “Ultimately, he knows we can’t stay here waiting. The future of our people is in doubt, and it will be as long as we let the Sages’ war continue unabated.”
“You really think you’re the ones to end it?” Iyana asked. 
Linn glanced at Kole over her shoulder. “Why not?”
Iyana just shook her head, paling further. 
“Tu’Ren isn’t convinced the Dark Kind won’t be coming back, and in force,” she said as they took the raised slope to the wall. The rock-strewn earth was uneven, with moss and weeds sprouting in the relative warmth of the Bright Days where before there had been only packed earth. 
“He’s right to worry,” Kole said. “The Dark Months are never far, after all.” It was a fact of life.
“But the White Crest invited the Sentinels in,” Iyana argued. “We had never dealt with their like before. If things go back to the way they should be, the rifts should be few and far between, the attacks even less so.”
“The way things should be,” Kole said with a mirthless laugh. “Those things should never again set foot in this World. Once we get to the one doing the calling, they won’t.”
“We’ll have to get through his servants first,” Linn said. “Chief among them the man who should have been our King.”
“T’Alon Rane told us exactly where he was going,” Kole said. “To me, that’s the sign of a man asking for help.”
“Then, why not ask for it?” Iyana pressed. 
“He was in strange company,” Linn said, turning it over. “The shadow girl was there. She looked like something made in darkness, or of it. I don’t think we can doubt her allegiance to the Eastern Dark. I don’t think Rane does, and he’d know.”
Iyana did not look convinced. 
“How do we know he’s not asking for help of a different kind?” she asked.
“How do you mean?” Kole asked.
“I mean”—her face shifted, and her look became strained—“how do we know he’s not asking for you to stop him?”
Kole and Linn were silent at that.
“Maybe there is some of the man he was left in there,” she continued. “Maybe there’s just enough to recognize what he’s become.”
It was a sobering thought, and one Kole couldn’t consider now. He shook his head.
“He was worried,” Kole said. “Worried about what his master would do if he wasn’t stopped. About what he’d do if Rane stopped his hunt for the other Sages.”
Linn nodded, though she looked less certain than he sounded. 
“The White Crest said the Eastern Dark would never let Rane near him again,” Kole said. “There’s a reason for that.”
“If that were true,” Linn puzzled, “then why would he continue to do his work for him? Why not stop?”
“Because he feared what the Eastern Dark will do to win the war on his own.”
Iyana surprised them both by answering for him. Kole slowed his pace as the timbers of the walls rose to greet them, and the others matched him. 
“You said that Rane mentioned his master’s hand getting closer to the door,” Iyana said, thinking it over. “The door to the World Apart, I assume.”
“He must’ve opened it before,” Linn said. “When he sent the Night Lords through.”
“Might not be a door in the way we’re thinking,” Kole said. 
Iyana sighed. “The War of Sages,” she said, drawing it out dramatically. “What could have started it all in the first place?”
“Same thing that starts them all,” Linn said, and they turned in toward her. “Power.”
“Same thing that ends them,” Kole said, ignoring the dark look she turned his way. It shifted as she focused ahead, and Kole thought it might have dawned on her that she was now a powerful thing. Perhaps more so than he. 
Kole knew the time was fast approaching when they would have need of his fire again. For now, however, he’d keep it beneath his blood and blades. He’d considered experimenting with the new power the King of Ember had awakened in him that night in the keep—the one that had cured Fihn Kane of the burns he’d inflicted. 
Perhaps the Embers weren’t all about burning. He looked down at Iyana as she lagged slightly behind them. Perhaps the Faeykin weren’t all about mending. 
They passed the kennels, and Kole felt a pang for Shifa. He’d be reunited with the loyal hound in Hearth soon enough. Whether he felt the guilt more keenly for having left her there or for coming to take her from Jakub, the boy who watched her, was impossible to say. He supposed he had room enough for both colors of the same thought. 
The Valley was in a temporary peace, as it always was during the Bright Days. But there was a tension beneath it. He saw it in the sets of the shoulders that passed them, millers and farmers and hunters alike. He saw it in the strain hiding within the smiles that greeted them, heard it in the mouths that bade them goodbye and meant good riddance. 
The folk of Last Lake had lost plenty throughout their long war with the night, but not since Kole’s mother Sarise A’zu had fallen in the northern passes had they lost figures so bright, so seemingly permanent as Larren Holspahr, a hero whose body could not be found to be burned.
Tu’Ren had said the words for the Second Keeper, but they were colored by the knowledge of what he had done—of what the Sentinel had done through him. Kaya Ferahl’s loss was something the defenders of Last Lake carried in the open, none more heavily than the woman who was walking beside him. 
It seemed that none of the heroes of the Valley could find ways to die that matched their deeds. None save for Ninyeva. 
As they crested the last rise before the rebuilt gate, Kole turned to the south. He saw the barracks and kennels, the smoke rising from brick chimneys. He saw the dirt roads converging in the center like spokes in a wheel, the market quieting now in the hours before twilight. He saw the sun cast shadows over the ridges that broke the surface of the lake, and caught the soft amber glow of the lanterns at Westhill. The days were still short, for now. 
It was his home, and it was beautiful. He tried to freeze the image in his mind, but found it lacking. 
“Now, there’s a hero,” Iyana said. Kole turned. 
Jenk Ganmeer was leaning against the new pine of the front gate, his uncommonly sandy hair having grown longer by the week.
“Don’t make fun,” Linn said admonishingly, earning an annoyed look from her sister. “I wouldn’t have made it far without him.”
“Safe to say we were wrong about Ganmeer,” Kole said. “He always did his part on the wall. Now, we know he’ll do it against anything.”
“The way you tell it,” Iyana said, looking at Linn, “he nearly died twice trying to save you.”
“I wasn’t the only one there,” Linn said without humor. 
Jenk waved when he noticed them, but Kole thought there was a bit less of his usual manner. He hadn’t seen him much since returning from Hearth. When he had, they had discussed small things. Kaya hadn’t come up. Just another weight to add to the rest, but at least there were plenty of them to help carry it.
“Would that we had gone out with the last caravan,” Jenk said, coming over. 
He extended his hand, and Kole grasped him by the wrist, both Embers flaring slightly during the exchange. Jenk’s fire was more potent now than Kole could ever remember it being, and he knew it wasn’t only because of his newfound sensitivity. Something had awoken in Jenk as he faced down the ghost of Larren Holspahr, something that quite matched the jagged scar that now peeked out through the loose collar of his tunic.
“Walking never killed anyone,” Kole said with a smirk. 
“Not in the Valley,” Jenk said as he embraced Linn. “Where we’re headed? Who knows what kills what out in the World?”
Kole saw the look that passed between the two as they separated. It was both the heaviness of what they had witnessed and done, and the lightness that came with sharing it. Kole had been with them in the end, but it was the Deep Lands that had been the true horror for them, he knew. He thought it also might be why Nathen Swell was out on his father’s boat rather than begging to join them this time. 
Kole knew he’d have come had they asked, which was precisely why they hadn’t. 
“Iyana,” Jenk addressed her, nodding with a deference that wasn’t at all feigned. While Linn stifled a laugh, Iyana did not seem to know how to react. She settled for an awkward bit of shuffling that made Jenk blush.
“You’re sure you want to do this, Ganmeer?” Kole asked. Jenk met his gaze, blue eyes steady against Kole’s amber-brown. 
“I don’t have your power, Reyna,” he said, “nor do I have yours, judging by what Taldis told me.” He looked at Linn. “But I’m feeling like bringing whatever I’ve got against whoever’s out there to have it—Sage, Night Lord or Ember King.”
Kole smiled. “You couldn’t have said it any better to the mice in the meadows.”
That drew a hearty laugh from both Jenk and Linn.
“At one time,” Jenk said, wiping away tears, “I’d have been miffed that I was the target of your earliest spy missions. Now, I’m honored.”
“Trust,” Linn said, dipping into a mock bow. “The honor was all ours, for witnessing such stirring speeches of valor. No doubt the voles of the lake were better for it generations hence.”
“Heading out?” a voice called down from the catwalk above.
They looked up to see Taei Kane walking toward them from the east. Kole hadn’t noticed his brazier glowing down the way. 
“When did you return?” he asked.
“Just this morning,” Jenk said, shaking his head as Taei shrugged.
“And Fihn?” Linn asked, and Kole knew she had to force herself not to look his way. Iyana was not so subtle, and Kole felt a lump clog his throat. 
“Taking rest,” Taei said. “Much to her chagrin.” His eyes told the story, and it was a relieving one. “Had I acquitted myself better before the walls of Hearth, I think maybe she would finally have listened to me without complaint. Since it was her holding me up toward the end.” He held up a hand. 
“She wanted to join you,” he said, meeting Kole’s stare. “I did as well, as a matter of fact. But the First Keeper has need of a few blades in your absence. He prefers that not all of them be steel.”
Kole smiled, but his mind was full of images of the blackened fields of Hearth, his twin Everwood blades fanning the flames of his making. He saw Taei fall in a spray of blood, clutching at his leaking side as Fihn’s silver sword went up in an arc. He heard the screaming before he was shaken back into the present by another cry, this one much closer.
“Malena!”
The group turned as one to see a girl no older than eight struggling up the rise dragging a weapon three and a half times her height. It was a weapon the protectors of Last Lake knew well. It was the spear of Larren Holspahr, and it was his daughter who was carrying it. 
Though she still looked to Kole to be as brittle as a young bird, he saw the Second Keeper’s stern visage writ small, his steadfast resolve molded into the set of her jaw. Hers was not the gait of a child throwing a tantrum, but rather that of a warrior set on her path, consequences be damned. 
From the looks of things, her consequence was following fast on her heels.
“Malena Holspahr! Stop right now. Ma-le-na …”
She drew it out, and Kole saw one of the girl’s lids flicker, a momentary break in character that saw her fear of a disobeyed mother peek through. 
Malena stopped just before she reached them, Iyana moving out of the ten-foot arc of the spear she was dragging, though the girl couldn’t hope to wield it. She looked at each of them in turn, settling on Linn last. Her gaze lingered there, eyes piercing with a greenish yellow that bore none of the glint of the Faeykin. She was all sun and sand, this one, a true mark of their desert origins—dark and serious. In truth, she reminded Kole quite a bit of himself at her age. 
Serah came up panting behind her daughter, hands on her knees. She was still young—younger than Larren had been—but she bore the unmistakable marks of grief. Her dark hair hung disheveled, her shirt half-tucked. Her hands were dirty from working the garden, knuckles raw and bleeding from being at it too long. 
Malena dragged the spear forward, ignoring her mother as best she could, though her chin had begun to quiver, the dam showing signs of weakness under the gathering glow. She pulled the shaft around as if she were dragging the rigging of a ship. It would have been comical if it weren’t so heartbreaking, and Kole felt Linn look away to his side. 
“Hello, Malena,” Jenk said, stepping forward. She eyed him skeptically, mouth forming a tight line. That, too, began to shake. 
The door to the western gatehouse opened, and Tu’Ren stepped out, Everwood blade slung across his back. Karin followed. Their conversation ceased when they saw the scene playing out before them. When Malena noticed them, she wiped the first tear from the corner of her eye, keeping steady hold of her father’s spear with the other hand.
Serah opened her mouth to speak, but she only looked at the gathered warriors, palms opened in a pleading way that sent shards through Kole’s heart. 
There had been no body to burn, but Kole cursed himself for a fool for thinking he knew the hurt of it. Now, here it was, standing before him and the rest. Those who had made it back. Those who were leaving again.
He vowed then and there to take something from it. 
Tu’Ren stepped forward, hand raised as if he were about to speak, but Kole took it.
He knelt down, feeling his Everwood warm in the straps across his back. He placed a hand on the girl’s shoulder. She flinched at the heat, and he quelled it. She met his eyes, and though water was now flowing freely, that dam was nowhere near as close to breaking as he’d first thought. 
“You remember your father, Malena,” Kole said. She nodded, frowning so hard it must have hurt her. “Who was Larren Holspahr?”
“A hero,” Malena said. She stared challenges all around through a salt curtain. “My hero.”
“He was our hero,” Kole said. “The ending doesn’t matter. Only what you set out to do.”
“He was going to save us,” she half-sobbed. 
“He did. And who do you think he wanted to save most? Who do you think Larren Holspahr wanted to protect?”
“I can—” She sniffed. “I can protect Ma.”
“You can’t do that with us, can you? You can’t do that when you’re not here.”
Some of the tears cleared as she worked it over, their tracks drying quickly on her swarthy cheeks. 
“You’re leaving,” she accused, looking from him to the rest of them. “You’re all leaving.”
“We’re off to do what we can out in the World,” he said. “But Last Lake needs heroes here as well. It needs heroes like Kane and Kadeh. It needs heroes like Swell. Most of all, I think, it needs heroes like Holspahr.”
They were all silent as Malena considered it. After a time, she nodded, resolve settling back in.
Kole rose, and Serah regarded him, nodding ever so slightly. She did not look at Linn or Jenk. She couldn’t, and it seemed the feeling was mutual. Kole knew it would pass in time. 
“Malena,” Tu’Ren barked in a tone that shocked Kole from the depths of childhood. 
Malena twitched toward the First Keeper and nearly dropped the head of Larren’s spear. 
“I expect you’ll be on the grounds before the sun is tomorrow morning if you ever want to learn to carry that spear without dragging it!”
Malena nodded vigorously, suddenly conscious of the tracks the butt had made in the road behind her. 
“Good. Because I think it’s time I stopped going easy on you.”
“You heard the First Keeper,” Serah said, her voice hard enough that it made her daughter twirl. “Home with you. Leave the heroes to their charge. You’ve got carrots to clean and not much light left to do it by. You dragged that thing all the way up here. You can drag it back.”
Malena wouldn’t have it any other way, and the guardians of Last Lake were silent as they watched her make her way back down the hill and toward the burrows of Westhill. 




Tu’Ren saw them off, and he did it with fewer words than Iyana had anticipated.
He spoke with Linn, Kole and Jenk, but most of what he had needed to say had no doubt been said to Karin Reyna in the gatehouse. She could tell it from the way the men moved about each other, not sharing so much as a glance. She wondered if the First Keeper had made one last try at halting the twin quests after all.
In truth, she couldn’t say she blamed him.
She shook the thought away, determined to grow into the mask she was now wearing until it fit. The gates swung open on oiled hinges, and the forested paths of the southern Valley loomed ahead, twisting out of sight into the brush and bramble that Iyana had never been brave enough to penetrate alone. 
Karin took the lead, and Kole moved up to join him. Linn and Jenk fell into step behind them with an ease that made Iyana feel separate. Even their packs rattled with a purpose her many pouches combined to lack. There was a bit of green poking from the sack looped around her shoulder—the robe Ninyeva had given her. Useless as it was on the open road, she could not help but feel centered when she wore it. 
She thought she might need that feeling in the months ahead, and a pang struck her at the thought of splitting off from Linn and Kole, one that had become achingly familiar. Still, she would stay the course, whatever it was. She hadn’t been lying about her impression. It had struck her harder than the timbers of Ninyeva’s broken tower the night the White Crest had brought it down with her inside it.
“Giving them quite the head start, little Yani.”
She spun to see Tu’Ren wearing a look of resignation that he tried to cover with a smile. It was nearly enough to shatter what little resolve she had. She looked back over her shoulder to see the group waiting just inside the tree line, saw Linn’s piercing eyes staring back, though the others kept theirs averted. They didn’t want to call attention to her dalliance, which only served to heighten her sense of embarrassment. 
“Goodbye, Tu’Ren Kadeh,” she said in a voice she hoped projected more strength than she felt. 
“Goodbye for now, Iyana Ve’Ran,” he said. He inflated his chest and raised his chin just a bit higher, his white beard having grown longer than she’d ever seen it. “There’s enough good in you to fill the Deep Lands twice over, girl. Bring it out there and see what catches with that sort of fire.”
Iyana stood a bit straighter at that, the effect—she hoped—making her look slightly less out of place in traveling clothes. 
She waved to Taei up on the battlements.
“Tell Fihn to continue following my instructions.”
“She’s fine,” Taei started, but Iyana silenced him with a look that drew a laugh from Tu’Ren. It sounded genuine.
Their eyes met one last time before she turned away, and she tried to freeze an image of the First Keeper, who had been like an uncle to her. It wasn’t a bad image, all things considered. It was nothing like the version of him she’d seen consumed by fire and hate in the distant reaches of his memory. This was the Tu’Ren Kadeh she would take with her, his broad outline solid and stark against the backdrop of the lake and village below. Even the spurs out on the water seemed a part of his domain—all of it his to protect. 
She turned and strode into the forests that had only ever held the threat of death for her before. Now, they promised new roads and new beginnings whose endings she could only guess at. She hoped there was still a bit of Ninyeva lingering in the Valley core, and she hoped she would take it with her.
More than that, she hoped her heart would hold her on course, and that she would not come back to Tu’Ren’s gatehouse shuffling and ashamed. 
Linn laid a hand on her shoulder when she joined them on the path, and Iyana smiled up at her.
“Welcome,” Jenk said, dipping into a mock bow. “May the sky never blacken above you, and may the River F’Rust never trap you in its covetous depths.”
Linn punched him on the shoulder, but Iyana laughed anyway, and the Ember shouldered his pack and moved off, Everwood blade bouncing lightly at his side. 
The sun had sunk low enough that it provided little in the way of light beyond a burnt-orange haze that traced the roots along the path and shone on the backs of leaves. It was warm in the forest—almost uncomfortably so around Kole and Jenk—but Iyana was more than willing to trade some comfort for the peace of mind such company afforded. 
“He’s going to miss you,” Linn said. 
Iyana blushed, knowing her sister had caught her looking back, where the timbers of the wall could just be seen peeking through the foliage.
“I don’t know what he wishes more,” Iyana said. “That he come or that we stay.”
“The Valley needs men like Tu’Ren,” Linn said.
“And Garos Balsheer,” Kole put in. “Based on what I’ve seen, men like that’ll still be standing no matter what may come in the future.”
“No matter what we bring back, you mean,” Jenk said. He meant it in good humor, Iyana knew, but she caught enough from the others to know they took more from it.
“I’m not planning on bringing anything back,” Kole said.
“Yourself, I hope,” Karin replied. He had taken the lead, and the others had fallen into step behind him without any sign. He was, after all, First Runner. And while the Dark Months had receded for the time being, there was no telling how many of the Corrupted had escaped the combined wrath of the sun and the Emberfolk and were now making their homes in the thickets and burrows.
Dusk settled, and the moon crawled out. The forest changed in the twilight, the patient echo of the streams they passed promising life in the wake of a crushing darkness. As the relative silence of their company stretched, so too did Iyana’s senses.
Ever since her travels in the winding ways of the Between, she had felt more of everything. She had always been able to navigate the emotions of others like a hound following a scent, but lately, she felt she had tapped into the true gifts of the Faey: the sight into the half-world between their own and its shadow. 
The Between was not a place without danger. She had nearly learned that the hard way when Baas Taldis’ grandfather had trapped her in a mental prison of his own design. She had managed to orient herself more in recent tries, heeding Ninyeva’s advice to give form to the formless, to mould the shapeless. She had found Linn in the Deep Lands and had led her out, and she had done it by finding a tether in the form of a firefly. 
As the last rays of the sun died beneath the twisting branches, she let her mind drift and was amazed to see such tethers all around. They were faint at first, like the shadows of light. Some flitted about, trailing the wings of insects, while others thrummed with the last daily songs of the birds. These were soft strings that belonged to the meek and small. 
But there were thicker threads about. They snaked out of tangles and wrapped the trunks they passed. Iyana knew without seeing that these belonged to things that hunted the others, their own rhythm more like the beating of hearts than the flit and flicker of grasshopper wings. 
This was the wild of the Valley as it should be. It was a slow exhalation after an intake that had lasted far longer than ever before. 
Up ahead, Karin Reyna was trailing a lavender that was so deep as to flirt with black. There was no small amount of regret there, but it was flecked with a sense of calm—a poise the hunting things on the wilder paths recognized as kin. These were his roads, and Iyana knew he had traveled them in the presence of one he loved deeper than knowing.
Iyana could see the two Embers for who they were. She saw Kole’s black hair just as she saw the dirty blond of Jenk’s. She saw the gliding gait of the man she considered a brother contrasted with the easy bounce of one her sister had once called pompous and now called brave.
But their fires, though born of the same source, could not have burned more differently. While Jenk’s was a yellow lick, clear, clean and bold, Kole’s was a furnace he worked to bury. It was deep red with flecks of blue, but it was covered with something else that unsettled her. She knew the heart of the one who carried it, and for the first time, she pitied him for his power while others felt envy. 
And then there was her sister.
Linn Ve’Ran was the bravest of the bold, she knew. Unbreakable. And though much about her had changed since her trek through the Deep Lands, her war with the River F’Rust and her clash with the White Crest and an Ember King out of place and time, she was still the same. It was her Iyana looked to. It was her the others would look to as their light. Her tether was as bright as the storm that had birthed it and as violent as the winds that carried it.
The energy shifted, and Iyana shook her head, clearing the haze of unreality. It was nearly as dark as it was going to get, the stars shining through the nettles and the moon lighting the clearings that grew more frequent as the streams they crossed widened. 
“I should be going with you,” Karin whispered up ahead, his voice harsh. 
Judging by Kole’s expression and the way Jenk pretended not to stare, the two had been at it for some time. Linn’s brows were drawn, but whether in concern or concentration, it was difficult to tell. 
“Talmir will need you in the deserts,” Kole said. “They’ll all need you.”
“How are you going to orient yourself in the jungles to the north?” Karin pressed.
And now Iyana felt the need coming off of him. It was the need of a father bereft of too much. He knew it was fruitless to argue. Perhaps it was more about knowing he had tried that drove him to it. 
“You don’t know those roads any better than I do,” Kole said. He kept his eyes ahead, and his tone carried none of the defiance Iyana would have expected. 
“Would that we had Nathen Swell with us,” Jenk cut in. That drew an uncommon look from Karin: a look much like anger. And while it was gone nearly as soon as it appeared, Jenk took the hint well enough.
“He’s not one for killing,” Linn said, picking up the thread in an obvious attempt to steer the argument, or put it out altogether. “Better a man like that be out on the water than in the woods right now. Sometimes I think his arrows weigh more heavily on him than his enemies.”
“Tell that to them,” Jenk said with a shake. 
It was still a difficult image for Iyana to process, though she had heard the story more than once. She tried to picture Nathen Swell, who was younger even than she, killing. It just didn’t fit. Even excepting the way those easy eyes and smooth features clashed with a sinuous back that had been hauling nets and rigging since childhood, she couldn’t imagine him putting an end to anything with a remembered past and a promised future.
If there was anyone in the Valley Iyana was more thankful for than Ninyeva, it was surely Nathen. After all, it had been he who had liberated Linn from the northern peaks, just as it had been he who had purged the last of the Dark Hearts—all of it after cheating death at the hands of the White Crest himself. 
“Either way,” Linn was saying, “there aren’t likely to be any Dark Kind ranging in the north this time of year. He had no trouble with those. It was the Corrupted that stung him, or what was beneath them.” 
“Enough talk of killing, for now,” Karin said. “Plenty of that to go around for the lot of us, I’m sure.” He glanced at Kole sidelong. 
Karin’s ire was still plain to see, but he let it drop. He knew Kole was set, and that a worried father had as much chance of stopping him as a Sage or Ember King beside.
It was just as well for Iyana. She was content to let the killing mood die so the life around could flourish in its unseen way. It was a funny thing, but she couldn’t remember the last time she had been in the woods at night. Even during the Bright Days, the Valley wasn’t entirely safe, the dangers of the World Apart giving way to those that had always been about—that had always been rightly feared. 
As the hours passed, no one raised complaints or asked for rest, and Iyana would be damned if she was going to be the first. She saw Linn stealing looks at her as she pretended to scan the trails to either side, and, for one night at least, she let it go unchallenged. 
The path began to slope steadily upward the farther north they climbed, the vines and creepers growing thicker here. Iyana looked west, imagining she could see the great Blackwoods Linn and Kole had told her about as a girl. They said the roots there grew as thick as the tails of sea drakes, and the worms burrowing beneath close enough.
Kole had tangled with a Sentinel beneath those very arches. If it hadn’t been for the loyalty of a hound, there was no telling if all the fire in the World would have been enough to save him. 
She turned back and tried to turn her thoughts as well, aiming them north, toward Hearth. It was a place she had been only once before, and that at a time when she was too young to make anything but half-formed memories. Her impressions were scattered and fleeting. She pictured the city as a jumble of the garish and gaudy, with the buildings too tall and leaning. 
“What is Captain Caru like?” she asked, not caring how young she sounded for it.
Jenk shrugged beside her and nearly went over in a tangle while crossing a particularly dense patch of brush. 
“Ask the Reynas,” Linn said, nodding ahead.
Kole looked to Karin, who remained focused on the narrow path. 
“He’s the man Hearth looked to when the darkness came for it,” Kole said. “For all its fire and steel. The white walls may have held the tide for a time, but it was Talmir Caru who halted the breaking.”
“He had help,” Jenk said easily. “From a pair of Embers, no less.”
“And a great many besides,” Karin added. “But it was Talmir the people trusted—we trusted—to take us through.”
Iyana had nearly forgotten that Karin had been present during a siege that had quickly risen to challenge any of the stories from the desert days. She swallowed, imagining the hurt that had been done to the people there … those who had lived. 
“There will be other Faeykin there,” Linn said, smiling down at her. “I had no idea there were so many until I saw them working the Red Bowl.”
Iyana tried to smile, but the prospect of meeting other Landkist as gifted as she was made her uncomfortable at best. She doubted her abilities compared to theirs. Ninyeva had been something of an outcast among her own kind. Iyana doubted that her apprentice would be accepted with open arms.
Linn seemed able to read her thoughts.
“Some trained under the Faey, like Mother Ninyeva,” she said. “Or so I’ve heard.” 
Iyana was not sure if that made her feel better or worse, so she showed Linn the former and pushed down the latter.
“I doubt any of them have what she’s got,” Karin said, drawing curious looks. He looked over his shoulder and met Iyana’s eyes. There was no jest in his, only that poise that Kole displayed a more restless form of. “You undid the work of a Sentinel.”
“You gave us our champion back,” Jenk said, elbowing Kole in the side. The other Ember merely grumbled. 
Iyana felt herself blush in the moonlight.
“Thank you, Karin,” she said. “But Mother Ninyeva—”
“Did enough,” he said. “She spent far more of her time whittling her visions into something close to sense in that crooked tower you’ve taken to calling home. I loved the Faey Mother as much as the rest. No doubt she’d have come back for Kole if he’d slipped beyond your reach. But he didn’t.” He paused, and his pace slowed a bit. “There isn’t a fire in the World that can keep one of those dark Captains from their prize, once they’ve got their hooks in. Just ask the ghost of Larren Holspahr.”
They were silent at that, and the mood stretched. After a while, Iyana noticed Kole walking in step beside her. He must have dropped back while she was concentrating on the twists and turns the path was taking under her uncertain feet. She looked up at him, and he smiled down. 
Linn and Jenk had moved ahead, giving the two of them space they hadn’t asked for. She couldn’t see Karin and guessed that he had forged on into the deeper dark, scouting or else working through his own thoughts, which seemed as jumbled as the forest they were navigating. 
“You know I can never thank you enough,” Kole said. He said it softly, but Iyana still found herself glancing at the others to see if they were listening.
“Stop it,” she said. “I don’t know what I did. I don’t know that I did anything, truth be told.”
Kole was silent for a space, and Iyana feared she’d upset him.
“You weren’t with us,” he said. “You weren’t with Linn and me in the north of the Valley.” He looked down at her. “But we couldn’t have done it without you, and neither could the Emberfolk. You’re strong, Iyana. Far stronger than you know.” He swallowed, the apple in his throat shifting. “My father will protect you out on the sands, and I’m sure Captain Caru will do his best. But we’re each of us alone at times. When that happens, you’ll need to have faith in yourself—none other.”
“You speak as if you know the place,” she said lightly, and Kole shrugged. 
He looked ahead, and she saw his eyes drift up, taking in the blue-black curtain and all its winking lights. She wondered what sort of fire they gave off. Wondered what they thought of the Embers below. 
It was said that the desert had blessed the Emberfolk, had given them its mighty gifts, but some said it was the stars above—the sun and all its brothers. Perhaps that was what separated them from the other Landkist—from the Rockbled and even the Faeykin like her. 
The World was a place made to last. It was a place whose power was meant to endure, to give life or protect it, and on and on. The stars were something apart. They burned brightly and then not at all. Some even said those that shone down on them now were just the ghosts of what had been. 
Iyana wanted to caution Kole. She wanted to warn him to watch how brightly he burned. They would need his light before the War of Sages ran its course, just as she hoped they’d be able to count on it in the nights to follow. The Embers were not nearly as numerous as the stars, or as seeming-eternal. Soon, his light and all those like him could be lost to them, and the thought relit the little fire that drove her on.
They were the Emberfolk. No matter where they lived, and no matter what other gifts the land bestowed, the fire was their legacy, for better or worse. Given what had transpired in recent months, it was a legacy she was loath to abandon.
“We’ve been dragged back into the World, Kole,” she said, and he regarded her, eyes steady. “Whether we like it or not. We may not be traveling the same road, but we’re both heading to the same place.” She looked away. “A future for our people.”
He said nothing, but oddly enough, Iyana felt that her words had settled something in him. She sighed.
The World.
She had no idea what dreams it held, or what horrors. Would that she could take the fire of Kole Reyna with her as she braved its ways. Would that she could take the new light that was Linn Ve’Ran, whom she called sister. 
Kole was right. Iyana was strong, and she knew it. She also feared it. 
An image flashed through her mind of the young hunter from Tu’Ren’s memory, turned inside out. It was enough to raise bile, but it was a truth Iyana could no longer hide from. There was plenty of good in the gifts of the Valley and the Faey dubbed its kin, but the Landkist here had more in them than the power to mend. 
Those she was walking with were called heroes because of the breaking they did—the burning. It was a burden on them, and they carried it heavily. 
She thought of Ninyeva’s stand against the White Crest. She had seen it all, the storm bending and the drake’s head with it as the Faey Mother brought her secret power to bear. She had a piece of that in her, she knew. She feared. 
As they walked well into the pre-dawn light, which turned the sky a hazy purple and caused the stars to fade, Iyana let her mind wander the paths of possibility, touching the Between but not entering it fully. It was a freeing feeling before the crushing weight of paths made increasingly more certain, more real. 
For now, Iyana tried on hope for size on the way to Hearth. 




Talmir remembered the import his instructor had placed on stretching. Vennil Cross, then First Keeper of Hearth, had been as lithe as a jungle cat and doubly cunning. She had also hated him bitterly, likely because he continued to try where others—Embers included—were content to fail and move on. 
Cross had been wise, earning immense respect even before she came home from the Lake short two fingers. She had been a hard one to follow. To Talmir’s knowledge, she had never told anyone what had happened on the forested paths to the south, where First Keeper Croen Teeh had lost his life and Tu’Ren Kadeh had begun to build something of his later name. The details were scattered like the ghosts that made them up, but Talmir had always been good at putting things together.
He wished he could say the same for himself, which brought him back to the point. Even as his mind was wont to drift and wander, it seemed the ropes and corded muscle were getting more disagreeable than ever. Once, they had worked in concert, making him a competent—some would say great—sword. Now, he had enough of a time convincing his body that he was an ally and not its sworn enemy as he lowered himself by halting degrees into half a split that might have been full even two years ago.
“I can see you thinking from here.”
He turned, all sense of modesty forgotten as he calmly recognized his nudity. At least they both were. 
Rain Ku’Ral was draped over and under his covers in a way he found just as alluring now as he had as a youth fresh from Hearth’s barracks.
“Care to wager?” he asked, groaning as he rose out of one pose and bent too sharply into the next. 
She laughed, and it was not the giggle of a blushing maid, but rather full-bellied and true. It was a part of why he knew he loved her, and why she knew it as well. But they had each moved beyond what had been. This was a town both large and small enough to lose something without ever losing sight of it. 
“What am I wagering?” she asked, wiping a tear with the corner of a wool sheet that only served to deepen the red beneath her eye.
“What’s in here.” He tapped his temple with a finger.
“You want the start, or where it’s going?” she asked, raising her eyebrows sarcastically. “Because the middle too often gets lost with you.”
“I always get there in the end,” he said, smiling as much because of a satisfying pop as for the way her eyes roved despite her best efforts to stop them. 
“That you do,” she admitted. For a moment, her eyes glazed, and Talmir knew she was back in the Red Bowl. Her lips smiled before she did, but she managed to drag herself back, and he did her the courtesy of not drawing attention to her lapse. Rain was talkative, but she never said anything unless it was on her terms.
She was gearing up for it now.
“I think,” she started, swinging her legs over the edge of the creaking cot he should have thrown out with the rest, “you’re thinking about the past.”
“We all are, at all times,” Talmir said without skipping a beat. “Even thinking of the future relies on the past to inform it.”
That look, like a mother arguing with a child who disagrees for the sake of it.
“I don’t know what you’re thinking,” she said, and something in her tone surprised him apart from the admission. He straightened. “I know you’re doing everything you can not to think about what happened. You see only the sands behind those eyes.”
He didn’t answer, and they both knew what it meant.
“We both know you’re going, Talmir. But I don’t think even you know why.” She leaned back, letting the covers fall and his eyes with them. “I could do without bearing the brunt of the guilt.”
“How do you mean?”
Now, those lavender eyes were intent. At turns, Rain could be as disarming as a kitten or as intimidating as a silver lion, often in the space of a single exchange. 
“People died, Talmir,” she said so bluntly that the pang didn’t have time to work itself through his heart before the heat started to build at his temples. He felt himself redden, but she spoke up before he could. “They died, and our engaging in what little pleasure we can find is nothing to be ashamed of. You hear me, Captain?”
Her lips seemed to quiver as she said it, and Talmir’s anger blew out with the wind through the lone window and its soft dawn light. He knew she was speaking as much to herself as to him. 
“It isn’t wrong to live just because others have died.”
She looked like the raven-haired girl he had known as a boy—the one she had tried for so long to leave behind. He loved that girl to her core, even as he loathed aspects of what she had become. He supposed everyone took on hateful qualities, given enough time. He knew he had. 
He crossed the stone chamber to the bed, and she shifted to make room for him as he turned to sit. The soft skin of her leg brushed against the rougher bark of his own. His feet were cold on the floor, the ashes in the hearth crusted over and turning white as the first yellows of the day struck them. 
He looked at her, and she seemed to sense his need, placing a hand on his thigh in a way that wasn’t as much suggestive as comforting.
“We have to go,” he said. 
She sighed. “You have to go, you mean.”
He shrugged and went to turn away, but she cupped his chin and turned him right back. 
“You act as though the mantle of leader—of hero—has been thrust upon you, Caru,” she said. “But you were the one out in the yard longer than any other as a youth—Balsheer and Mit’Ahn included. Whatever fire they were gifted is half at its height what yours is now. If they want to argue, they can argue with me.”
He chuckled at that, but she held him, and his smile dropped.
“Why north?” she asked. “Why now?”
He knew Rain would not leave Hearth. He also knew that she would never ask him to stay. No matter how much she wanted to, and no matter how much he wanted her to. 
“Reyna and his are heading north to see what they can do—”
“Against the Sages,” she said. She released him and leaned back. The tenderness went out, and he found himself bristling in anticipation. 
“Yes,” he said. “Against the Sages. The very same who trapped us at the edge of the World and set one to guard—”
“We have our Ember King to thank for that,” she said sharply. “Is Kole Reyna going to burn him up as well?”
Talmir sighed and looked away. She closed her eyes and breathed, her milky skin glowing like the ash in the hearth as she did. He had often wondered if Rain had a bit of the Faey in her. The Emberfolk had only been in the Valley for a century, but bloodlines weren’t everything to them, and that was more than enough time to get a mix going. He had to admit, however, that his sometimes-suspicion had as much to do with her pale complexion as with her uncanny ability to read others as well as he could read the creases in the plaster on the wall. 
Now it was he placing a hand on her leg. She looked at him, reluctant and imploring at once.
“The Embers are our lifeblood,” he said. “Without the desert, we’re losing them. I know you think I’m a hero, Rain, but it was Garos Balsheer who put an end to the worst of what came through that blasted gate. It was Creyath Mit’Ahn who protected the walls from the largest of the Night Lords sent against us. And it was Kole Reyna, Misha Ve’Gah, Jenk Ganmeer and Taei Kane who burned through the hordes of Corrupted in a way no sword of steel ever could.”
She regarded him for a space. 
“Our people are here,” she said. “In the Valley. What good is the fire of the future if we fall here while our protectors are scattered out in the World?”
“We have no way of knowing when the War of Sages will end or if it will,” Talmir said. “Linn Ve’Ran said it was never the Eastern Dark’s goal to destroy us, here. That was the White Crest grown mad and covetous.”
“The Eastern Dark’s doing,” Rain leveled. “You think he was going to leave us here for all time? Fight his brothers and keep us shuddering in the dark, lashing out against the Dark Kind like children with matchsticks?”
“Reyna will make him answer,” Talmir said.
“Reyna will have his answers either way,” she countered. “Whether it’s by the Eastern Dark’s hand or the King of Ember, he’s going out to kill and likely to die. You know it. You’ve known it all along.” He didn’t answer. “So, I’ll ask you again, Talmir Caru: what are you really searching for on the red roads to the north? What would drive you to abandon your people?”
To abandon me.
Talmir looked away, and she mirrored him. 
“Rain,” he started and then stopped. She did not prompt him, didn’t shout him down or rail against him. “You know me. You know if I say I’m going to do a thing, I’ll do it. And you know I have reasons.”
“Reasons you can’t trust me with,” she said. 
“Never that.”
And the look he turned on her made whatever defiance she held melt. 
“Tell me, Talmir. What is it? What are you after?”
“I’m after our future, Rain. And I don’t think it’s going with Reyna and the others. We have some potent Landkist, no doubt. And no doubt there are plenty more in the wider World. But against the Sages, what can we do?”
“He was able to hold his own against the White Crest,” Rain said, though she said it weakly. 
“It won’t be enough,” he said. “Not alone.”
There was no arguing with his tone, so she didn’t. 
“And you think you’ll find the difference in the barren deserts we left behind?”
“We never left,” Talmir said firmly. “Our grandsires did. But we’ll return and see if the returning was worth it.” He stood and crossed to the only dresser he’d ever owned. Everything in the room was the only thing of its type he’d ever owned, because that was the way of things for Talmir Caru. If something wasn’t broken, you didn’t go about trying to fix it. 
But the Valley was broken. If not the Valley, then the people at its core. The World was broken, for that matter. And if he could find a missing piece or help to shift the ones taking up the board now—if he could give Reyna and the others a chance to do what they thought to do on their own, it would have been worth it.
Of course, the thought did nothing to stop the cousin doubts from setting their barbs. It didn’t keep a cold dread from snaking its way up his spine and settling at the base of his skull. 
It didn’t stop Rain from supporting him, even though she knew he was wrong, or thought she did.
She crossed the room and left the covers behind. He felt her soft skin touch his own and exhaled as she turned him around. She kissed him deeply and pulled him close. 
“Talmir Caru,” she said, breaking off. “Captain of Hearth. Songs are already being sung about you in the streets outside. Let me sing you one more before you go down to them.” She pulled him toward the bed, and his resistance was less than pitiful. “Make me sing you one more.”
He did.




The sun was out in full by the time Talmir left his quarters, but no one complained. They were finally in the midst of the Bright Days, as they were meant to be, and even in the wake of a tragedy on a scale unlike anything they had seen before, the mood in the city was one of respite—even serenity, in places.
In the past, he’d have waited for Rain to depart first, following sometime later so as to avoid unwanted attention. Hearth was a full place, but it wasn’t so very large. Word got around, and though he was hardly ashamed of his sometimes-relationship with the most cunning beauty in the Valley, attention of any kind tended to bother him more than not. 
Which made his next destination all the more ironic, and all the more nauseating because of it.
But Talmir liked to face his demons head-on. If he saw a stone in the street, he’d sooner kick it into the gutter than send it bouncing along, so it could wait its turn to trouble him later on. 
Talmir kissed Rain on the threshold of the barracks door, soldiers under his command averting their gazes as they separated. 
“See you there,” she said at his back, and he couldn’t help but laugh at the domesticity of it. 
He and Rain would never be a fixture. They both knew it, and they had never pretended otherwise. There was enough love between them, but there was also plenty else in the way. In truth, there was very little that bothered the one about the other, and Talmir knew that very fact bothered them both more than it had any right to. 
Talmir shook the thoughts as he walked up the sloped cobbles that had never betrayed him as they had many a cart or carriage; rather, Kenta Griyen shook them for him, the physician gliding into step beside him in a way that dismissed coincidence.
“Captain Caru,” he said, and Talmir showed him a smile. 
Talmir liked Kenta well enough, but in all his years, he could not recall having had a conversation with the man that veered close to positive in its outlook. In a way, he liked that about him. Kenta was direct. He said what he felt needed saying, and more often than not, Talmir agreed with him. More often than not, he didn’t want to. 
“The day finds you later than usual,” he said. 
Talmir looked straight ahead. “The Merchant Council has a way of scheduling their vanity before any real work can be started—”
“And running it until anything of worth can be finished,” Kenta said, nodding in agreement.
The cobbles leveled off just above the dip on the outer edges of the Bowl, and Talmir turned north. He did not slow his pace, and Kenta kept up without complaint. Talmir didn’t know exactly how old the man was, but, given his long face and light skin relative to the Captain and most others besides, he’d always guessed there was a bit of the Faey in him. 
Talmir knew Kenta had served in the time of his father in much the same capacity then as he did now. People saw Talmir as something of a rock in the Valley—a symbol of solidity. If so, men like Kenta were the roots along the foundation. 
“The Rivermen have stayed longer than any expected,” Kenta said, causing Talmir to frown.
He was circling the point, and they both knew it. It was unlike him, and Talmir did not like to think of what it might portend. 
“They’ve made the smashed gate look like a gaudy collection of loose-fitting splinters with that new monstrosity,” Kenta said. “It looks as though it might stop ten of those titanic beasts.”
Talmir stopped dead in his tracks as the road opened up at a cross-section. There was a fountain in the center, and the traffic was thicker here than at the edges of the Bowl. Most of the passers-by, Talmir noted, stared at him as they went. Children whispered under their breath, and parents hushed them. They were headed to the base of the White Cliffs, which loomed in the middle distance. They were headed to the grand ceremony that would be held in his honor.
He wondered if they found it strange that he was taking the same route as them to his own address. No doubt, some thought it made him seem more a hero—a man of the people. Others likely didn’t bother to spare a thought either way. He tried to take comfort in that. 
“Get to it, Kenta,” he said. He didn’t put much fire into it, but his tone was direct. 
Kenta cleared his throat, smiling politely to a giggling child who went bounding past. She reached out for the scabbard hanging at Talmir’s side as her mother dragged her away, blushing. 
“You’re going into the deserts,” Kenta said.
“As we discussed,” Talmir clipped. “With you and all the other members of the Merchant Council.”
“And the Keepers beside them,” Kenta agreed. “As I recall, there wasn’t so much a discussion as a telling.”
He eyed Talmir steadily, and the Captain shifted, setting his feet as if he were about to engage in a duel. Perhaps he was.
“Your reasons are your own, Captain,” Kenta said. “But I want to know. What do you see out in the sands? Rather, what do you hope to see?”
Talmir nodded at a pair of soldiers as they passed. Most of the men and women under his command were off wall duty and onto the more pressing matter of putting it all back together. 
“I wasn’t chosen by the fire beneath the sands,” Talmir said. “I wasn’t chosen by rock and river. I wasn’t even chosen by the Valley I’ve lived in and protected all my life. I am not Landkist, and I’ve made my peace with that.”
Kenta’s brows rose. The thought that Talmir Caru might be jealous of the Landkist—the Embers, in particular—had crossed many a mind over the years. Something had to drive a man without any true power outside of a martial mind and the good sense to swing a sword in the right direction to climb the ranks high enough to tell demigods what to do. Still, it was an admission rare enough that Talmir could never recall having voiced it before. 
“If what we’ve just come through is any indication of what’s to come once the Sages’ private war comes back to our doorstep, we’re not prepared. Not without more Embers. The Faeykin are gifts to be cherished, but it’s the burning that wins the fights and the patching that helps us get on after them.”
Now, Kenta’s brows knitted together in thought. Talmir was keen to be off. He felt awkward enough as it was, being late for his own ceremony. Now, he was causing a veritable bottleneck to the river as the throng slowed around him, necks craning and ears straining.
“Perhaps that was the war come to our doorstep,” Kenta said. “If so, we endured. We survived.”
Talmir was already shaking his head before he finished.
“Not the way Reyna and Ve’Gah tell it. This mess wasn’t supposed to happen in the first place. The Eastern Dark has kept an eye on us, but it was a distant thing—a last resort. He corrupted our guardian and his former brother with the same dark magic he leeches from the World Apart, but he meant to contain us, not to bleed us out.”
Kenta looked far from convinced. “Even if the deserts do decide to bless us with children of fire once again, it may take generations, Talmir. Why now? One Sage has fallen, and from what we know, our Ember King is out hunting the rest. The way I see it, whatever they mean to do, and however we figure into it, it’ll be done soon. We need our strength concentrated here if we mean to repel them.”
Kenta swept his hand out to encompass the people and the structures that leaned over them on either side of the lane, the sleeve of his gray robe billowing in the wind. 
“We lost many in the Battle for Hearth,” Kenta said. “But we gained something we’ve been missing since first settling the Valley.”
“What’s that?”
“Unity, Captain. Unity among the three tribes of the Valley.” His eyes shone with emotion. “The Rivermen walk among us now as brothers and sisters. The Faey came, went, and continue to come and go as they rarely have in the past. Talk is, they’ve even begun taking on students who aren’t Faeykin, teaching them to heal in ways that aren’t wrapped in their strange magics. Even the Emberfolk have drifted apart as the Dark Months stretch over the years. Sharing Runners isn’t the same as sharing a burden.”
He paused and lowered his voice. 
“It’s something we never should have forgotten, and it’s something it took near-extinction for us to remember. It was all borne on the back of your sword, Talmir. On the back of your father’s before you.”
“I prefer to use the front,” Talmir grumbled, but Kenta had him.
Talmir reached out and placed a hand on the other man’s shoulder. Kenta eyed it and then eyed him. It was a look that dissuaded Talmir from lying, even if the thought crept up. 
“Why not wait?” Kenta pressed in a harsh whisper as Talmir struggled to find the right words. “Why not see what Reyna and his expedition unearth in the north? The Sages have been warring for centuries, and they’ve largely left us out of it.”
“Do you feel left out of it, Kenta?”
A shadow passed over the man’s face, the ink settling into the crags and shifting across lines that came as much from caring too much. The Red Bowl had been his watch. While Talmir had witnessed and contributed to plenty of horrors along the western wall, there was some perceived glory in it. The gaudy stage they’d erected beneath the cliffs was evidence of that. 
But what of Kenta and the others? What of those who did no killing but whose hands still came away torn and red? Their charge was to keep a heart beating, not to snuff one out and move on to the next.
Where was their stage?
“There is power in the deserts, Kenta,” Talmir said. “There is old power. Older than the Seers. Older than the Embers.”
Kenta regarded him coolly.
“You know of the girl, Linn Ve’Ran, and what happened to her in the White Crest’s keep?” Talmir asked. 
“I have heard. It seems she’s as much one of them as one of us, now.”
“Given what she did in those peaks, I’d count that a good thing,” Talmir said. “Amidst the fire and ash and death in that bitter fight, they got something from the King of Ember. It was something they passed over fairly quickly, but I don’t think it’s something worth passing over.”
Kenta shook his head. “The Red Waste,” he said. “You’re going to try to use one against the rest.”
Talmir shrugged as if it didn’t really matter. “I’m going to do something, Kenta. Something more than the nothing I’m currently embroiled in.”
“Protecting your people counts as nothing?”
Talmir turned his stare to something bordering ice, frosty tips at the edges. “I’m doing what I feel is right. There may be a future here, Kenta, but not without revisiting the past. I know it. I don’t know how I do, but I do.”
Kenta sighed, and Talmir knew he’d press no further. 
“Let’s be off, then,” Kenta said, skirting his way around the carved white stone of the fountain. Talmir followed, burdened by fresh doubts.
As he walked in the relative silence Kenta allowed him, Talmir let thoughts of the future drift on the high summer winds. The Valley was warm—almost uncomfortably so—but the Emberfolk were soaking in the rays they had been deprived of far too long. 
The crowd bore him along on its wake, a river of people he had dedicated his life to protecting. Talmir met stares and shared nods. No one aside from children tried to speak with him before the ceremony. He supposed they didn’t want to squander whatever great and poignant words he might say below the cliffs. 
The buildings grew less ramshackle and more deliberate as they moved north, the Merchants and their families having preserved a section free of new development for decades. They lounged beside their fountains in the shadows of the white rock that had provided the first true shelter for a displaced people. As a youth, Talmir had hated them for it. There were no warrens in Hearth, no neighborhoods absent the order the Emberfolk instilled in their young, but there were always better places to grow. Places to envy and aspire to. 
Today, he let that old bitterness go and focused on the beauty of a place that had nearly been lost. The Battle for Hearth, they called it. But it was secondary to the clash at the peaks some were now calling the Battle of Wind and Fire, though Talmir suspected that whatever legends grew out of each telling would pale in comparison to the truth.
After all, he’d seen what power Kole Reyna could wield. He’d seen it before the walls of Hearth. If there were powers that could challenge those out in the wider World, he wanted his people to have no part in it. Somehow, he’d make sure they didn’t, even if it meant searching for ghosts of the past. 
As they crossed the bridge over the frothing child of the River F’Rust, Talmir brushed shoulders with a hulking brute of a man. He turned and had to crane his neck up to see the visage of one of the Rivermen he’d mistaken for Baas Taldis, one of the newly minted heroes of the Valley core. The man’s suspicious look quickly changed to a smirk. They shared a nod, and Talmir scanned the crowd as he passed over the arch, noting the persuasions of skin and cloth, armor and silk. 
He felt a great swelling despite himself as the pine stage came into view. He wondered how many of the Rivermen had aided in its construction; even those who were not Rockbled were considerably stronger than their Valley neighbors. When he noticed one side leaning at an awkward angle, he guessed the number to be few. The Emberfolk, for all their skill, were not known for their architecture. 
“Your stage awaits,” Kenta said beside him. 
Talmir shook his head with a suppressed chuckle. “I’m eager to get this over with.”
“I’d have believed you up until I saw you light up just now.”
Talmir frowned, but Kenta laughed—a rare thing. He patted Talmir on the shoulder as they spilled out with the crowd onto the grassy knoll on the other side of the river. 
“Let yourself enjoy it, Captain Caru. Remember,” he said, his voice taking on its usual gravity, “they need it more than you do.”
Talmir nodded, sober, and Kenta moved off to find a place to stand near the short brick wall that bordered the sloshing river. 
“Captain!”
Talmir turned to see a blushing young girl run up to him, colorful robes aflutter.
“Lead on,” Talmir said, smiling to put her at ease.
She spun, and he followed her to a makeshift stair that must have been ripped from one of the merchants’ permanent carriages in the Bowl. He wondered absently which it might be and how long the silent grudge would be kept against the others for having taken it—and against Talmir for having walked it onto his hero’s platform.
He saw the bouncing purple hat and stifled a sigh. No matter how many times they crossed paths and no matter the circumstances, he could never bring himself to be glad at the sight of Yush Tri’Az. The feeling—as an upturned nose and tilted brow betrayed—was entirely mutual.
“Captain Caru,” Yush said, walking over and extending his hand. Talmir took it, trying not to grimace at the clammy sensation. “Nice of you to join us.”
“This wasn’t my idea, Yush.” 
They stood in the shadows of a great satin curtain which was stained fire red like so much else in the city. He tried to ignore the murmur of the crowd waiting on the other side and felt suddenly nervous before them, as though he had become something separate by standing above rather than among them.
“Yes, well …”
Yush stuttered, and Talmir looked down at him, curiosity mixing with suspicion. 
“Don’t give me that look,” the Merchant Captain said, blushing almost as deep as the girl who had fetched him moments ago. “I only wanted to say—”
Talmir leaned back, crossing his arms, brows raised in a way he tried not to make insulting as Yush looked every way but up. It was obvious to Talmir that this whole charade had been put on by his longtime political enemy as a means of propping himself up amidst Talmir’s departure. The generous merchant who’d put aside his much-public squabbling to give their hero the grandeur his deeds deserved. 
Talmir had only agreed to it at the behest of Rain. 
Yush fidgeted, shifting on the balls of his feet, hands wringing the hems of his sweat-stained robes. 
“Bit much to be wearing in this heat, no?” Talmir gibed.
That drew a glare and forced an air of seething calm onto the Merchant Captain’s features. He turned red-faced before his eyes lit up, and his grimace turned into a smile more genuine than any Talmir had seen on his face before.
The thought was not a comfortable one until Yush produced words Talmir had never expected to hear from him. 
“I know what you think, Captain,” Yush said, his voice quaking. “But I do respect you for what you’ve done, no matter our differences in the past—”
“Or future,” Talmir put in. “I do plan on returning.”
Yush waved him away. “Yes, yes.” 
An attendant came up behind him, and he shooed him away, purple hat tilting so sharply that Talmir had to catch it as it fell. He handed it back to the flustered man and laid a hand on his shoulder, stilling him. 
They locked eyes.
“What do you need to say, Yush?”
Yush looked as though he might break off, but Talmir’s gaze held him.
“Thank you,” Yush said, and the sigh he expelled afterward, shoulders lowering and belly expanding, told Talmir just how genuinely he meant it. It was nearly enough to make him forget their history. 
He withdrew his hand and nodded, first at Yush and then toward the crowd he could see gathered on the western side of the field, where no curtain was hanging. They threw up a cheer that the eastern side took up a few moments later, though both the Captains of Wall and Silk were hidden from their view. 
“They’re our people, Yush,” Talmir said. “I’ve always tried to do right by them.” He looked down at him. “By you and the rest, no matter what anyone thinks or says.”
Yush nodded sharply, eyes watering. Talmir pretended not to notice. 
“How many are there, do you think?” Talmir asked, breaking a moment that had grown uncomfortable. 
Yush adjusted his hat and robes, grunting and grumbling as he turned to stride toward the front of the stage. 
“Many more than the knoll can bear, I’m afraid,” he said, waving his hand at the blushing attendant. 
She hoisted a rope, and a rusted pulley screeched on the horizontal bar suspended above them. The red curtain rolled back as its hem caught on jagged splinters. 
“Folk from the Scattered Villages have been pouring in for weeks. Plenty of your Rivermen out there. Should be working, really,” he grumbled. “Best to get this whole thing over with.”
“I’m sure you and yours aren’t hurting for trade,” Talmir said, and Yush tossed a glare behind him that threatened to turn into a smirk before he looked away.
The curtain completed its halting journey across the rough boards, and Talmir nearly lost his breath. A great roar went up that drowned out the steady drone of the river. Not a blade of grass could be seen. There were only people. His people, stretching across the yard, filling the narrow bridge and lining both sides of the river. They went back even farther, children being hoisted onto shoulders in the streets he’d only just come through, cooks leaning on their carts, their customers forgotten and uncaring as both sets beamed at the Captain of Hearth. 
A flash of color drew his attention to the west, and he saw the green and yellow tassels on the elbows of Misha Ve’Gah as she sat on her favorite spur that hung over the river, obscuring the path Talmir had sent Kole Reyna and Linn Ve’Ran through not a month prior. Beside her stood his oldest friend, Creyath Mit’Ahn, white teeth glistening like the wet quartz above and below him. 
He heard a booming laugh that towered above the rest and looked down to see Garos Balsheer, who for once was adorned in his homespun, raven-haired wife at his side and spiked Everwood staff nowhere to be seen. It was a comforting sight. If Talmir was the peoples’ hero, that man was his own.
They had all come here, to Hearth, each of them fleeing their own terrors in the night to come to a place that had only just survived its own. They were here because of or in spite of the darkness, both of the World Apart and all the consequences of having grown up in a Valley of death and plenty. 
Talmir’s lips quivered, and it was then that he realized he had no words to say. 
A cheer went up that had him searching, and he turned to see Yush striding toward him, the hems of his robes catching on the same splinters the curtain had and nearly making him go over. Red-faced, he held a gleaming medal up—heated bronze that glowed a dull red in the sun. It was a star, jagged spurs jutting out from the raised circle in the center. It was a rough thing, but beautiful, and Talmir tried to cover the shame he felt at the prospect of receiving it. 
Yush stood before him expectantly as the crowd held its breath, and Talmir did him the favor of sinking to one knee. He bowed his head and felt the cool silver chain touch the nape of his neck, and the warm bronze come to rest against his chest just below the cut of his tunic. It was not as heavy as he’d thought, and when he stood and absorbed the full might of the Valley voices sent up in unison, it felt lighter still. 
Yush stepped aside, and Talmir cleared his throat. 
“We are children of the sands,” he said, his voice holding none of the power he had hoped it might. “We have endured in the Valley. The Emberfolk, the Rivermen and the Faey.”
Scattered cheers rang out.
“We have endured,” Talmir said. “But we have not truly lived.”
A silence spotted with drifting murmurs. 
“Some of you have heard that I will be leaving you for a time—”
There were cries of protest. Some in jest, but many anything but. There was a mania just below the surface of those.
“Kole Reyna, Linn Ve’Ran, Misha Ve’Gah—”
Cheers at the mention of the Third Keeper of Hearth, who waved them off as though she were shooing a bird. 
“And the others who fought with the White Crest in his dark abode, who brought down one of the Sages …”
He paused to gather his thoughts, swallowing with a throat gone dry. 
“They are going north to see what terror they can wreak on those who’ve sown it in the Valley for generations. They will bring the fight to the Eastern Dark and any others who seek to keep us in their thrall. The World Apart is full of terrors, but it is not theirs to command. Their magic was taken from the World. It’s time the World and its people took it back.”
Talmir knew he had fallen into old rhetoric—the kind you heard in scattered conversations beneath dripping slats and eaves, spread among the old who sat on porches. It was a rhetoric passed down from father to son and mother to daughter—that their Landkist were gifts to be treasured, their only buffer against the would-be gods their ancestors had fled a century ago. 
Tired as it might be, it had the effect he’d hoped. Now, he’d push through. 
“And though my path is not the same as theirs, the north calls to me as well.”
There was an expectant silence this time as his people weighed his intent and his bearing.
“I’m going back to the deserts,” he said, finally finding that tone he’d been searching for. “I’m going to find our past—whatever’s left of it—so that we can forge a brighter future. No more hiding at the edge of the World. No more quivering in the dark, waiting for the monsters to come. No more wringing our hands as our Embers burn out.”
He sighed. 
He pointed up, and they followed his finger, the yellow rays shining on bronzed skin and on the newly-gifted star that slid across it. 
“We abandoned the desert and the sun’s domain,” he said. “Only by going back can our Landkist be reborn.”
A roar. 
“And there are other powers therein,” he said, quieter, so that they had to strain to hear. “As we learned, our guardian, the White Crest—”
There were hisses and jeers that hushes rose up to quiet.
“He was not always as he turned out to be,” Talmir said. “He was corrupted by the same darkness that came against us so fully. The darkness that nearly swallowed us whole.”
Talmir tried to project a sense of surety he did not feel.
“There was good in him to go along with the darkness that came later. And though our Ember King lives, he is afflicted by the same darkness now.” He shook his head and put a hand to his brow. “There are other powers in the World,” he said again, somewhat weakly. “One who turned away from the War of Sages long before even the White Crest did.”
This time, the silence stretched. 
“The Seers have always told us it wasn’t just the Ember Keepers who kept the Dark Kind away in the deserts.” He met as many gazes as he could. “It’s past time we paid our oldest friend a visit before he comes calling with the same sickness as the rest.”
He saw their looks. Some were with him, while others shook their heads in disbelief, disgust, or some combination of the two. His mouth tasted of cotton, and his throat felt grainy, full of the sand he had spoken of. He felt suddenly restless. 
“He sent us to the Valley in the first place!” someone shouted, and Talmir could not trace the source.
“He knew!” another chimed in.
“He lied to the King of Ember!”
“He poisoned our guardian with the Dark Hearts!”
“Sent the Sentinels for us—” 
“Eastern Dark’s dog!”
“Sages are all the same—”
“Enough!” Talmir yelled. 
He looked down to meet the stare of Garos, who was standing with his arms crossed. The First Keeper looked unconvinced, but he nodded for Talmir to continue. 
“Kole Reyna stood before me not a moon past,” Talmir said. “And I reacted much the same then as many of you are now. He asked for permission to seek out a Sage we hadn’t heard from in a generation. He sought to kill him.”
He paused.
“Reyna was following something, and he was right. I was wrong, and he was right. No matter what we find in the deserts to the north, I promise to do right by the Emberfolk. By offer of peace or threat of war, the Sages will know us. If there’s even a chance we can use one of the bad against the worse, we must take it. We must.”
He was sweating, knuckles blanched white from clenching.
“We are all of us made more of fire than Valley mist.”
Talmir opened his mouth to say more, but Yush leaned into his field of view and shook his head. Yush nodded behind him, and Talmir turned to see an older woman dressed all in white to match her hair. She was supported on one side by Rain, who winked slyly at Talmir, and on the other by Sister Gretti, who couldn’t help but glare at Rain. 
With the Faey Mother of the Lake gone, there was no one older in the Valley than Sister Piell, aside from Doh’Rah Kadeh. While Gretti was a spiteful thing, all pungent odors and colored mists, Piell’s milky eyes saw the World in a way most could not. She was not Faeykin. She used the old ways of sight. The desert ways.
He flinched in spite of himself as she came to stand even with him on the stage. She looked out over an immense crowd that had suddenly gone hushed at her presence, and seemed to look beyond them. She scanned slowly, agonizingly, coming to rest on Talmir’s face seemingly by happenstance in the place of intent. 
He smiled weakly at her, but she remained stone-faced. Her eyes traced the contours of his chin, caught the gleam of his silver chain and followed it down to the ruddy metal that now hung half-obscured beneath his shirt. 
She reached out, grasped the spiked star and withdrew it. She turned toward the crowd, star held in her right hand, her left reaching up toward the hanging ball of fire in the sky, and raised her chin. She closed her eyes and breathed in, and the crowd seemed to inhale with her.
When her eyes opened, Talmir thought for a moment he saw a glint of blue, like a chip of sapphire in the ice—a glimpse of a time before age had dulled them to cloud cover. 
Sister Piell looked straight ahead, and when she spoke, her voice projected a strength and clarity Talmir had never heard from her before, in all the countless and tedious council meetings. Come to think of it, the last time he had heard her speak at all was when she had pressed Kole Reyna ahead on his own northern road. 
“Talmir Caru carries the heart of the desert people,” she said. 
There was no cheer at that, but Talmir felt half the eyes in the basin turn his way, toward the star adorning him. 
“We are Valley children now, but it was not always so. The World turns and the World Apart fades for the time being. The terrors that have been vanquished will return, and we will beat them back with the fire in our hearts, as we always have.”
There was a cheer at that, albeit a hesitant one.
“Talmir Caru is not Landkist. He is not Ember-born, but he is kissed by fire. It is through his strength and solidity that we have endured the Dark Months. It is his like we must look to as the Sages work to bring the World down around them.”
Another cheer, this one more hearty, as Talmir felt his own heart sink. Was Piell trying to keep him in the Valley? Was she halting his expedition before it began?
She looked up at him, and he tried not to stare at the challenge he felt. She smiled—the first he could recall seeing from her—and he exhaled as she turned back toward the crowd.
“We must not fear them,” she said. “We must never fear the Sages.”
A roar that took time to quiet.
“We must never fear the World.”
She was speaking more slowly now, more softly, and Talmir felt them lean in, hanging on every word. Even the cliffs surrounding them seemed to be trying their best to project her voice to the reaches. The rushing of the river was the only murmur aside from the light summer breeze.
“We are of the World,” she said. “And though this Valley has sheltered us, we must return to it.”
Her voice swelled, and Talmir turned around to catch Rain’s eye. Her brow turned up, and she tilted her chin in a way that told him she had no idea what to expect. 
“Who better than Talmir Caru? Who better than the Bronze Star?”
This time, the roar was deafening, and it was a long time before it eased some. When it did, it did so only to resolve into two words that echoed like a condemnation of all that had been brought against them and a confirmation of all they were. Of all he was to them. 
“Bronze Star!” they shouted. “Bronze Star! Bronze Star! Bronze Star!”
Talmir wept openly before them, head bowed and hand shielding his eyes. He felt the heat radiate from the medal that was now his namesake, and the pride he felt turned his will to iron. 
He was set on his path, however foolhardy, and his people were with him. 
Some time later, he withdrew, guiding Piell to the stairs at the back of the platform. 
“I did not know you were coming, Sister Piell,” he said. 
He thought he saw a smirk pulling at the corner of her mouth, but she looked straight ahead. 
Talmir handed her off to Rain at the bottom. The two shared a nod, and he turned back to see Yush huffing his way down, robes catching and tearing as they had been all afternoon. 
They regarded one another, and Yush’s eyes drifted over the veritable monument hanging around Talmir’s neck on a length of silver. He nodded curtly, but not without warmth.
“A bit gaudy off the chain,” Yush said. “But it suits you.”
Talmir broke into an easy smile and dipped one of the exaggerated bows the Merchant Captain so despised. 
“When it comes to matters of finery, I know to trust the judgment of Yush Tri’Az.” Talmir winked. “Especially when it comes to the gaudy and strange.”
For once, Yush did not fume. 
“Good luck, Captain Caru,” he said, extending his hand. 
Talmir took it and squeezed harder than Yush had expected. He let out a small squeak that was like music to Talmir’s ears.
“I may be gone, Yush,” he said, leaning in to whisper as one of Yush’s ever-present guards shifted a step closer. “But Rain Ku’Ral will be at every meeting, overseeing every tax and levy—every exchange. In matters of defense, which includes your precious Valley roads, Garos Balsheer will be in charge.”
He released Yush and watched him deflate some. If Rain was an equal match in matters of economic parlance, Garos was a stone wall, and one not easily scaled. 
Yush spat on the ground and kicked dirt over it. 
“Do find me some other roads up there,” he said before turning and stalking off toward his gaudy palace at the edge of the Bowl. 
“You may yet come to miss me, Yush,” Talmir called after him. He saw the guard’s shoulders bobbing beneath his too-heavy armor as he struggled to keep up. 
Talmir looked to the east.
Even as he watched the crowd filter out across the bridge, going back to their rebuilding, back to their mourning, Talmir felt the cut of bronze hang a little heavier as he contemplated his road and its possible endings.
As three Embers moved in to ring him on the field, their heat redoubling the sun’s, he thought he was glad not to have the sight of Seer or Faeykin. He was a man of the World, and, rightly or wrongly, it was past time he saw the damn thing. 




The great gate of Hearth was gone, and in its place was one even greater.
Though it appeared less than half-completed, Kole marveled at the speed with which the Emberfolk had resurrected the beast.
He marveled right up until he noted a familiar hulking form squatting over the still-crumbled parapets. 
“No wonder,” he said under his breath as they paused below the broken arch. 
“It seems the esteemed Merchant Council found a use for our Rockbled after all,” Linn said as she came up next to him. 
She waved up at Baas, but he was intent on something. He concentrated on the stones beneath his feet, or else communed with the white rocks scattered about them. 
“They certainly make better friends than enemies,” Jenk said, and Karin grunted his agreement. He would know.
Kole looked to his left. The golden rays of the late afternoon sun were carving shadows across Iyana’s pale face, setting her green eyes to sparkle even more than usual as she studied the great hewn timbers resting in their iron braces. 
For Iyana, much of the city of Hearth would be new. For Kole, he was only glad to see no scorch marks marring the uneven surface of the gate. The earth below their feet was freshly packed and absent new growth, and he tried to push down the sickening thought of those buried there. He imagined their twisted fingers reaching through dirt and clay, reaching for him, the char peeling to expose the rot beneath. 
He felt a hand on his shoulder and turned to see his father standing next to him. Karin looked down as well and sighed. Kole looked up, scanning the walls, which were beginning to take on their previous white sheen as the ash and tar were wiped clean.
“You haven’t seen them in the light,” Karin said.
“I have.” 
The others moved ahead, milling below the arch to give them space.
“Not without the fire and the red,” Karin said. “Not without the people who made them.”
Kole swallowed. “I’m thankful for my gifts, Father.”
Karin looked at him, searching. “They were your mother’s gifts,” he said. “There is no one better than you to carry them on.”
“Sometimes I wish I could spend time making rather than unmaking,” Kole said, feeling foolish even as the words left his mouth. He waved them away like smoke on the wind and made as if to walk forward, but Karin stopped him and turned him around. 
“It is only through fire and ash that rebirth—true rebirth—is possible, Kole Reyna,” he said, taking Kole aback. “Ganmeer has the spark.” Karin nodded toward the other Ember, who was conversing easily with Linn. “But you’ve got something more than him—something Garos Balsheer, Creyath Mit’Ahn and Tu’Ren Kadeh found but left untapped.”
“What can I make with power like this, Father?” Kole asked. 
“A future, Kole. A future your mother and I could never promise you. Yours is the fire that brought an end to this Valley’s suffering—”
“For now,” Kole said, but Karin forged on.
“You can do the same out there.”
He nodded toward the northern peaks. The base of the sun was just now touching the jagged tips, and Kole could picture the shadows lengthening along the broken gate and crawling from the yawning chasms that bordered the White Crest’s empty roost.
“It wasn’t only me,” Kole said. He glanced in Linn’s direction, and, meeting her hawk’s gaze, turned away. 
Karin caught it. He caught most everything.
“I’ve hated the Sages as long as I could hate,” Kole said. “Now, I’m setting out to find a lost King so I can confront the worst of them, and my greatest ally—my greatest friend—carries the very power I seek to destroy.”
Karin wore a knowing look. “Hers isn’t the only power to be wary of,” he said. 
Kole breathed out and nodded. 
“Our King may have lost himself in his flames, but yours are your own. Remember that.” Karin glanced at Linn. “As for her, I think you’ve got more in common now than you ever did before.”
Kole looked askance at him.
“Your power has reached new heights in recent days, but you’ve had it since childhood,” Karin said. “She’ll need help guiding the storm. You felt it: the charge in the air, the way the branches cracked and curled at our passing. Even now, the grass blows rougher than when we first crossed the threshold from forest to field.”
“She is strong,” Kole said. “Stronger than me, I think.”
“You are strongest together.”
“Reyna!”
They both turned. Standing just inside the open gate, partially obscured behind the pine scaffolding, was Misha Ve’Gah, Third Keeper of Hearth. Her spear, never far from hand, was leaning against her like a drunken friend.
“There’s a pair,” Kole said under his breath as he strode forward to meet her. 
Karin caught him by the crook of the elbow, and Kole regarded him strangely. 
“She was a part of a pair not too long ago,” Karin said. “She lost him when she joined you on your road to the peaks.”
Kole swallowed.
“I tell you so you know,” Karin said. “And because I doubt you’ll learn of it otherwise.” He released him. 
Kole looked at Misha with fresh eyes and tried not to make it obvious as Linn, Jenk and Iyana moved to speak with her. She nodded at each in turn but looked through them, her eyes boring into Kole in a way that made it impossible to gauge her intent.
He passed under the broken arch, flinching as one of the Rockbled above sent a cascade of pebbles down to greet him.
“Plenty of Reynas to go around,” Kole said as he and Karin came to stand before the group.
Misha looked him up and down appraisingly, and he was relieved to see a smirk threaten the ever-present scowl. “All of them bringing trouble, no doubt,” she said. 
Linn and Iyana exchanged knowing glances that had Jenk chuckling.
“As with the last time, I’ll do my best to bring trouble north.”
Misha’s look changed at that, coloring in what might be shame. In a move Kole never could have expected, she handed the haft of her spear to a startled Jenk and threw her arms out, embracing Kole in a squeeze that crushed his Everwood blades against his back. He felt her heat, and she certainly felt his, and the others shuffled awkwardly around them. 
“I can’t go,” she whispered. “Not this time.”
“I know,” Kole said, patting her back. 
She held him fast long after it became uncomfortable and then released him, pushing him to arm’s length. Ember blood washed her tears away in a mist they each pretended not to notice. 
Kole knew Misha had taken Larren Holspahr’s death harder than most—harder than any save his family. She had grown up on tales of him; they all had, but the spear resting in Jenk’s hands now was testament enough to her own study of the man and his exploits. Though he had been of the Lake, Holspahr’s legend had grown to outstrip even those Embers in the Valley more potent than he, particularly among the Rivermen, whose Rockbled had fallen in some number against him in his youth. 
“Someone has to stay,” she said, looking around. She snatched her weapon back and rewarded Jenk’s weak smile with a frown. “Keep those demons at bay when the Dark Months return.”
“There’s some time before that yet,” Linn said. “With any luck, there’ll be a sight fewer of the creatures than the last time. No more Dark Hearts drawing them in. No more Sage powering their magic.”
“Thanks to you,” Iyana said softly at her side, earning Misha’s stare. 
“You’re going north?” she asked, doing little to disguise her tone.
Kole studied Iyana. Her leggings were already ripped in places, but her shoulders had yet to sag under the weight of her too-heavy pack replete with all its poultices. Her feet were well-shod, and her chin was set and her brow glistening, just the same as the rest of them. All in all, she looked the part far more readily than Kole would have thought possible a short time ago.
She matched Misha’s look and said nothing. Eventually, the Third Keeper looked away, and Kole hid his smile. Linn, however, did not, and Misha caught it.
“You’ll be wanting to see the Captain,” she said haughtily, spinning on her heels.
“Not if I have to deal with those mercantile buzzards,” Kole said. 
Karin laughed and made as if to follow, but Misha had already stopped.
They craned to see around her. Ahead, through the jumbled press of Emberfolk—and the occasional Riverman—they could see Captain Talmir walking down the sloped cobbles. He was leading a patched horse and conversing with Garos Balsheer on the one side as Creyath Mit’Ahn took up the other.
Kole saw that the latter had a horse of his own—a black charger that was the only thing in sight darker than the Ember’s skin. By appearance and persuasion, Creyath should have cut an intimidating figure, but something about his manner radiated nothing but warmth that had nothing to do with heat.
It put Kole very much at ease to know that he would be joining the desert expedition. 
Behind the small pack was a larger one, each man or woman bedecked in leathers and metals and pulling along a small herd of decidedly less agreeable horses. When they reached the square, they spread out, each trying to calm his or her steed, most of them failing as Talmir held up a hand to Garos and took stock. He came away looking as frustrated as his soldiers felt.
Kole noticed a glint of green and saw a young man break off from the rest. He was wearing dusky robes and glided along the stones like one of the Faey, though he bore the rounded ears of the Emberfolk. His complexion matched Iyana’s moon paint, and he went to each of the horses in turn, his touch seeming to soothe them. 
“That’s one of yours,” Kole said, nudging Iyana. She smiled up at him, but he could tell she was nervous. 
In truth, Kole probably felt more nervous for her. He warred with the sudden urge to tell her to go back to Last Lake. He glanced sidelong at Linn and saw her brows drifting closer together, those eagle eyes scanning the assembled travelers.
He shuffled over to her as the growing press found them and brushed against her. She looked at him, and he nodded toward Iyana. Linn’s eyes softened when she took her sister in.
“I know,” Kole said.
She smiled, but it was strained.
“What’s with the horses?” Jenk asked, blushing as a boulder of a man Kole half-recognized glared at him from beneath his helm, his own charger pulling away, or trying to.
“The Landkist Rane brought with him,” Karin said, coming over. “He was from the north.”
“Everyone’s from the north, as far as we’re concerned,” Linn said.
“From the Emerald Road, by Garos’s guess. Exactly where you’re headed.”
“You’re saying he did this to them?” Iyana asked. She looked unsettled. Something in the horses’ collective energy had her uneasy.
“Can you—” Kole started and then stopped, uncertain how to ask. 
Iyana picked up the thread anyway, as she so often did.
“Not truly,” she said, reaching a tentative hand out toward the soldier’s mount. The horse, a chestnut mare, whinnied but made no move to strike out, and Iyana pulled her hand back, flinching. “They don’t think quite the same as you and I. They don’t even think the same as a cat or a dog. It’s more like … impressions. And this one’s are all over, scattered. It’s like everything he’s seeing, smelling and hearing is at once shockingly new and familiar.”
Jenk made a strange sound. “So, the Landkist of the Emerald Road count panicking horses as their gift?” He spat and dusted it over with the heel of his boot. “I like our chances.”
“Brega Cohr was his name,” Karin said, and the others turned to regard him in their own private group within the churning confusion the square had become. “He moves unlike any I have seen, and his power was certainly something to behold—”
He looked as though he wanted to say more, but he drifted off as Misha moved back in. An image of the great, bloody bear with its hide stuck with dozens of shafts and spears came up, and Kole thought he knew how Dakken Pyr had fallen. There were few good ways to die during the Dark Months, but that seemed like an especially gruesome one to him. 
Misha leaned on her spear, ignoring his pitying look as she waited for Talmir to finish his latest argument. 
“Speaking of animals,” Kole said, trying to make his tone light, “I do believe I’ve left something here.”
“Good luck getting that one back.”
The speaker was Creyath. The Second Keeper of Hearth took Linn by the wrist before greeting Iyana and Jenk. He embraced Karin last, and the two shared a look that told plenty. 
He smiled at Kole, those white teeth gleaming like the surface of a well. 
“Jakub is always around to welcome visitors,” he said, sweeping his hand out. “Do you see him now?”
“Whatever we find in the north,” Kole said, “I think it’ll be a sorry follow-up to the Battle for Shifa the Hound.”
Kole scanned the edges of the yard. Captain Caru was here, which meant that—contrary to appearances—Jakub would not be far.
“There he is.”
Kole turned to the west.
“No,” Jenk said, turning him back around toward the gate.
Kole spun and was nearly knocked over as a hulking brute of a man pushed past him and made directly for Linn. Kole recognized Baas as he grasped her around both shoulders, her leather pauldrons obscured in the meat of his weathered hands. He smiled as she looked up at him, her startled look turning to a wide grin. 
“You are …”
He drifted off, looking her up and down. Before all that had happened, Kole would not have liked that look. Now, he read something different in it.
“I am …” Linn prompted.
“Lighter,” Baas rumbled, nodding as he said it. “Lighter, Ve’Ran.”
He had a strange look when he released her, as if he wasn’t quite sure whether it was a good thing or not. She rewarded him with a pat on the cheek that seemed to put him at ease.
The Rockbled seemed to notice Jenk for the first time. Unfortunately for the Ember, he did not receive as gentle an embrace as Linn, and he came away hacking as his lungs sought what air they had been deprived of. For once, Kole counted himself lucky not to be particularly close to the man. All he got was a respectful half-nod, which he returned. 
“You’re dressed for work, not travel,” Jenk said, punching Baas on a bare shoulder. 
His tunic was hanging loose about him, making all in the vicinity acutely aware of just how muscular the Riverman was. Kole doubted if any in the Valley could make a fair comparison, the closest likely being the archer who had fallen wielding the bow that now hung across Linn’s back. 
“Are they not the same?” Baas asked, sounding genuine. Kole did not think he had it in him to tell a joke. In his limited experience, the Rivermen were a stoic sort, and though Baas had largely been raised at the Lake, he was no exception. 
“No weapon?” Linn asked.
Baas nodded back toward the gate he’d been working on. Leaning against the stone at the bottom of the southern stair was the great oval shield Kole had seen put to such devastating use. It had also very likely saved his life during his duel with the King of Ember, and he was glad at the thought that it would be along with them the next time they encountered T’Alon Rane, the only Ember whose fire Kole feared. 
Other than his own. But he shook that thought away.
“Captain.” Karin waved to Talmir as the Captain broke off from another group. Kole could see one of the soldiers unloosing his mount, which bucked and foamed.
“That one’s not coming,” Talmir said, red-faced as he came over.
He surveyed each of them in turn, scanning expertly. Like everything else about the man, his look was efficient. His horse—the only one that hadn’t offered complaint in the short time in which it had been sequestered in the yard—was saddled and packed heavy enough for traveling and light enough for battle. The Emberfolk were not riders by nature. Even in the deserts, they had gone on foot. But new roads presented new challenges, and Talmir Caru, Kole knew, was a man who took those seriously. 
He took Kole’s hand and met his amber-browns with his own pale blues before moving to do the same with the rest. 
“Some of you probably expected a council meeting,” Talmir said, stepping back to appraise them. He winced in annoyance as the soldiers at his back did their best to keep their steeds from bucking. “You did not expect a council of horses, I gather.”
“Based on what Kole told me, it seems an improvement,” Linn said.
“That’s the truth,” Misha offered from behind the Captain. 
She came around to his front and reached toward his chest. He flinched back, but she caught a touch of silver poking out from under his tunic and pulled, drawing a spiked jewel from the fold that caught the sun in its rough facets. 
“That’s it, then,” she said, nodding appreciatively. “Didn’t let us see it up close. Who commissioned it? It wasn’t Yush, was it? No. Rain?” 
Talmir stepped back and tucked the medal back under his shirt as Kole and the others looked askance. 
“A token,” the Captain said by way of explanation. 
“The Bronze Star, they’re calling him now,” Misha said with a smirk. While her tone suggested her usual playfulness, her eyes spoke volumes. For her, at least, the honor was well-deserved.
“They’re calling it, you mean,” Talmir said, working to suppress a blush. 
“Bronze Star.” Baas tasted the words, nodding as he slapped the Captain on the shoulder hard enough to have sent him tumbling if the Rockbled hadn’t caught him. 
“Now, then,” Talmir said, brushing himself off and doing his best to recover his usual bearing. “Are we ready to be off, or should we spend a night drinking and reveling before fulfilling the twin purposes of dispatching an ancient terror and unearthing the past to uncover the future?”
“When you put it that way,” Kole said, “I think I could use a drink.”
He meant it as a joke, and Talmir took it as such, but the Captain’s smile vanished as Baas shouldered his way through the press. He carved a path due south, and a handful of soldiers soon became a swarm following to the cheers and drinking chants the Riverman led. 
Talmir rewarded Kole with a scowl, and Kole responded with a shrug. 
The Captain tried to regain order, shouting and holding up his hands. A few of the younger swords glanced at him sheepishly as they wiggled past, as the older did everything in their power to keep from glancing. The Captain’s complaints died on his lips, and he let loose a resigned sigh, shoulders slumping. 
Creyath shook his head and stroked his charger. He dismounted, and Kole noted that he did not bother hooking the animal to a post like the others.
“What’s this, then?” Garos boomed, coming up to stand level with Talmir. 
Baas had already turned up a road two blocks south that ran perpendicular to the wall, the soldiers who would be bound for the northern deserts following in twos and threes. Those closest to them shrugged their shoulders up to cover their ears as the First Keeper’s baritone rumbled down the lane, making the clay-colored puddles dance. Apparently, the promise of spiced hotwine was more alluring than an angry Ember was threatening. 
“Let them go,” Talmir said. “We need to get these horses to settle, anyway.”
“Don’t think they’ll be settling anytime soon,” Misha said. 
“They’ll be fine once we’re a stone’s throw from the gate,” Talmir clipped. “They need the open road and a breeze to go along with it.”
He turned and surveyed the yard. A few soldiers too eager to please or too bored of their fellows were lingering between the restless mounts. 
“There’s still too much of it in the air for them,” Talmir said, and no one had to ask what he meant. 
Kole noted Iyana trying to suppress a shudder beside him. He wondered how much of it she could pick up, but when he tried to meet her eyes, she looked away, pretending to be interested in the push and pull of lever and pulley atop the reforged gate. 
“Sure you don’t want me to wrangle them back for you?” Misha asked. 
Talmir shook his head. “Let them have it,” he said, switching back to Kole. “Do you have anything you need to attend to before we’re off? If so, you won’t get a better opportunity.”
“Just a hound,” Kole said. 
“Good luck prying her away from that one,” Talmir said, his smile seeming more genuine than any he had displayed yet. “I did not think the loyalty of a hound of the Lake could be so easily bought.”
“I’d guess that boy’s to be the harder get of the two,” Garos laughed. “But Caru managed it. I think the only thing Jakub values more than the Captain’s approval now is that dog.” He nodded to Kole. “Fine beasts you Lakemen’ve always raised. Would that we had made the same investment.”
“We’re not hunters here,” Creyath said. “Not like the Emberfolk without Hearth.”
“As you’ve said,” Garos said with an exaggerated roll. 
“Doubting me, Balsheer?” Creyath asked, amused. 
Garos ignored him and jabbed Talmir in the side. “Leave your rations with us and see how you do out in the sands with nothing but Mit’Ahn’s promises to eat,” he joked. 
Kole examined the Second Keeper, watching his movements for signs of the injuries he’d sustained just a few weeks prior. By all accounts, Creyath had only missed the excitement of the Sentinels’ attack because he’d fallen killing the greatest of the mock Night Lords sent against them. 
“Don’t worry on it,” Garos continued, heedless of the fact that he wasn’t drawing any laughs, not even from his subordinates. Misha openly groaned as she prepared for his next volley. “You can always eat these beasts if they give you any trouble.” 
A horse whinnied as if in response, and the First Keeper had to hold his belly to keep the laughter from killing him. 
Kole had thought Garos had an abundance of energy when he’d seen him atop the wall on his last visit to the city. Now, he knew he had witnessed an exhausted and battle-wary version of the man who was standing before him now. He smiled, and Garos responded as though he’d been given a mighty gift. He clapped Kole on the shoulder nearly as hard as Baas might. 
The jolt reminded Kole that he needed to pick up his armor along with his missing hound, but Talmir guessed the direction of his thoughts. 
“I’ve taken the liberty,” he said, indicating one of the packs that hung off the side of his mount. 
Kole could see a tipped ridge poking out of the canvas. “Thank you.”
“Some light adjustments,” Talmir said, stepping over to unloose the bundle. He passed it to Kole, who placed it on the ground to examine it under the envious stares of the milling soldiers. “They assured me the weight hasn’t changed any, only its distribution. Thicker metal on the torso and thinner on the greaves. It’s not going to stop everything, but it may just prevent the next Sage you tangle with from splitting the shell in your first exchange.”
“Third,” Kole said absently. “It split on the third exchange.” 
He looked up and was suddenly conscious of the attention. He did not think the armor—impressive as it was—merited such expressions, and then he met Linn’s eyes. Seeing her, he realized how nonchalantly he had mentioned a duel many of the people of Hearth—soldiers included—only knew as a second-hand account that had quickly risen to mythic status. So quickly, in fact, that Kole hadn’t considered the possibility that a good number of them might only see it as a shadow of the truth. 
But they had seen the skies brighten in the northern peaks as they fought under the deepest darkness they had ever known. And now they knew the source, or a part of it. 
“Bah,” Garos said, kicking the pack with a light rattle. “Been wearing mine for a generation and more. I’ve had no issues but for the occasional popped seam.”
“You didn’t war with the White Crest or the King of Ember in a cathedral made of equal parts fire and melted obsidian,” Linn said. 
She said it in a way that made it impossible for anyone but Kole to know if she was joking or not. He kept it to himself, content to watch the mighty First Keeper of Hearth twitch under her challenge as Iyana looked on, disapproving. 
Kole stood and thought to break the growing tension until Jenk unwittingly did it for him. 
“I didn’t even think he drank.”
The others regarded the Ember, who was standing off to the side, staring wistfully down the road the merry, Baas-led caravan had taken to the last bit of revelry they’d have in a year or more.
“Who, Baas?” Linn asked, breaking her private stare with Garos. “He doesn’t.”
Jenk spun, blushing as if he was unaware he had voiced the thought aloud. “Then, why—”
“Because the only places with ears drunk or merry enough to listen to Baas’s tales serve hotwine like a well serves water.”
“I don’t mean to leave them at it long enough to hear many of those,” Talmir said as Kole watched the gears turn in Jenk’s mind. “Be off on your hound hunt, Reyna. We mean to be off at last light.”
“Come, Ganmeer,” Misha said, stepping forward. She winked at Talmir as she passed him. “Don’t worry, Captain. We’ll have the revelers cleared out in no time.”
Talmir shook his head but made no move to stop her as she took the other Ember by the crook of the arm, spun him around and marched him off toward hotwine and tales of Baas Taldis. All in all, Kole thought Jenk could have put up more of a struggle. 
“Looks like you’ll be getting an impromptu tour of Hearth after all,” Linn said to Iyana, who shifted nervously under the eyes of Captain and Keeper.
“You have the eyes of the Faey Mother,” Talmir said, catching her in his own.
Iyana blushed, and, given her light complexion, it was a startling shade of red. 
“I only hope my gifts will be half as helpful to us in the end,” she said, her voice strong despite her obvious discomfort.
Talmir regarded her, unmoving. “I hope we won’t have great need of them,” he said. “But, given what we know of your sister”—he glanced at Linn—“you’ll do your part and then some, Iyana Ve’Ran.”
Now it was Linn’s turn to blush, though hers wasn’t half as obvious.
“Shall we?” Kole asked, securing his bundle of armor to his pack as he stood. 
“Lead on,” Linn said. “I can’t make sense of these streets.”
“Given a bird’s-eye view, you’d have it mapped in no time,” Karin said to their backs.
“She’d have the whole Valley mapped,” Iyana said. 
“The World, from what I’ve seen of late,” Kole added under his breath, and Linn swallowed, glancing nervously at those nearby.
Word had spread quickly about the battle in the keep, but Kole doubted if many knew the part Linn had played in it. Up until a few weeks ago, she had been merely an archer, albeit one with a name and a penchant for building it. 
“Coming, Father?” Kole asked over his shoulder as they made for the center road. 
Karin waved them off, turning in to speak with Captain Talmir as the soldiers in the yard paced or sat with their horses and packs. Garos observed with arms crossed, while Creyath watched them leave with casual interest as they left the square and all its milling mounts behind. 




Kole looked ahead as the sisters craned their necks, straining to look up as often as side to side. The people were no great mystery here: the same children came with a grubbier bent, the same elders with a saltier disposition—though they were a ways from the Lake. It was only the merchants who differed. At Last Lake, they sold fish, canvas and linens. Here, they sold everything but, and they dressed in heavier, brighter baubles than those lining their carts. 
It was surprising to see so many out in the streets, making Kole wonder if the Bowl had yet to resume its former buzz and bustle in light of the siege. 
For her part, Iyana seemed unable to tear her gaze from the leaning buildings, where the crooked roofs and slopes singles formed a jagged line against the gray skies above. Linn acted as her unwilling guide, pushing and pulling her to avoid broken cobbles and stray ruts and wheels. She complained as she did so, but there was no real fire in it, and Kole absorbed the sounds as familiar comforts. 
Some part of Linn, he knew, rebelled against the need to study her sister’s face—to catalogue every line, every inflection in her voice. 
“Is there truly no space left to build in all of Hearth?” Iyana asked, bewildered, as she moved up to walk even with Kole. She was now forced to concentrate on the road ahead, as the slope had gone from steady to steep, the way from sparse to packed. 
“Perhaps in the north,” Kole said. “In the fields beneath the cliffs.” 
His eyes were already sore from constant darting as he checked behind every stall and cart, peered down every nook and alley. He caught a flash of black and white as he turned his head to the left. He whipped back around to the road that twisted off to the south. It was a fleeting image, nothing but a quick blur in the crowd, but he smiled nonetheless.
They came to the next crossing, and he stood still and watched the intersection expectantly. Nothing. Just as he’d suspected. 
“The land runs out,” Linn was saying. “The sky never will.”
It was a simple enough thing to say, but the way she said it had Kole and Iyana looking at her sidelong, and then at one another.
“What?” she asked, and neither offered an explanation.
“Perhaps they should have considered the press when they decided to build the walls where they did,” Iyana said. 
“Perhaps,” Kole said. “Though, the white cliffs did present an attractive opportunity. And you saw the fields. The river and all its spawn make it more marsh than meadow the farther north you go. Hardly supple ground to settle.” An image of the red-eyed serpent Misha had slain flashed across the backs of his eyes. “It’s not a place I feel much like visiting again.”
“Our road wasn’t much better,” Linn said. 
“Fair enough.”
Even as the cobbles themselves grew more jagged as they crested the top of the rise, the slope leveled out. Kole noticed an unlit lantern hanging from a post. He remembered seeing his father bathed in its yellow glow on his last visit. He thought he’d never been so happy to see someone in all his life, but it was a feeling that had been supplanted a few days later when he came upon Linn, bloody but not yet broken on the precipice of the Valley.
“So,” Linn said, looking around. “What’s the plan?”
Kole knew she was keen to be off, just as he knew Iyana was less so. She was watching the passers-by as though they were a foreign people. In a way, they were. Though Last Lake was no more than two days’ walk to the southeast, the Dark Months and the threat they held made travel a risk few but the Runners and the wilder folk of the Scattered Villages took.
Kole twisted and craned to get a better look at the carts trundling by. “I’m not searching every tent,” he said as he made a grab for a bundle he promptly tossed back onto the passing cart with a frustrated tsk, much to the merchant’s chagrin. 
“Not in the mood for potatoes?” Linn quipped. 
“Not quite,” Kole said distractedly. 
He continued his active survey and soon enough had carts and barrows alike wheeling circuitous routes around him to avoid his prying eyes and questing fingers. 
“The Red Bowl,” Iyana whispered. Her voice was a mix of awe and fearsome dread. “It’s down there?” She pointed.
Kole and Linn glanced at one another as Iyana stepped forward and peered around a group of robed figures headed in that direction. One of them half-turned as she passed Iyana, and Kole caught the glint of emerald from beneath her hood. 
“One of yours,” he said. 
Iyana nodded absently, her eyes going from curious to concerned when she made out the flapping tent tops that littered the massive depression to the east. 
Kole said, “The Faey moved back into the eastern woods some time ago, but there are plenty of Faeykin about. More than I would have thought.”
“They were all full?” Iyana asked, turning to Kole. “Those tents. All of them were full of the sick and wounded? The dying?”
“Enough of them,” he said, frowning at the memory. 
“Is that a palace on the edge there?” she asked, propping herself up on her toes. “On the southern edge.”
“Its occupants seem to think so,” Kole said bitterly. “Still, not all of the Merchant Council are as bad as the décor would suggest.”
Iyana nodded, seeming both eager and afraid to learn the particulars of a place that had just seen such suffering.
“Kole,” Linn said, drawing his name out in the way she might if the Dark Kind were massing at the base of the timber gate. 
“There,” he said. “There we are.”
He leaned forward, stepped back as a mule-drawn cart went past, and then veritably dashed through the traffic to a lane on the opposite side, Linn’s shouts trailing behind him. 
“I’ll be right back,” he called, dodging the day’s final buyers and those tired merchants packing up and ready to retire to rest, hotwine, or some odd mixture of the two. Kole thought he caught another glimpse of black and white as he moved.
He was smiling when the steam hit his face from the same street cook he’d seen Creyath patronize before the Second Keeper had led him to the passage beneath the white cliffs. Kole looked beyond the line of patrons at his cart, eyeing a sack behind the coal-laden grate that was crammed with green, red, yellow … and orange. 
The cook glanced lazily down the line as he sent his latest customer off with a flour wrap of steamed vegetables and ground pepper. His eyes widened when they alighted on Kole. He was about to turn away in a huff when his brows rose as he noted the hilts of Kole’s Everwood blades jutting out from behind his back. 
Kole offered a shrug and nodded toward the sack. 
“What’ll it be?” the man asked in a drone. “Can’t have our fearless defenders walking about with empty stomachs. You’re going north with the rest, I assume?” Kole didn’t answer, and that was answer enough. The cook huffed again. “Reclaiming a patch of wasteland none here want to go back to anyway.” He shook his head, tossing the latest pile of vegetables with a pop and sizzle. 
Kole felt a hand on his shoulder and turned to see Linn and Iyana nearly gasping, having struggled through the crowd to reach him. 
“Flour wraps?” Linn asked, exasperated. 
“Not those,” Kole said, and the cook gave him a strange look.
“What, then?” Linn and the cook asked in unison, drawing a small laugh from Iyana and a few eye-rolls from the other patrons.
“A carrot or three for your trouble,” Kole said, stretching out his hand. He eyed Linn sidelong as he did it, and while recognition was slow in dawning, her face broke out into a knowing smile when it did. 
The grumbling cook fished into his bag and sent more produce spilling onto the crooked cobbles in the alley than into his waiting palm. He cursed, grabbing a bundle of orange by the stems and shoving them into Kole’s face, his own reddening with the effort as steam curled under his chin, mixing with the sweat. 
“Thank you,” Kole said, accepting the package and bowing before shuffling back the way he had come, the Ve’Ran sisters taking up his wake. 
The next lane was quieter, the traffic less choked. A row of squat homes rose directly to the east, blocking off easy passage to the market Bowl. Kole leaned against the side of a nearby building, making a great show of pulling the leafy stems from the fuzzy backs of the carrots. Iyana looked at a total loss, while Linn merely stood with arms crossed, shaking her head in amusement. 
“Kole,” Iyana started, but he placed a finger to his lips. Iyana reddened, but before she could retort, he brought his other hand up to his ear and tipped his head in a listening motion. 
A group of merchants cut a wide path around the sisters as they wended their way toward the fountains beneath the northern cliffs, and as their footsteps receded, Iyana listened. At first, it was apparent from her expression that she couldn’t distinguish the sound of a dripping gutter from the slam of a nearby shutter. After a bit, however, her ears perked up along with her brows, which formed small arches. 
“It,” she started and stopped, leaning comically. “It sounds like … breathing.”
“In a manner of speaking,” Kole said, raising the stoutest and juiciest of the carrots toward his waiting mouth. 
Linn nudged her in the direction of the opposite row. There was a narrow alley on that side—too narrow for a cart to pass through. It was dark in the passage, a pile of pots and pans spilling out from the mouth onto the road, abandoned among the broken and rotted timbers and slats from the slow battle the adjoining roofs must have been fighting for a generation. 
“I don’t—”
There was a loud snap, a crack and an ensuing crunch as Kole broke the ripe vegetable off in the middle and crushed the narrow end between his teeth. Directly after, there was an even louder cacophony of discordant sounds as the broken alley burst into life. Iyana backed up, nearly tripping over her own feet as what started as a board shifting was followed by an avalanche of wood, metal and cracking clay tile. 
“Kole!” Iyana shouted in panic even as Linn broke into the most genuine laughter he’d heard from her in months—maybe years.
She came crashing into the wider lane with a whine that became a string of excited barks. Iyana whirled on Kole, her face red with embarrassment. Another cry issued from the alley and had her turning back only to see a boy dirtier even than the hound come tumbling out of the wreckage, his hair disheveled and his recently fine clothes torn, stained and sodden. 
“No!” Jakub cried, coming to his feet. He made as if to snap at Shifa, but, seeing that he was outnumbered and outmatched, he settled for a cold glare at both Ember and hound as Shifa crunched hungrily, orange chunks littering the ground about her white paws. 
“How did you know?” Iyana asked, just starting to get her bearings. She tried to assume some modicum of authority as the boy shuffled forward. 
“I thought I saw more than three shadows dogging us through the center road,” Kole said, snapping off another length for the drooling hound. He tossed the end toward Jakub, who caught it and too an emphatic bite through his unceasing glare. 
“Besides,” Kole said, patting her behind the ears, “Shifa is the only hound in the Valley—the World, more like—that prefers the sweet, watery flesh of a carrot to the blood and sinew of wild-caught game.”
Kole did his best to match Jakub’s stare, but it was a titanic effort that proved beyond him. He settled for ignoring the look of betrayal the boy burdened him with, feeling the guilt well in his gut like fresh acid. Shifa issued welcoming growls and whines as he stroked her matted mane. 
“I think we’ve had you cooped up in the city too long, girl,” Kole said, and Shifa responded with a dramatic howl as Jakub spat into the gutter.
“Now that we have our trusty guide,” Linn said, “I think it’s time we were off. We’ve already outstayed our welcome with the locals.”
Kole followed her gaze up, but the face that must have been staring or glaring had disappeared behind a swinging shutter, which banged crassly against the window frame. 
“That’s Hearth for you,” Kole said, rising to his feet. Shifa twined between his legs. 
Iyana stepped out of the way as Kole moved toward the boy. Jakub’s leg twitched as if he was preparing to bolt, but he mustered the will to stand his ground, and Kole nodded respectfully. He thought to kneel and then thought better of it. Jakub had spent enough time among Captain Talmir and the Keepers that he was more Runner than runt, now. It wouldn’t do to patronize him. 
“I could promise that I’ll bring her back,” Kole said. “But we both know I can’t.”
Jakub’s bottom lip quivered. He made no move to speak. 
“You know of the Captain’s road, yes?” 
“Your road, too,” Jakub answered dismally. 
“Not so.” Kole said, and the boy’s brow quirked up. “Talmir’s road will be fraught with danger, no doubt. But ours is the more perilous. Shifa is as stout an ally as I’ve ever known, and where we’re going, I’ll need her.” 
Iyana seemed surprised by Kole’s approach. She took a protective step toward Jakub on instinct, her empathy being touched and tugged in a way they could not understand.
“I’m coming,” Jakub said. His voice was rough and heavy. It was a sound that clashed oddly with his diminutive form.
Kole sighed and shook his head. 
“I’m coming.”
“No. You’re not.”
Jakub’s eyes began to water, and now Kole felt a coloring of shame to go along with the guilt. 
“Captain Talmir ordered you to stay in the city.”
“I’m not afraid of the Sages,” Jakub said. “I know that’s where you’re going. You’re going to fight them.”
Kole and Linn looked around, conscious of prying ears though there was little point in hiding their true aim. The desert expedition, Talmir had said, should appear as a unified front, replete with all its Embers, all its dashing and brave soldiers. 
“I am,” Kole said. 
Jakub’s look went wild. He jutted an accusing finger toward Linn, setting his feet and inflating his chest. “Does that mean you’re going to kill her, now? She’s one of them!”
Linn opened her mouth but seemed too stunned to respond. Iyana looked from Jakub to Linn but held her peace.
“You’re not coming with us, Jakub. It’s final.”
Iyana stepped forward, and, for a moment, Kole feared she might invite the boy along anyway. 
“Captain Talmir put his trust in you,” she said, and Jakub regarded her with open suspicion. She rested a hand on his shoulder near his neck, causing him to flinch. Miraculously, he did not pull away. “Do you trust in him?” Her eyes shone as she asked it.
Jakub nodded with a frown. 
“He sees you as the future,” Iyana said, withdrawing. “Don’t disappoint him, Jakub.”
They stood in an awkward five-pointed star in the leaning lane as Shifa’s tail wagged in the stillness. 
“Whether we make it back in one piece or not, I think I know a little girl from Last Lake you should meet,” Kole said, drawing a laugh from Linn. 
“I don’t believe a Holspahr’s ever met an equal in terms of attitude,” Linn said. “This one might give her a run.”
Jakub did not look amused. 
“She’s got the same fire,” Iyana agreed with a smile. 
“With fire like that in the next generation, who needs more Embers?” Kole asked, allowing Shifa to take the lead as he started back toward the western wall and the others followed.
“Be seeing you, Jakub,” Kole called back, knowing the boy would follow them all the way to the gate. 
Shifa kept looking back at the boy, their dogged shadow, but Kole could sense her anticipation. She was a wall hound of Last Lake. She wouldn’t feel right until they were off, and with a purpose in mind. 
He only hoped he’d have more than death to reward such a loyal companion at the end. 




They walked the rest of the way to the unfinished gate cloaked in silence, listening to a city slowly coming back to life. 
Dusk settled like a lavender curtain when they reached the square. Most of the workers had gone back to roost for the night, or else had joined their merry companions in one tavern or another. 
Still, there were a few figures remaining below the scaffolding. Their bulk belied their poise, and they moved with a grace unbecoming of brutes. One, an older female Kole guessed to be Rockbled, spoke in a voice coated in river stones as one of the Emberfolk followed her considered steps, scratching lines into parchment. 
“Why not leave on the morrow?” Iyana asked. 
“The horses we have here are neither as large nor as steadfast as those in the north,” Linn said. “They are unused to long stretches or uneven ground, and the Bright Days get hot. I suppose the Captain would like to put as many easy leagues on the beasts as possible without the sun beating down on them.”
“Going to be more than enough of that where you’re going,” Kole said to Iyana. “Keep covered.”
“Don’t worry about me,” she said. “Will you be taking your mounts onto the Emerald Road?”
“I’ve never fancied traveling by horse,” Kole said. “I imagine I’ll fancy it less in the forests to the north.”
“The far north,” Linn said, and her eyes sought to penetrate the falling twilight.
“Even you can’t see that far, Linn,” Kole said. 
She smiled, but—as was often the case of late—it was tight, reserved. 
The separation was coming. Kole knew the Ve’Ran sisters would find time before the split to speak of the future and wax on the past. For him and Linn, there would be no separation. That made difficult conversations easier to have and easier still to avoid.
Shifa’s excited barks tore him from his contemplations. He looked up to see her running circles around Karin as Captain Talmir looked on. There was a woman dressed all in white standing beside him, the hems of her long shirt blowing like a gossamer curtain, striking in the deepening gloom. 
“Kole Reyna,” she said, and Kole recognized her as Rain Ku’Ral. 
“You’re not dressed for travel,” he said, stepping forward to take her hand in his own.
“Never am,” she said, her look as teasing as he remembered. “The open road has never quite agreed with me.”
“You’ve never been on it,” Talmir said from behind her.
“What can I say? I am a child of the Valley within the Valley. Hearth is home.”
“May it always be,” Karin said. 
“I see you’ve found your trusted companion,” Talmir said, and Shifa offered a bark when he glanced down at her. “I’ve grown as used to her presence as Jakub’s.” His look shifted as he looked back up at Kole. “How did he take it?”
Kole looked to Linn and then Iyana. Neither offered a reply. 
“That bad?”
The Captain seemed genuinely pained until his look changed to one of disbelief. 
Shifa launched into another excited fit, her white-tipped tail seeming to glow in the gathering night, and Kole and the others turned in the direction she was facing. 
Jakub was making his way down the center lane, his eyes downcast. He was carrying a small sack slung across his back that must have been all he counted as his own, and Talmir tracked his progress as he moved between the mounts, searching for one low enough to climb atop. 
The Captain sighed and pulled his belt tighter, adjusting the long sword that hung at his hip. 
“I’ll deal with it,” he said, moving off as Rain smiled fondly at his back. Kole followed the look and flinched away as her eyes slid over his. 
A golden light issued from the southern road and splashed them in its glow. It heralded the crash and clatter of mirthful voices fresh from drink, and the voices heralded the approach of the rest of the desert company—the would-be heroes of the open road. 
Talmir returned a moment later, and Kole checked back to find no sign of Jakub. The Captain made a show of checking gear that had likely been gone over a dozen times in the last hour as the band approached at an easy sway. 
Rain kissed Talmir on the cheek, which surprised Kole less than the fact that he accepted it with a look like longing. She took her leave, white silk billowing like a farewell banner, and Kole noticed the Captain’s shoulders slump ever so slightly, as if a piece of him had gone with her.
“The merry band returns,” Karin observed.
Kole watched the men and women approach, noting the way many of them stooped and swayed. A few were walking too straight and rigid, as if Talmir Caru could not tell they were feigning sobriety. 
One who was not pretending was Baas Taldis. The Riverman walked with shoulders unbowed by hotwine, his disposition as bright as the rest were flagging. Jenk was walking beside him, and Kole was glad to see him looking none the worse for wear. He could not quite say the same for the Third Keeper of Hearth.
“She’s had her fill,” Linn said as they came over. The rest of the soldiers did their best to resume their final preparations without attracting the attention of Talmir or one of the Keepers, but Kole could already hear Garos bellowing them into a haphazard caravan despite not being a part of the mission himself.
Jenk was forced to greet Shifa as he neared, the hound doing her damndest to be the center of attention.
“I did what I could,” Jenk said, shrugging sheepishly as Misha stumbled against Linn, who half-supported, half-pushed her off. Lucky Baas was on the other side. He caught the Ember and leaned her back onto Jenk’s shoulder, and the two Embers completed something of a drunken dance, uncoordinated and more worrying than comedic in execution. 
“I’m sure you put in a valiant effort,” Linn chortled. 
Misha adopted a mock look of suspicion as she stared at Kole and the others while Jenk supported the lion’s share of her weight.
“That he did,” Baas laughed, clapping Jenk on the back and making his balancing act all the more uncertain. 
Misha spoke, but it came out more than slurred and less than mumbled. Baas nodded along with her, and Kole looked to him, confused.
“You know what she said?” Iyana asked, doubtful.
“Horse,” Baas said easily. “She’s asking for her horse.”
“She needs one of our horses to get her back to her quarters?” Linn asked, her amusement dropping. 
Now, Misha glared daggers, sobering more with each passing barb. “Coming,” she managed to squeeze out between belches. 
Kole, Linn, Iyana and Karin looked to Jenk, who shrugged, helpless. 
“You’re joining us?” Kole asked, and though a part of him was hesitant at the prospect, a greater part recognized Misha’s power as the boon it was. There could be no such thing as too many Embers where they were going. 
Baas stepped forward dramatically. 
“The Third Keeper has rediscovered her spirit,” the Riverman said, earning a slow grin from Misha.
“Did she, by any chance, happen to do so over spirits?” Linn asked. 
Baas ignored her. “We will now have close to half the Embers of the Valley along with us as we brave the Emerald Road.”
He said it as if it were a grand thing—a thing to be celebrated. For Kole, it was yet another reminder of how few of his kind were left. 
“We’ll be depriving Hearth of a valuable defender,” Karin said, clearly unhappy at the prospect. He looked at Misha, unflinching under her stare. “One Ember left to guard Hearth. Two to watch over Last Lake.”
“The protectors of the Valley are made up of more than Embers,” Kole said, a little more challenging than he had intended. “The fire in the heart of the Emberfolk burns on.”
“And the stones lie unmoving in the hearts of mine,” Baas added. 
Karin shrugged and turned his hands up. He did not belabor the point, and Kole let it drop. 
“So,” Kole said, turning to Misha. “You’ll be coming with us? To the Emerald Road?”
“Burn the Sages,” she said, and managed to do so quite clearly. “Horse,” she said, eyes swiveling before her head as she searched the crowd of men, women and animals, her eyes fighting to adjust in the blended glare of fresh-lit torchlight and soft starlight. 
“Perhaps that should be our prayer,” Kole said. “Burn the Sages.” He said it in a playful manner and eyed Linn, remembering their disagreement and wondering if it still stood. He thought it might, that it had been simmering slowly ever since. 
A young woman brought over a painted mare that looked as reluctant as Misha did eager. The Third Keeper detached herself from Jenk and leaned against the animal’s muscled flank. 
Karin moved off through the crowd, and Kole watched him go. His father pretended to assist Talmir with organizing the caravan. More likely, he wanted space to think. They would share their words when the time came, now that the argument was done. Kole tried not to think about it.
“Enjoy your romp?” Linn asked Jenk, drawing Kole back. 
Jenk rolled his eyes and sighed, slumping. “There’ll be few enough warm hearths where we’re going,” he said. 
“That’s true,” she said. “We want that sword of yours glowing bright as the day when we need it, Ganmeer.”
Jenk brightened at that, and the group dispersed, much to Shifa’s distress. She followed close on Kole’s heels as he set about finding his own mount. It was a chestnut female with an oily sheen and light brown eyes that skewed yellow in the mixed light. She had a good temperament. He could tell that even before Iyana came over to stroke her on the snout, her own mount following without being led. 
“Keep that up, and we’ll have no need to fear this Brega Cohr and all his beast whispering,” Kole joked. 
He earned a confused stare before recognition dawned. Iyana spun and regarded her horse, seeming surprised that it had followed. She looked back at Kole, green eyes sparkling—a third light to join the rest.
She shook her head, frowning. “Whatever the Landkist of the Emerald Road do to their beasts,” she said, “I think they bend them. I can’t do that. Wouldn’t even if I could.”
“Bend too far, and you’re wont to break,” Kole said. “Would that they cared like you do, Iyana.” 
He worked to adjust his saddle and its accompanying packs. His fresh-minted armor rattled in its sack, a reminder of the likely battles that lay ahead. 
Garos bellowed as night fell in full, forcing the mounted soldiers into the ranks they had so recently abandoned. The Ember seemed to revel in the fact that half of them were too drunk to obey his commands without hiccupping, swaying, rattling, or—at least in one case—falling from the saddle completely. 
Captain Talmir swung onto his own saddle and guided his horse to the gap between the cracked arch and the gate, which rested half-open and half-complete on its tracks.
“Second Keeper.”
Kole turned to see Creyath bowing low to Linn and Iyana, the latter blushing as he did. He rose and nodded toward the gate.
“The Captain plays at being a cynic,” he said, “but a greater or more secret optimist I’ve never known.”
“We could always use more of those,” Linn said. 
“That we could,” Creyath agreed. He switched his gaze to Iyana. “I believe you may be able to help on that count. I am glad you’ll be joining us.”
“You support the mission to the deserts?” Kole asked, curiosity overriding courtesy. 
Creyath’s smile dropped for the briefest of moments, but Kole caught it and thought Linn and Iyana must have as well. The Second Keeper regained his usual composure and sought out the Captain on his charger. Talmir pulled on the reins, ceasing his pacing and centering himself before his soldiers. 
“Talmir Caru asked me to do a thing,” he said. “And I’ll do it.” He looked to Kole. “I know that wasn’t your question. Not really, but it comes to the same in the end. Something draws that man to the lands of our ancestors like the visions draw the Faey.” He glanced at Iyana and then back at Linn and Kole. “Perhaps it was you two who planted the seed in his mind following your battle in the peaks. Perhaps it was there all along, waiting to be watered.”
In truth, Kole still did not know how he felt about the desert road. He wanted his people to be free to rejoin the World. He wanted them to be free to shed the shadows of the mountains that never should have been theirs in the first place. 
But at what cost?
As revered Valley figures like Garos Balsheer and Tu’Ren Kadeh seemed to believe, the twin quests to the north could be fruitless flights of fancy at best. At worst, their endings could bring ruin in the place of redemption.
Kole did not know what he stood for. He wielded power, and he meant to use it. But he thought Talmir Caru was a man who stood for something. That he was a man made for leading. A man worth following. 
Creyath, seeing the effect his words had had, bowed again and led his charger toward the gap beneath the arch. 
Kole turned to Iyana and shared a smile, and Linn laid a hand on her sister’s shoulder. 
“There’ll be time to talk properly before the split beyond the peaks,” she said. 
Kole couldn’t help but laugh, earning strange looks from the sisters. “Strange, isn’t it?” 
“What is?” Linn asked, curious.
“All of it, I suppose.” He turned back toward the crenellations, picking out Captain Talmir as he counted the ranks of soldiers, scouts and the few merchants’ carts waiting in the wings. “Only a season ago, I couldn’t have imagined standing atop the peaks among the golden pools I grew up hearing about. Now, we’re heading beyond them.”
Linn nodded, turning to the north. Kole followed her gaze, and Iyana did likewise. There were buildings blocking much of the view, and the white cliffs blocked much of what was left, but her brows drew together nonetheless as she considered what lay beyond them. Kole thought he felt the wind pick up for a moment, tingling where before it had only tickled. 
“It’s all a bit more real now, isn’t it?” she said. “The pools and the peaks. The White Crest and all his brother and sister Sages. The keep in its cloister of black spurs.” She paused. “We knew them as real enough things, though we’d never seen them—never thought we would.” Her eyes swiveled to Kole, and he saw the black pits narrow with unnatural speed. “We know the lands beyond like a vole knows a hawk: just a shadow of a thought.”
“Given your eyes, Linn, I’d peg you as the hawk in most any scenario,” Kole said. “In most any place. Besides,” he said, spreading his feet apart and bending his knees, “I wouldn’t discount the vole entirely. Brave creatures.”
He put a bit of his heat into his palm and concentrated, willing the fire away from the blades in their sheaths and into the tips of his fingers. The sisters felt the heat swell. Judging by the way they shifted and whinnied, the nearby men and horses did as well. After a spell, a faint light emanated from the ends of those fingers that matched the burnt orange still tinting the trees to the west as the sun lost its war. 
Kole felt more than heard Iyana’s sharp intake, since he had closed his eyes. In an instant, the effect was broken, and Kole felt his blades ignite almost of their own volition, flames licking from the narrow gaps in the oiled sheaths and snaking up along the pommels to caress the nape of his neck. He worked to quell them as a horse threatened to panic beside him, its rider cursing as she attempted to calm it. 
His blood cooled to its usual heat, the flames dying almost as the trees went out like blown matches. 
“New tricks?” Jenk said lightly, coming over. He was wearing a smile that Kole reflected, but he thought there was a bit of fear in it. It was a strange prospect, that another Ember might fear him.
“Could be,” Kole said, offering a smirk he hoped inspired more confidence than misgiving. 
Baas joined them, dragging a rather dour-looking beast behind him, a mulish mare Kole struggled to picture supporting the Riverman. Seeing the looks the group turned on him, Baas shook his head. Before he could speak, an elderly man who was more spry than he had any right to be surged through the crowd, jostling Kole with an elbow as he forced his way toward Baas and what Kole now realized was an actual mule. He trailed an odor of onions. 
Baas worked to pull the animal in front of him, likely in an attempt to avoid killing the diminutive man in self-defense. 
“Who gave her to you?” the man shouted in a shrill voice that matched his look. 
“She followed the herd,” Baas said, smiling because it was a funny thing, which only seemed to redouble the man’s rage. 
“And she’d have followed them right out of the city, if you and yours had your way.”
Baas held up a hand, and Jenk stifled a laugh, but the man heard and whirled on him.
“One of Caru’s boys, then? An Ember, no less,” he said, taking in the Everwood pommel that stuck out from his belt. “This here’s a working mule, not one of Creyath’s war steeds.” He turned back to his withered mount and stroked her long face affectionately. “Far nobler, by my reckoning,” he grumbled.
Linn turned a disbelieving smirk Kole’s way and shifted closer to him, while Iyana positively beamed at the welcome distraction. 
“Don’t forget, Kole,” Linn said, leaning toward him. “This is what we’re heading out there to protect. What we’re facing the Sages for. Need a reason? Make it this.”
“We’ll save onion-sellers the world over,” Kole said. 
As he turned back to see the onion seller lead his mule out of the square and back up the sloping cobbled street, caravan soldiers shifting out of their way with upturned noses, he thought he would feel content if that was all they accomplished—that their journey would have been worth it if men like that could grow their onions alongside their neighbors’ children for generations to come. 
Kole felt lighter at the thought. It wasn’t often that he felt confident in their prospects of success against the Eastern Dark—or any of the others, really. It wasn’t even that he liked his chances if he came to blows with T’Alon Rane again. 
Moments like this one, when he could feel like a hero in thought if not in action, were rare enough. He’d take them where he could find them. 
Kole and the others found their mounts and ranged them into a smaller group within the rest. Now that they were all here—some three-score travelers bound for the northern deserts—Kole could see that only around half were bearing the gear of soldiers. A few sported the weathered faces and hands of smiths. There were robe-wearing healers—perhaps even a Faeykin or two—and at least a few merchants; these last were young, not much older than he, and though their presence at first baffled him, he supposed one could never be certain where the next opportunity could arise. It was always the young, restless and reckless who found out, for better and worse. 
“Odds on a speech?” Karin asked from behind, and Kole snorted. He hadn’t known Captain Talmir long, but he thought he might be the sort of man you got to know quickly. 
A dozen torches went up to fill out the light that had been lost, and these were lost beneath the mock sun that was Garos Balsheer’s brazier, newly lit and already roaring with the Ember standing beside it. Even in the glow and at a distance, Kole thought his face bore the lines of worry he’d so recently glimpsed on Tu’Ren’s. It was a fear of things to come and a worry that he wouldn’t be a part of stopping them. 
Much as he’d have liked to have the First Keeper of Hearth to come along, Kole thought Talmir had made the right decision in keeping him here. He did not envy any errant Dark Kind who came for them in the next season with no Sage’s magic to bolster them. 
The men and women under Talmir’s command looked at him with rapt attention. Even the drunk. Kole could see it in the way the firelight glimmered in the salted water that sat a little deeper over their eyes, and in the hard set of their chins, whether bearded or absent the lightest dusting of fur. He wondered for the first time how many the Captain had had to turn away.
“Feels a bit strange compared to last time,” Jenk said. “We’re still heading out under cover of darkness, only this time, we’re doing it with the express permission of those who lead.”
“Anyone who has followers is a leader,” Baas rumbled as he hauled himself up onto the front of a cart, the driver of which looked none too pleased to have him along. 
Jenk shrugged and nodded his agreement. Kole thought he saw the other Ember glance at him, and knew he caught Linn. He swallowed, and, as if in answer, the Captain of Hearth turned his horse slowly and deliberately until he was facing the fields without, the white rocks littering the near horizon like coals in the thrown firelight. 
Just like that, he passed under the arches. The rest followed. 
There was no roar to accompany a grand address. There were no whispered toasts or tales. The Captain had said nothing, and Kole had the distinct impression he had witnessed the moment Talmir Caru had solidified his budding legend. 




Linn left the leading to others. There would be enough of seeing ahead the farther they got. For now, she kept to the back, where she could see all that lay behind and keep company closest with those bound for the Emerald Road—the few among the dozens.
Iyana rode with her, and both of them swayed and jolted in the saddle, creatures unused to the rigors of riding the back of another. The going would only get harder from here, where the land was relatively flat but for the sharp dips and crevices of the rivers they avoided. 
The same rock-strewn fields that had been more patched than full just a few weeks prior were now swaying in a nighttime dance—cattails bobbing along the streams as the two-breasted caravan bent slowly toward the north. 
She craned her neck and looked back, leaning in the saddle to make awkward riding harder still. Her eyes met the glowing greens of Iyana for a moment, but her sister grasped her around the waist and turned as well. Her silver-white hair matched the glint of moonlight glancing off the Rockbled bow that was their poised companion, but Linn looked beyond it. 
The fields they were leaving were lit by fireflies, the palest candles that danced as things separate from the winds through the grasses. They made their own paths between the currents, and Linn could see the wings of those closest, translucent petals of shaved glass that cut through the yellow globes of light born of some magic the Sages had no part in. 
These earth-born stars were washed out as the green cut across the white stones of Hearth’s outer shell. Her eyes took her up to where the fire of a lone brazier buoyed the torches ringing it, the clay-topped roofs beyond warm with the allure of a familiar sanctuary they had willingly left. 
Linn felt Iyana sigh and mimicked it, causing her sister to turn back around wearing the frown Linn knew she would be. Noticing Linn’s smirk, Iyana relaxed and reflected it. 
A burst of orange lit the eastern sky and colored Iyana’s hair golden. It was such a shock that Linn shielded her eyes and tensed. There were gasps up ahead. When her vision cleared, she lowered her arm and made a grab for her bow, but it was tied down with the bundles. Karin and Kole had drifted up ahead, but now they closed back in at a trot to flank her, and there they froze, the riders at the back becoming a temporary front as the caravan looked upon a nighttime sun atop the walls of Hearth. 
“Garos Balsheer,” Kole said with something approaching reverence. 
Linn regarded him, seeing his look reflect his voice, and when she turned back toward the city, she could not say she blamed him. Not a bit.
What at first looked to be a sphere of roiling flame resolved as the First Keeper of Hearth’s spinning staff. As it slowed, so too did the torrent it produced, the spiked ends marking smaller halves of the previous whole. Linn could feel the heat carry on the breeze, and judging by the way Kole, Jenk and Misha closed their eyes when it hit, they did as well. Those around received it a few moments later, prompting a cheer that rose throatily from the mouths of a dozen before carrying on the backs of two more, all lingering doubts of sobriety burned clean from the blood of Baas’s merry tavern-goers.
Linn lent her own voice to the third cheer, and Iyana followed suit on the fourth. Between the echoes of their own shouts, they could hear the distant voice of the city answering back, torches waving atop the wall as the remaining guardians of the Valley bade them farewell. 
Linn felt a swelling of pride as the cheers subsided. It was a pride for the Valley and all its people. It was a pride for the Emberfolk. It was a pride built on the backs of all they had done and all they aspired to do. She, Iyana and those closest to them took a few moments longer before turning back to the north, their mount tossing its head and shaking its mane, eager to be rid of the drifting currents. 
Linn laughed as she heard the cheers continue to emanate from Hearth for another league and more. Though she knew the cheers were for Talmir Caru and his desert expedition, she borrowed a part for herself. She thought all of them did, in his or her own private way, holding them as coals to coax softly to light in the darkness to come. 
“Quite a thing,” Linn said softly. 
Iyana shifted behind her. She had still been gazing back at the city as it faded into a fire-tinted jewel in the distance. 
“Quite,” Iyana said even more softly, and though she could not see her face, Linn felt the shake and heard the quiver that suggested tears. She thought they were of a good variety and didn’t press, and knew Iyana was thankful for it. 
Conversations drifted from the center wagons, but in the back, there was little but a contemplative silence as the riders fanned out in the only familiar lands they’d know from here on. Soon, Iyana quit looking back and rested the side of her head against Linn’s back. Her breathing slipped into the ebb and flow of sleep, and Linn relished the sound even as she worked to push down the panic that threatened at the thought of leaving her.
The Valley was a great place. Karin and the other Runners had always said it was so, but Linn had seen it from the border of the sky and soon would again. It didn’t seem so large to her now. 
As the lush grasses of the fields gave way to the looser patches along the River F’Rust, Linn let the dark thoughts fall away. The caravan tightened as they moved farther east, skirting the wetlands that would lead them to the crossing below the Fork. She glimpsed Kole pointing toward a fast-flowing section of the river ahead, no doubt telling Karin of the serpent that had tried to drown him in the shallows. 
Deep cracks leered in the west, the riders there lighting torches to ward others away from the questing fingers of the Deep Lands. Soon after, there was a break in the stalks and reeds along the river, the muddiest parts of the swamplands making the transition to fast-flowing water, the surface of which glimmered in the shared blue light of the moon and stars.
They crossed at the shallowest section, the water reaching barely to the tops of the horses’ hooves over a bed of black, white and speckled blue river stones. The Rivermen were waiting on the opposite bank, those who were not busy helping the Emberfolk rebuild the damage that had been done to Hearth refocusing their efforts on the Fork to ensure that no army—Corrupted or otherwise—would catch them unawares again. 
As the rear of the caravan crested the dry rock of the opposite shore, a man she at first mistook for Baas detached himself from the rest and approached Talmir, Creyath and Karin. They were far enough away that Linn could not catch their words, only their meaning, and that was light enough. 
She saw Baas swing himself over the edge of his wagon to land with a thud, and there was a rumbling of laughter that sounded like the shifting of greater stones beneath the earth when he and the elder crushed one another in their hearty embrace. 
“Braden,” Iyana breathed behind her, craning around to get a better look. 
“Must be,” Linn said, watching the Rockbled push one another to arm’s length. “A Landkist, in any event. I don’t see how any of the other Rivermen could survive such a greeting. If anything, it looked to me like Baas got the worst of it.” 
She could see him rubbing absently at his sides, hiding the discomfort with an easy smile and that hard rumbling that was never too far from his chest. Judging by the way the patriarch shook, it was a family trait.
“I know him,” Iyana said, and now Linn took in the awe in her tone. She twisted in the saddle, surprised to see her sister climbing down in a hurry. She landed with a small splash, drawing looks, including one from Kole, who was only now riding past. 
Kole frowned after Iyana and motioned for Linn to come over. She did, keeping an eye on her scrambling sister as she met Kole, Jenk and Misha a stone’s throw from where the two parties had met. 
“What’s got into her?” Jenk asked.
“She says she knows him.”
“Braden?” Misha asked, her doubt evident. “How could she?”
Kole’s sly look suggested he knew, and Linn watched as Iyana nearly shoved a slender man out of the way in her rush to get to Braden. As he turned, Linn caught a flash of green and made note that he was one of the other Faeykin in the caravan. His look of surprise turned to an easy smile as he watched Iyana pass. That was good. Linn had enough stress on her mind without the added worry of wondering how Iyana would get on with others of her kind now that Mother Ninyeva was gone. 
“Your sister’s been to the Fork?” Misha asked, sounding entirely disinterested in the answer. 
Linn shrugged. “Not physically.”
That earned a confused look, but Misha shrugged and settled back in her saddle as Iyana deposited herself cleanly between Captain Talmir and the reunited Taldis. 
“It was her, after all,” Kole said, smiling as Braden sank into an even greater bout of laughter while Iyana dipped into a bow before him. 
Linn stilled her restless mount and looked askance at Kole, whose brows were now drawn up in a look like recognition dawning. He met Linn’s eyes.
“Did she not tell you?” he asked.
“Tell me what? There’s been quite a bit going on of late, in case you hadn’t noticed.” 
“That’s the truth,” Misha said, and Kole turned to her.
“Braden told us—told me, at least—that a girl with green eyes had found him and told him of our approach.”
Misha shrugged again, either unable to remember or unmoved by the remembering. 
He turned back to Linn and Jenk. “In my brief exchanges with Braden, I found him to be an honest sort. That said, I’m not sure we could have counted on the aid of any Rivermen outside of Baas had Iyana not made contact with him in the Between before we dropped into their hideout in the Steps, unknown and uninvited.”
Now, the slight annoyance Linn had felt at not knowing a thing about her sister shifted, blossoming into a petal of the same pride she had felt at hearing the cheers of Hearth—only this one was aimed squarely at Iyana Ve’Ran, the little sister who had come so far, crossing all lands but for the physical in her effort to find Linn in the Deep Lands. And now she knew that she had played no small part in opening a door of allegiance between the Rivermen—and, to a greater extent, their tireless Rockbled—and Kole and Misha. 
As her mount shifted, the moonlight glinted once again off the silver bow that hung over the side of her saddle. Had that Rockbled archer not given his life, it was likely that Jenk’s and her own would have been forfeit. 
“She is something, isn’t she?” Kole asked. 
He was close to her now, their steeds brushing together. Linn glanced around and saw that Jenk and Misha had moved up toward the front. 
“She is,” Linn said, reflecting the smile he showed her. 
“She’ll be all right,” he said, laying a warm hand on hers, which loosened on the leather reins. 
She blew out a sigh. “She’ll be all right,” Linn said, more to herself than to him. 
“Might as well introduce you,” he said, starting his horse forward. 
As she neared the gathering, Linn could see the squat stone structures of the homes on the other side of the hill where the river split, its more violent parent—the one with which she was most familiar—sloshing out from beneath the northern peaks. She was surprised to see how small they were; rather, how short. While the homes looked to be made entirely of stone, she had been surprised to learn from Kole that the wall encircling the village was nothing more than stout timber framed by narrow towers—not so different from the fortifications of Last Lake. Now, however, there was no sign of the timber wall, and Linn could make out Rockbled pulling their stones from the earth well into the night, the groundwater seeping in to fill the newly opened gaps and fissures as they were piled one atop the other in leaning piles.
There would be no making for other lands for the Rivermen. Not anytime soon. These were a people made for weathering things and for turning them back. 
Linn regarded the Rivermen gathered behind Braden and Baas even as most of them disregarded her. As a rule, they were strong, the men and women lithe and well-muscled. She’d seen a few working in Hearth. She’d fought alongside several more at the highest point in the Valley. 
She thought she recognized one of the females, or at least that she was recognized. They shared a nod, and at that, some of the others took notice. Mostly, their eyes had been drifting away from Braden Taldis only to land on Kole, an Ember they’d no doubt heard plenty about. Soon enough, however, it was Linn who occupied most of the attention. So much so, in fact, that it was a space of time before she noticed that the conversation had all but ceased around her, and now she was at the center of both peoples and all sets of eyes, from the ambers and browns of the desert to the pale blues of the river and the greens of the few Faeykin scattered between. 
If there had been a part of her that envied Kole the attention—the infamy—the rest of it went out in that moment and in the tense ones that followed before Braden broke it. 
“We are blessed by fire and earth,” he said, a sound that was somehow soothing despite being made of sliding slate. “Now, I see we have a bit of the sky.”
Linn blushed deeply, taking in the eyes that drilled furrows into her temples and back. No doubt many had heard of the battle in the keep and the role she had played in it, but Linn had done no boasting about the White Crest’s final charge or about what it might have left behind. 
She felt on the verge of a mild panic when she found Kole’s deep ambers. They were an anchor in a swirling storm, something she knew and—despite all that had happened—something she trusted deeper than knowing. She sighed and swung herself down from the saddle, the silver bow rattling. It must have been strange for the Rivermen to see the weapon of one of their own adorning the saddle of one of their former enemies. 
Braden reached out, and Linn flinched back, fearing one of his crushing embraces. He smiled and hesitated, and she returned a nervous smile of her own. He placed the palm of his hand on her shoulder, and though he did not squeeze, she felt his strength. It was as if it all came from the ground below and the stones mixed in, with none of it contained in the bone and sinew of the one who wielded it. 
She couldn’t help but glance at Baas, who was standing behind his grandfather, watching with proud interest. He was as strong as any man she’d yet known, and now she knew without a shadow of a doubt that he was the weaker of the two Taldis standing before her. 
“I ask that you do not hide yourself,” Braden said, softly enough for it to feel like a personal address and loudly enough so that all gathered could hear. 
“I’m not hiding,” Linn said, hating the quiver in her voice as she did. 
Braden smiled at her, and the anger that threatened to rise quelled quickly as she read no condescension in it. The patriarch released Linn and nodded to Talmir before turning back to the gathered Rivermen on the shore. 
“There were many heroes at the peaks,” he said. “Many who helped in bringing down a Sage-turned-tyrant, and not a few among our own.” That sent up cheers, though they were less hearty than those that had spilled from Hearth. “Kole Reyna battled the beast longest, but it was Linn Ve’Ran who truly felled him.” 
He stretched out an arm toward her, and she flinched back from it as if it were a blow, the eyes that swiveled with it arrows to be dodged. 
This panic, too, blew out quickly when she realized there was no scorn in their looks. Braden Taldis had said a thing, and the people at his back now took it as truth. Perhaps he had told them of what she was—of what he thought her to be. Perhaps not. Either way, it was now apparent to everyone present, friends and strangers besides, that she was not the same. Not a mortal, but not a Sage. Not Landkist, but not ignored by the powers of the World. 
The look Braden shared with her as he turned carried a wink he didn’t actualize. It made her feel better, as did the words he spoke next. 
“We at the river will not send our warriors out into the deserts with Talmir Caru. Those roads are not ours to ply, and the Emberfolk have not asked it of us.”
There seemed a palpable relief among the crowd at those words, and Linn was mildly ashamed to feel that it came from both sides. These things took time, Linn knew. The wounds between their people had been mending for a generation, and though the threat of infection seemed to have passed, it would be a generation more before only a pink scar remained.
“But we will not abandon our friends, and we will not turn away from the wars raging in the wider world. My grandson, Baas, will accompany Kole Reyna, Linn Ve’Ran, and a handful of the brightest stars among the desert folk as they set upon their own path in the north. One Sage has been brought to justice, but there are more. There are worse.”
He paused. “Whatever happens in the north is not of our choosing. We leave the fate of the Sages in the hands of our own, and in the hands of our friends. If there is anything left of the World in them, may they be spared.”
Another pause, and a few grumbles came from the north side of the river. They didn’t fancy that option so much as the next. 
“If not,” he said, his tone turned from nurturing to ominous, “then it is past time they are judged by mortal hands.”
Now, the cheers went up, and though both Baas and Braden remained silent and watchful, the ground shook with the mirth of the Rockbled scattered among the rest. The horses whinnied and shifted as the Emberfolk riders worked to control them and the Faeykin to calm them. Iyana stepped closer to Linn, and Jenk and Misha encircled them protectively. Of the rest, Kole, Talmir, Creyath and Karin stood unmoving, absorbing the percussive sounds as confirmation. 
When it stopped, Braden turned back to Talmir and dipped his head, earning a smile in return. 
“Your blessings mean much,” Talmir said. He unloosed the reins with one hand and swept it out toward Baas. “Your grandson even more.” He looked to Linn and Kole. “Would that we had a few more of him among our lonely caravan.”
Braden’s shoulders bobbed with a silent laugh that set the surface of the shallow river to thrumming. It was a strange sensation that tickled the soles of Linn’s feet even through her boots, and Iyana worked to stifle a giggle.
“Content yourself with the knowledge that no one shall enter this Valley and seek to do harm to mine or yours without feeling the wrath of stone. This is our home, and it is where our hearts are mired, for better or worse. Your hearts beat with a fire will, and it’s a fire that comes from the desert. Take it back. Let it burn brightly, and let whatever winds come to stoke it turn it to something of a reckoning.”
Now, the Emberfolk cheered, and Linn joined them as the Rivermen looked on. It felt like a torch passing. 
“Never thought yours to be ones for making a show,” Misha said to Baas as he came over to join them. He shrugged.
The Rivermen turned as one and moved down the hill toward their village with an unassuming grace. The caravan followed, and Linn climbed back aboard her mount, pulling Iyana up behind her. She gave her younger sister a stern, playful look, and Iyana shrugged. 
“Making friends in the Between?” Linn asked. 
“Allies,” Iyana said, watching Braden as he moved off at the rear. 
“I never knew the Rockbled to be able to walk its roads.”
“Nor did I.” Iyana’s voice turned wistful. “But then, Mother Ninyeva said there was a bit of the Valley in Kole. Seems there’s a bit more in Braden. Rockbled, Ember, Faeykin and all the rest: I don’t think we know half as much about the Landkist as we think we do.”
“I’ve never known us to think we knew much in the first place.”
“Exactly.”
Linn saw it from a long way off, but the others spoke in hushed and awed tones as they reached the basin, noting the looming piles of unburied stone that appeared as modest mountains. There were the beginnings of walls going up, stone gates to replace the ripped timbers that now fed fires used to forge tools for building. Children were ducking in and out of alcoves at the bases of the smooth boulder homes, their simplicity covering the likely complexity of their depths. 
Kole was just ahead of her. He pulled his mount to the right, skirting the edges of a fire several of the children were dancing around as a woman worked over the remains of a horned runner. She caught his look. It was searching, curious, and it soon morphed into recognition as a particularly slender girl broke off from the pack and rushed toward him. 
Kole calmed his horse with a whisper and swung off the saddle, landing for a bare instant before the girl and her diminutive followers ringed him in a merry throng as Shifa watched with a keen interest. They were all too slender for the folk of the river, Linn thought. In fact, there wasn’t a stout one among them. She tried to think of what Baas had looked like before coming to the Lake and couldn’t manage it. 
“Kole!” 
The girl yipped like a pup, and he knelt down to meet her as Linn brought her own mount over to shadow them. The other children reacted suspiciously, moving away from the snorting animal and eyeing her. 
“Sky girl,” one of the boys said, pointing, and the girl twirling before Kole shushed him. Linn looked around, but the grown Rivermen had moved back to their nighttime tasks. 
“Yes,” Kole said, glancing up at Linn. 
The acknowledgement took some of the sting away, and the breeze that had picked up with the rush in her chest calmed some. She felt eyes on her temple and turned to meet Jenk. His light hair was more visible than all but Iyana’s in the dim firelight, and Linn saw his bangs moving in the northern wind. 
Kole reached his hand out, proffering it for the little girl. She blushed deeper than Linn would have thought possible, the youths around her twittering like birds. 
“This is Karpi,” Kole said to Linn and the others, not taking his eyes off the girl. 
She accepted his hand with a nervous look and then pulled it back with a dramatic yelp, hopping up and down as though she’d been scalded. Some of the adults, including the woman working over the fire, paused long enough to look over, but the girl known as Karpi must have been one for attention, as she sighed and turned back to her business.
“Hot!” she said, bouncing around Kole, who got back to his feet. “Hot, hot!” She shook her hand out dramatically, and Linn saw even Misha working hard to cover a smile. 
“Karpi introduced us to Braden and the rest,” Kole said. “She’s a hero in the making if I’ve ever seen one.”
Karpi glared a challenge at Linn as Misha shooed the other children away with the butt of her spear. 
Linn held up her hands. “I’m not here to argue.”
“Good,” Karpi said, closing her eyes and turning her chin up, hands on hips. Her stance didn’t last long, as Baas rumbled over and gave her the gentlest of shoves that deposited her firmly on her backside. 
She got up with speed, and the children ringed the Rockbled like wolves, albeit ones with a bad case of unsuppressed laughter. 
“Respect,” Baas intoned, though he couldn’t keep a small smile from his own face as the children jabbed at him. 
Kole climbed back onto his mount and motioned for the others to follow. Linn tossed a wink at Karpi, who returned an exaggerated one of her own that nearly got her snagged by the grasping bull hands of Baas, who was trying to wrangle the lot of them. It was a pleasant scene, and Linn thought she’d keep it for the road ahead. 
The caravan snaked its way through the village and left through the scarred ground where the north gate had been pulled up. The mountains framed a purple sky to the north, the sun rising on the other side of the spurs even as they were bathed in the shadows of night. 
Linn let her eyes drift up, her new sight taking in the same cracks and crevices as the others but delving deeper. She saw birds nesting, horned runners leaping, small rivers running that were nothing but the leakage of the great beast roaring beneath the black rocks. The mountains seemed to grow the longer she stared, and she caught herself drifting off to the east as she focused on every hint of movement, every dark corner, seeking and seeing with the eyes of an eagle. It was dizzying, and it was intoxicating. But she didn’t fear it like she did the winds that constantly tickled her hair, or like the storm that charged her heart and buzzed along the tips of her fingers and the lengths of her lashes. 
Iyana must have sensed the change in her mood. She clutched Linn around the waist and leaned her head against her, catching what sleep she could before they hit the steeper paths above the plateaus. 
“They’re giants,” Iyana said sleepily, referencing the peaks that stood vigil before them like forbidding titans. “But they’re ours now.”
It could have been taken in any number of ways, but it was a comforting thought to Linn, and the mounting energy passed through her and faded for the time being. She saw the peaks in a new light now, or tried to. 
Linn felt a change in the air that was like a pull. She had the image of a whirlpool on the salt lake like those Nathen spoke about. She felt her attention drawn to the west, and swore she could see the winds dip and dart, scattering over the rent scars of the Deep Lands they worked to cut a wide path around. How deep did they go, really? How dark were their depths? 
Linn shuddered, and a pounding in the earth startled both rider and steed. She turned to the west and nearly lurched as Baas came jogging over the wet earth, brow furrowed as he passed them at a speed she would not have thought possible if she hadn’t witnessed it firsthand—if it hadn’t saved her on more than one occasion. 
The Rockbled startled horses the length of the line as he ran to the front of the caravan, the ground propelling him as the first plateau that marked the Steps stood out ahead. Linn saw the caravan start to bend toward him as he reached the front, skirting the edges of the questing fingers of the Deep Lands as they delved to the northeast. 
Kole dropped back to Linn and the others as Karin broke off from him and rode to the front. 
“Tougher going now,” Kole said. He looked back at Iyana, who clutched Linn a little tighter. “We’ll be fine. Baas knows the way. He’ll take us into the Steps. From there, we’ll take a slower path to the top, one that the horses can manage. After all, we’re not in a rush to save anyone this time.”
Linn snorted as her horse did, and they all laughed, even Misha. 
“We won’t be shattering any hidden stone gates to get in this time?” Misha asked, and Kole shrugged. 
“We’re too far east for that, I’d say.” He looked ahead, and Linn couldn’t tell whether he was joking or not. “I hope.”
As it turned out, they needn’t have worried. Between Baas, Karin and some of the more adventurous of the party, they found their way to an eastern slope that had a path cut into it. It brought them up onto a northern plateau before curving to the west, wide enough for three horses to walk abreast. 
“Why didn’t they take this path when they fled the Corrupted?” Jenk asked. 
“We’ve been riding an hour since the village,” Kole said. “No time. Passing the ravines of the Deep Lands and entering the Steps via the hidden passage was something born of necessity. They were being pursued. They probably thought to use the Deep Lands as something of an obstacle, if not a refuge.”
Misha made a sound at that, and Linn noted the grimace marring her face. 
The ground sloped steadily upward, and as Linn looked to the south, she could see the fires of the Rivermen turning the twin rivers of the Fork into glowworms in the pre-dawn light. Farther on, the white jewel of Hearth glimmered in the first tired rays of the sun. For them, it was dark as night, the shadows tinted lavender as the looming mountains fought off the light a while longer. 
Gray stone slowly gave way to black the higher they climbed, and the makeshift road narrowed to a ledge that was a little too smooth for the horses’ liking. Linn did her best to help her own steed along, but Creyath and a few of his men were the only experienced riders in the Valley. They hugged the northern spur, and the animals behind followed suit regardless of the whims of their riders. Though raised on the green grasses of the Valley, these beasts were descended from the very same that had crossed the deserts, coming south to the Valley a century ago. Bought from Northmen, or Easterners—all meaningless tribes and peoples, formless and unknowable. 
When they reached the first of the Steps, it was the last bit of flat they would encounter until they were over the spurs, and many of the riders took advantage, dozing or riding with one eye closed, some snoring even as they continued to steer. They approached a sheer wall of gray stone that lay at the edge of a field scattered with white flowers in full bloom, and as they rode, they passed an abandoned camp that Linn knew to be the refuge of the Rivermen whom Kole and Misha had found. She thought of little Karpi twirling along the scorch marks beside the stone rings and fire pits. And there was a great slab with a stair cut below it—the most modest of great halls. 
Even with her gifts of sight, it took some time for Linn to see the pathway Baas was guiding them toward. She doubted if even Karin knew the way from here. The mountains that had been borders on the edges of the only maps they knew were now things made real, with tangible paths to climb and loose stones to shift underfoot. 
As the dawn fought its slow battle with the vestiges of the night, so too did the Emberfolk take on a renewed spirit as they climbed the stone giants that had looked down on them for a hundred years. 
It was strange for Linn. Though she had climbed these very peaks, she had done so in the deeper dark beneath the outer shell, following the River F’Rust and its vengeful currents. She thought she could still feel it beating against its stone prison beneath them, and it brought a smile to her face. She sought out Jenk without thinking to and found him staring back, a knowing smile plastered across his face. They had come through this place, and Linn closed her eyes and felt her sister’s cheek against her back, her breathing soft and rhythmic, a hair away from sleep. They couldn’t have done it without her. 
They reached the zenith as the sun did, and the effect was blinding in its brilliance. They came up to the east of the black cloister and cut a path toward it. From this angle, they couldn’t see the red-topped keep nested in the center like a poison pearl, but Linn knew it was there, and the memories that had seemed so fresh to her in the last few weeks came back with a roar that would have been deafening if the next sight hadn’t stolen her breath completely. 
She looked to the south. Her chest fell, and she felt dizzy for a spell, the sight before her staggering as the sun lit it. She couldn’t have seen the edges of the southern woods the first time, but now she could see well beyond them. She saw the lake they knew as the last, glittering at the edge of the World with its own spires ringing it. 
Her eyes took her up to the swirling clouds above, now bathed in a temporary gold as if they’d been coated fresh and molten. They moved with a speed Linn felt in the currents about her, and it felt like freedom. 
Iyana made an awed sound, and Linn turned to the north. They crested a rise of black rock covered over with moss still glistening with morning dew. The caravan arranged itself in a line, horses stopping and stamping as the riders took it all in, the lot of them reduced to children whose stories had come suddenly to life. 
“Different in person?” Linn asked, her own memories of the place tainted beyond repair. Where the others saw golden pools with ripples like fairy waves, Linn only saw the blood-red that Larren Holspahr had fallen into. She felt the pull to the northeast but kept from looking there.
“The Between isn’t the same,” Iyana said. “It’s more …” She trailed off. 
“More like an idea,” Kole said as much as asked. 
“An idea,” Iyana repeated, testing the thought. “That’s right.”
Linn met Kole’s eyes. The others—Jenk and Misha—had their eyes locked on the keep and the cloister around it, but they two had hesitated. Now, Kole looked, and Linn followed him. 
It was a broken place now. It had been before, with a leaning gate and more mold than paint adorning its ornate carvings. A new blast hole in the tiled roof did little to improve the image. Still, there was something different about it. Now that she was looking—she stared hard at every crack and fissure born of the clash that might soon seem a skirmish, considering the path they were on—she felt nothing. There was nothing animating the keep now but the ghosts of memories.
Linn stretched her hand out absent thought. She remembered how the roof had opened, and she remembered calling the storm in through it, accepting it willingly and passing it through her very heart before steering it into the chest of an Ember King. It was a frightening power, but as the clouds wheeled overhead a bit faster than before, Linn thought it was one worth keeping. 
She looked at Kole’s back as the Ember took in the site of his near-death, Shifa sitting too close for his horse’s comfort. 
They broke for camp, letting the horses roam amidst the stalagmites and the hearty mosses that sprouted at their bases. Talmir checked on each and every member of the desert caravan while Karin ranged ahead, scouting the northern shelf on the other side of the pools for the widest and easiest way down. 
“Camping in the day and traveling by night,” Jenk said, chewing on a hunk of bread that wouldn’t go stale for a while, given how tough they’d baked it. “Can’t say I understand the need.”
“The sun keeps you Embers going,” Linn said. She said it distractedly, too caught up in the sights. “Talmir knows the deserts will be tough going in the day for the majority. He wants them all on the right pattern by the time they get there.”
“Going to mess with us,” Jenk said, leaning back and folding his arms behind his head. “But I’m done arguing. Wake me when we’re off.”
Iyana rolled her eyes, and Linn smirked. Jenk Ganmeer was an acquired taste, and she remembered that it had taken a hellish night in a rain-washed cave and a horrid march through the catacombs of an obsidian jungle to get her to take it. She knew what she owed the Ember. She knew it as she looked up at the slopes beneath the red-topped keep that had been a citadel. She’d though him dead defending her once, only for him to come back and try to die all over again. 
When the sun passed the center of its arc, Talmir got them up, and they set about collecting the horses. It was a more involved task than they’d have thought, so wide was the ridge and so plentiful the flowers and plants they didn’t find in the Valley basin. As she half-heartedly hunted her own mount down, Iyana close on her heels, Linn searched the western horizon. 
She searched Jenk out as she led the animal back. 
“Look,” she said, pointing to a rise at the edge of the pools. Jenk strained to pick out a spot she could see easily enough. 
“I’m not sure how I feel at seeing it, Ve’Ran,” he said. 
“What is it?” Iyana asked as Kole came up beside them, horse in tow. 
“Our salvation, as it were,” Linn said. 
From a distance and at a glance, it looked like nothing more than another spur of jagged stone, but while most were just thorny protrusions from the growing rock below, this one was hollow, a passageway for whatever primordial currents and gases had made these lands. Around the cave opening hung a curtain of vines dotted with purple flowers. Linn could still picture Jenk standing at the edge, brushing the curtain aside and stretching his arms out to drink in a sun that had been gone too long from the Valley core. 
It was a difficult set of emotions to parse, since their emergence from the guts of the mountains and the covetous arms of the River F’Rust had only heralded a descent into the next nightmare. But Linn couldn’t help but feel a swell at seeing it, along with a pang for Nathen, the youngest among them, who’d been their ever-present flame in the darkness, Ember or otherwise. 
Linn looked down at Iyana as her sister checked her packs and straps, secured her poultices and pestles and retied her boots. Nathen and Iyana were not so different. There was something hard in them that was covered by the soft.
Perhaps she needn’t worry after all. 
“What’s the word?” Kole asked as his father abandoned his mount to climb the ridge on which they were standing. The golden pools shifted below him, and now Linn saw them as the others did. The caravan of which they were the back spread out below them, snaking between the edges of the waters. Some of the men and women peered wonderingly into the deceptive depths, while others steered their mounts away, fearing what might be lurking there. 
“Baas doesn’t think it’ll be easy going,” Karin said. 
He turned and scanned the northern ridge. There were no pathways evident—no steady slope down into the next basin. It looked like a sheer drop, and though Linn felt the wind as a companion, she knew those around her felt it only as a threat.
They set off, Karin rushing ahead. Baas, it turned out, had it in mind to carve his own pathway down the slope. He led the party, moving solid spurs out of the way with nothing but a stomp, a push, or—according to Iyana—a soft whisper in places, like a suggestion. The horses whinnied nervously, and the riders held their breath as the Rockbled’s machinations created tiny rivers of slate that ran down the northern slope, but none fell, though a few threatened to. 
When they reached the halfway point, the ground became more horizontal, and Linn knew they were walking on the unnatural debris made from the generations-ago clash between the White Crest and the Night Lords sent against him by the Eastern Dark. 
She watched Baas as he marched ahead, moving stones that needn’t have been moved and smoothing the path with effort he should have saved. Talmir looked at him with the same concerned expression, and Iyana nearly jumped from the saddle at one point when he looked to waver, but Linn gripped her thigh and held her in place.
“This is a burial ground for him,” she said loudly enough for those closest to hear. 
Creyath Mit’Ahn had drifted over. “He wades through ghosts,” the Ember said. “Let him come to the bottom on his own.”
They did, and since the horses had an easier time of it now, Linn let her eyes drift to the north. Two great shelves of stone rose to form flat ridges. It was like a gate built for the gods, and at its base was the laziest section of the River F’Rust she had yet seen. She thought it must gain its fury coming down from the ridges they’d just traversed. 
The wagons pulled off as they neared the eastern cliff, and the riders circled their horses. Nothing grew in the canyon that, while it was deep, was nothing but a mild dip compared to their Valley home. They piled some of the tinder they’d brought, and Creyath struck a spark and sat behind it, hands outstretched. Talmir sat behind him, and the rest arranged themselves between the wagons and the milling steeds. 
Linn knew Talmir had it in mind to continue on, but the Captain recognized the needs of the many and put his own aside. As for her, Linn was more tired than she had at first thought. 
She stretched her bunched sinews and helped Iyana down from the saddle, and thought about how best to say goodbye. 




The sun was nearly down by the time the travelers were settled, the sky bathed in a deeper red than the flames licking calmly at the logs in the ring of stones at Creyath Mit’Ahn’s feet. All in all, the mood was tense, the environment doing its best to reflect the shared disposition of the caravan. 
Even if she not had the gifts of the Faeykin, Iyana would have seen it on their faces, the lines of worry running deeper than the cracks in the slate beneath their feet. She’d have seen it as much in the masks they wore as in those they tried to put away, and she’d have heard it as much in what wasn’t said as in what was. 
As it was, she could feel it, the emotions teasing out at the edges of conscious thought, slipping under the walls their hearts put up and climbing through the nettles they sprouted without knowing. 
No one spoke of what was to come. For Kole, it seemed as though he was waiting on the edge of a storm, and Kole was always one to wait in silence, his only company the loyal hound that was never far from his side. For Linn, it was the coming pain of separation that Iyana felt just as keenly, though she tried not to show it. 
Jenk tried to cover his nerves with conversation, the latest unwilling subject being Misha Ve’Gah. Iyana had even spent enough time around Baas Taldis to know his current prickling as a rare thing. He stalked the edges of the camp, and though he pretended to look out at the coming night with the rest of the sentries, she knew his attention was down, his mind focused on the scars and deep chasms below their feet—undoubtedly blackened with the dried and dusted blood of his ancestors. 
As far as the others went, she was only just beginning to be familiar with the threads and tethers of their minds, their emotions ranging from steady and dutiful to excited at the outset, and now shifting chaotically with the first passage into the unknown. Many of the tethers she knew better than their owners did, and that was something she’d have to change soon enough if she hoped to be of any use to Captain Talmir. 
It was strange how intimately she could know parts of the others they might not know themselves, and how little she could know them true. 
She looked back toward the slope that marked the northern border of the Valley and thought it amazing how close it all seemed despite their seeming separation. And she was one of the few who did look ahead, peering through the yawning gap between the twin ridges that sheltered them and into the dark blue beyond, the hills rolling like waves in a foreign ocean whose depths were unknown. 
The firelight made it impossible for her to see far, so she searched for silhouettes and saw few enough of those. Perhaps a dead tree leaning here and a burned-out husk there, though size and distance were difficult to judge. She saw Linn come over from the edge of the gap, her silver bow shining in the amber glow. Her eyes could see farther than any even before whatever the White Crest had left her. Judging by her expression—disappointment tinged with the same unease that dogged the rest of them—she didn’t see much aside from the distant forest plateau. 
Iyana’s horse snorted behind her, startling her, but what truly unnerved her was the changing look on her sister’s face as Linn approached. Her brows drew together in concern, if not suspicion, and Iyana unloosed her pack from tired shoulders, set it on the ground beside her and turned. 
“Iyana Ve’Ran, is it?”
She saw only a flash of robes—off-white and dusty from traveling—and craned her neck up to see the soft features of the Faeykin she had nearly knocked over in her rush to get to Braden Taldis at the Fork. He was smiling, his teeth white and his eyes as green as her own. His hair was long and unbound, hanging below his shoulders on either side. He looked young, but it was difficult to tell how much so. 
Iyana blushed and went to stand, but he sat down cross-legged before she could, and she settled back feeling anything but settled. 
“Yes,” she said awkwardly, remembering the question and taking the hand he was still proffering. “Just ‘Iyana’ is fine. And you are?”
“Sen.” 
She waited, but the other Faeykin simply stared into the dancing flames. 
“Sen,” Iyana repeated expectantly. He looked at her, eyes tracking up as Linn came over, her shadow cast protectively over her younger sister, though she pretended not to eavesdrop. “You have no other name? What of your family?”
A shadow passed over his face for an instant—or perhaps she had imagined it. 
“I left that all behind,” he said. 
“Your name?” Linn asked a little unpleasantly, and Iyana found that she was not annoyed by the interruption. She felt unnerved by his presence and was both eager and hesitant to discover why. 
“Yes,” Sen said, his smile dropping as he took in Linn’s eagle eyes, emeralds unblinking. “There are any great number of reasons why someone might, though mine aren’t half as interesting as others’. I’ve spent more time among the Faey than the Emberfolk. Both find me strange, and I’m used to being found it. But I’m no threat, least of all to a Ve’Ran.”
Iyana watched the exchange. After a time, Linn snorted, rolled her eyes not at all subtly and looked away. Iyana smiled and then felt shamed when Sen raised a brow at her for doing so. But then he, too, looked into the flames, and the two sat and the one stood in silence as the rest of the camp solidified the small alliances that would carry poison with them into the north. 
Just as she had been on the road to Hearth, Iyana was conscious of the tethers of emotion radiating from the caravan, which numbered two score or more. The Landkist were few enough, their lines brighter and dancing while the others thrummed. But the Faeykin were not the same. Their tethers were alternatively faint and bright, questing like tentacles as they brushed against the others. 
As for Sen, Iyana was only now noticing that she couldn’t see his. It stood to reason that he knew much more than she about the powers of the Faeykin, the most mysterious of the three Landkist of the Valley. Though each was a wonder in their own way, the Embers’ communion with fire was easy enough to see, as was the subtler but no less profound relationship between the Rockbled and the ground on which they all stood. 
But the Faeykin were something different. 
As she focused on the stranger-turned-acquaintance more fully, she could see the energy seeping out of his pores. While the others wavered on currents of the World’s magic, Sen was in complete control of his own tether, which clung to him like a shroud. With such focus, she wondered how far he could stretch it and what he could do once he did. She wondered if he had ever traveled the winding roads of the Between and guessed that he had. 
He quirked a smile, and Iyana turned back to the flames too hastily. 
“Strange, isn’t it?” he asked. 
The sisters considered him, but he only stared ahead, his gaze dancing with the gases that matched the color of Creyath, the Ember Keeper watching over them from the opposite side of the ring. 
“We are a people born beneath the open sky and stars above. And yet, we fear to return there.”
Linn said nothing, only turned back toward the fire, but Iyana felt her ire calming, her thoughts drifting on the path Sen had sent them down. 
There were others close by: most were soldiers or hunters, but there were a few young merchants mixed in. Those closest stared at Sen hard, as if his words were a personal affront to them, or else truths they sought to keep hidden even from themselves. 
But the Faeykin continued, undeterred and seemingly oblivious to the swirling drifts of consciousness about him. 
“We fear to leave the shelter of a Valley that has tried to choke the life from us for generations,” he said.
“Be less strange if we weren’t doing it in strange company.”
Iyana hadn’t heard Misha come up, but she passed through and hesitated long enough to take the shot, having detached herself from Jenk’s attentions.
This emboldened the men and women hanging about the wagon behind them, who tossed their own sneers and half-hearted ribbings at the Faeykin. Iyana couldn’t say she blamed them, not entirely. But seeing how Sen’s face shifted from amused to blank before sinking down into something like sadness, she thought he hadn’t meant it how they’d taken it. And she found herself deeply curious as to why he meant to travel this road with them at all. 
She supposed there were plenty in the company who could be asked the same, herself included. Herself most of all. 
As she stared back into the fire, she let her questing tethers withdraw from the fears, worries, hopes and private joys of the caravan.
For a while after, the only sounds other than the pleasant crackle of the burning oak before them was the scratch and scrabble of Shifa’s claws as the hound rooted for mice and other small game. Kole watched her, leaning against the back wall behind Creyath, and Iyana watched him. She saw Captain Talmir resume his private pacing. 
Some dozed softly to sleep in their tents, while others fought the sensation. Most were wide awake, the Captain’s forced schedule working too well. 
It came as a surprise when Creyath broke a silence that had gone from watchful to tense. 
“One flame in the desert,” he said, beginning words to a story that was like a mantra to the Emberfolk, though it was only told to them as youths and rarely repeated. “One chosen to embrace the light of the deepest dark, the light of the earth. One chosen to ward off the night, to keep the flame burning, and, at the end, to pray that it is passed on to another most deserving.”
Kole detached himself from the wall and stood straight, eyes focused on Hearth’s Second Keeper. Iyana saw Jenk do likewise, dropping another idle conversation. Even Misha quit her quest for a spot less crowded and sat to listen, and Captain Talmir ceased his pacing for a time. 
“It was not the Keeper the Dark Kind learned to fear,” Creyath said. “It was his flame—the same flame that burns deep inside the heart of the desert. And the same flame that burns deepest in the hearts of the Emberfolk, its children. It has only to be awakened.”
His tone was soft and sonorous, steady as the flames dancing in the ring before him. As Iyana watched, the flames seemed to move to the rhythm of his words, and as she dipped into the consciousness just below the first that all Faeykin knew, she saw the yellow tendrils of his power reaching out to coax those in the makeshift pit to move. 
She scanned the camp and saw the auras of the Embers glowing brightly, pulsing yellow with the cadence of Creyath’s words. Misha’s was rapid, like wildfire, while Jenk’s was bright and yellow like the sun. Kole’s was a deep red with an orange core, and Creyath’s own was orange bordering amber. 
Iyana let herself drift on the currents that bordered the Between without slipping into it. She had never tried dipping into a story from the past lest it be a memory, and she wasn’t about to start now. The shared memory of her people’s past was like a fermented nectar to her, the feelings it released in the company coalescing in a haze that buzzed at her temples and brought a smile to her lips that was all pleasure. As she drifted on the words, she saw the Embers burning brightly, their features lost in the fire they carried, and she felt an addictive melancholy. 
Their bright flames were dying out, and, as she listened to the tale, she thought such powers could not be allowed to pass away. The Embers were the beating hearts of her people—their collective soul reduced and threatened. 
As she came back from the haze and refocused on the now, she saw the same resolve reflected on the faces between the wagons and the cook fires. Sen was rocking back and forth with his eyes closed, flying full and free in the Between, seeing whatever it was wont to show him. 
There was a sense of purpose in the air. 
Iyana looked to her sister and saw that Linn was staring straight across the fire to meet Kole’s amber eyes. Something passed between them, and she doubted if she’d know what it was even if she did use her power. 

Kole had felt Linn’s piercing gaze and swiveled to meet it, his head swimming with the images Creyath Mit’Ahn had called up. Meeting Linn’s eyes was an unsettling proposition to many in the Valley. For his part, Kole had always felt a sense of steadiness.
It was no secret that the two of them were close. But it still amazed Kole at times exactly how much each could get from the other with nothing more than a glance. 
Kole dropped his gaze before Linn and looked down at Shifa, who was sitting beside him with her white-tipped tail curled between her and the smooth stone face he was standing by. He glanced at Jenk and saw that he had moved so close to the fire as to nearly be in it, Misha doing likewise on the opposite side. 
Kole let the words of the story take him out into that curtain of stars. Beyond the rolling blue hills and the dead earth, he imagined the deserts that were his birthright. It seemed the place he was destined to go. And yet, he would not. 
So long as the Sages roamed the wider world unchecked. So long as T’Alon Rane brought his power to bear with nothing but an unsated vengeance and the Eastern Dark’s will moving him. 
He could not. 
Kole was aware that his desire to see the Sages dead and gone was one he shared with Rane. He would trust in his friends as far as it would take them, but if and when that trust failed, he would do what he thought was right. In that, at least, he could share common ground with their former king. How could he not, if he followed the compass at his core—the same compass left by Sarise A’zu, whose red hair could set fire to the desert sands?
“The desert foxes our people kept saw them first,” Creyath continued, his eyes glowing in time with the coals in the pit. “They were not the wolves they knew so well—rabid with mange and set on the little ones. No, these were hounds made all of darkness, and it was one deeper than the night.
“They perched on the ledge of the deep cave that separated the black rock of the World’s bosom from the desert sands without and watched them circle. Arrowheads rested or quivered, depending on their wielders, and the foxes yipped and snarled, brave but whipped into a panic at the smell of the World Apart. The Dark Kind had only braved the sands a few times before—and never during the lives of those who were guarding it now. These were the same creatures, but they moved with a will, nothing of their chaotic nature showing as they crested the rise, red eyes staring and intent.
“But the Emberfolk fought. Arrows flew and pierced the shrieking black wolves, and the warriors charged in with swords and spears. They threw them back once and then again. And as the blood of the fighters dyed the sands a ruby red, the rest retreated into the caves, the last of the warriors casting his shadow on the chanting Seers around the fire.
“They came for him then. They came for the Seers and their secrets, and then the fire blessed him, kissed him and made him its own.”
As he listened to the story of Keeper’s Flame, Kole thought of the Embers of old. Tu’Ren had told them that they possessed a power beyond reckoning, one the Keepers of the Valley could never touch. 
Up until a few weeks ago, Kole had believed him. Now, he was not so sure. The power he felt coursing through his veins was like a giant slowly waking—a great leviathan that was remembering itself even as Kole worked to keep it buried. In T’Alon Rane, he had witnessed an Ember capable of killing gods. 
He stood away from the fire and felt its warmth pulling him in. He knew Creyath, Jenk and Misha felt the same pull. But he didn’t think they felt the warmth of the bodies around them. It was as if the very lives of his companions—even of Shifa—pulsed with an inner fire all their own. Kole knew he could call to it if he wanted, knew he could take what he needed. 
It was a truth he had learned at the hands of Rane in the White Crest’s keep. He had been left cold and close to death on the melted obsidian of the once-ornate gallery. In that moment, he had feared the loss of his fire more than the loss of his life. 
Perhaps it was no small thing. Perhaps all Embers feared it, as if their fire and their lives were one and the same—a soul burning like an internal sun. He could have asked Jenk, who had nearly perished after a valiant duel against the Sentinel wearing Larren Holspahr’s skin. He could have asked Creyath, who had nearly fallen against the greatest of the beasts sent into the Valley core by the Dark Hearts. 
But he did not, because he feared their answers just as he feared that power. As he looked back across the fire toward Linn, he knew she feared the same things on her own account, and he thought that was good. He thought it might keep them from going over whatever edge they were now approaching—whatever edge the Sages had fallen from long ago. 
Still, the dark nugget nesting at the back of Kole’s mind told him that T’Alon Rane had feared it as well, and it had done him little good. Perhaps that was why Kole wanted to seek him out. He had to know more of the man. 
He studied Creyath as the Second Keeper of Hearth spoke. While Garos was a seemingly endless well of built-up fire, Creyath burned slower. It was a shame they’d be separating soon. Kole thought he could learn something from the man. 
“Amazing what a story can dredge up.”
Kole and Shifa turned as one to greet Karin, who was still the only man in the Valley apart from Nathen Swell who might be able to catch the two of them unawares. 
His father hung in the shadows beneath the cliff, the firelight only touching him at the edges, enough for Kole to see the strain on his face. He wished it were different, but it seemed that most of Karin’s faces had an edge of pain to them. 
“Been a long time since I’ve heard it,” Kole said, leaning back against the rock. 
“Too long, in Creyath’s estimation.”
Father and son stood shoulder to shoulder, each trying his best to pretend that the foot of stone that rested between them was not a gulf they feared to cross, and listened to Creyath’s telling. 
He told of the way the Seers had called to the pulsing heart of fire beneath the sands—the heart of the desert—and how it had answered. The First Keeper had turned the black wolves of the World Apart into ash for the pit, and when the Sentinels came for him—the Captains called in by the Eastern Dark—he had repelled them too.
Some part of the story was true. Kole felt it in his heart just as hot as the fire running through it. He wondered what had driven the Eastern Dark into the sands in the first place. Was there a power buried there? A power beyond the Landkist that he had played no small part in awakening? 
What irony, to have given rise to the power that would be his undoing. 
In Creyath’s telling, the Embers were chosen by the World, and though they defended the Emberfolk from the Dark Kind, their true enemy was the Sage of the Eastern Dark, whose name had grown shorter as their memory of him grew long. 
“What do you think of our merry band?” Karin asked, nodding toward the ring of stones. 
Kole looked. Creyath and Talmir were on the side nearest the shelves, while the rest had arrayed themselves as close to the rock and as far from the yawning gap to the north as possible. There were three wagons whose drivers appeared to be the only ones dozing. The rest were an assortment of Hearth’s defenders, a few merchants whose presence Kole shook his head at, and a scattering of Faeykin, green eyes shining like emeralds, impossible to miss in the flickering light. 
As he scanned, he noted one of the Faeykin, a young man with light features and hair so blond as to be nearly white, seated very close to Iyana. 
He caught movement behind the wagons and stiffened for a moment only to relax when he saw Baas trudge past, his boots making heavy falls that echoed in the night, though Kole had seen the man move as silently as the hound beside him. 
“Hopefully, that one gets himself sorted once we’re out of the mountains,” Kole said. “We’ll need him.”
“You’ll need them all,” Karin said. “Jenk and Misha. Embers without your potency but with plenty of fire all their own.”
“More so, in some cases,” Kole said. “Especially Ve’Gah. She’s a gifted one. And Jenk gave a far better account of himself than I’d have guessed against Larr … against the Sentinel in the peaks.”
“And Linn.” 
Kole watched her. She was gazing into the fire, her own thoughts spinning on the winds. He wondered if the breeze stirring the pebbles on the shelf around them was of her making, and then he wondered if she’d know either way. 
He looked up at the sky. The clouds were patched, with starlight shining in from the lighter blue-white canvas above. It was hard to imagine her calling the lightning like he knew she had in the White Crest’s keep. 
“She’s not one of them, Father.”
Karin looked at him, and Kole felt ashamed for what he saw there. 
“What does it matter what she is or isn’t, Kole?” Seeing his son’s look, Karin placed a hand on his shoulder. “You’re on the same side. Remember yourselves, and remember our true enemy.”
“The Eastern Dark,” Kole said, teeth grinding. 
“Yes. And Rane is how you find him. Willing or not, he’ll show you how to stop him.” Karin withdrew his hand and looked across at Linn. “And if what I’ve heard of her display is even half-truth, you’d be wise to approach the other Sages with an open mind. Powers like yours should be respected, Kole, but not always feared. I’d say the same for them.”
“Their war has brought nothing but ruin to the World,” Kole said, shaking his head. “How can we use them, Father? How can we ally with them?”
Karin didn’t respond immediately, only blew out a sigh that was as much a question as a resignation. “I don’t have the answers, Kole, but I have learned one thing in my years. I learned it long and I learned it slow as I failed to cope with the loss of your mother.”
Kole looked at him. His father’s eyes shone as they took on the glow of the nearby flames, but there was no water in them. Not anymore. That had all been spent ages ago—a river run dry. 
“Answers aren’t set, Kole. They change based almost entirely on intent, and they change with every person and with every shifting will. You need not concern yourself with answers, only questions. Questions drive us. Just make sure they’re the right ones.”
Karin did not say any more, but Kole thought on it. He thought on it a long while, and as the first rays of the sun began to carve a lighter blue into the north, he thought he understood. 




Linn had been able to see plenty before her run-in with the White Crest. Now, she could see as far as she thought to.
She had seen the lands beyond the gap long before the rest of the company. She had seen them in all their barren detail from the peaks to the south that had always been the farthest north to the people of the Valley. 
And barren was the word. 
The hills beyond the gap, which had looked like the cresting waves of a deep blue ocean in the night, were revealed as the dried crust of bread left too long on the edge of a fire. The horses’ hooves broke through the shell of a land recently killed, sending up dust and releasing the tiny rivers that ran through the mud beneath. 
The sky above was at once the same one that covered their Valley and still somehow alien. It was as if the mountains that had kept them in had acted as both a cage and a shield against the open. While Linn found the very expanse of the lands around them exhilarating, she knew the majority in the party felt like meadow voles left suddenly without a burrow. 
Karin led scouting parties at intervals, and Captain Talmir seemed to revel in the fear he sensed from the few merchants scattered among them. 
Linn snorted. 
What place did fear have in a company made up of a people who had been hemmed in by the Dark Kind for a generation? 
Uncertainty made cowards of men. 
They passed the husks of burned-out homes. The structures were far apart or else clustered together in small groups, the remnants of farmers and their neighbors. As they moved farther out, the homes were more frequent and less touched but just as empty. The structures were at once alien and familiar, their roofs covered in thatch rather than clay. 
Linn didn’t look into the windows. She’d seen enough to know there was nothing inside. She kept her neck rigid and her eyes straight ahead as they rode through the rows with a makeshift road in between.
A few had spoken shortly after they passed the gap. Ever since spotting the first lonely structure—the skeletal reminder of the family who had once lived there and had then been sent against them, black and tortured—they had quieted. Even Jenk resorted to looking, sparing Misha attentions that had grown near-constant. 
Kole was somewhere toward the middle of the group, hound close on his heels when she wasn’t following in the footsteps of his father. He’d been speaking with Creyath, a man who Linn found as unsettling as others did steady. All of them rode in a silence that had slowly changed from respectful to grim. 
And if barren was indeed the best way to describe the lands they were traversing now, disappointment was the best way to describe the looks. Even Kole. Even Captain Talmir. All of them, really, aside from Baas Taldis, whose previously dour demeanor had only lightened the farther they got from the cracked slate.
Linn had been placed at the front as a point of strategy, her eyes now the most potent weapon the Emberfolk possessed out in the unknown, her gaze seeming to them to pierce earth, sky and root. In truth, she could see far, and she could see well. Aside from that, she was about as comfortable consorting with her other latent powers as she was attempting to light an Everwood blade.
She wondered if Kole, Jenk and the other Embers had feared their power at first, and she thought they had. She remembered how Kole had kept his in, using it only when Tu’Ren had insisted on the training grounds. She’d seen his disgust when Jenk used his flame to boil a pot, warm a cup or catch the tinder resting on the ash of a hearth and hadn’t thought to ask why. 
Either way, she’d gotten her answer when she’d first seen him fight. Really fight. None of the mock sparring or half-hearted assaults Tu’Ren devised. None of the flame forms, the twirling blades or shifting footwork. The elders had always said there was too much of Sarise A’zu in him—too much of her fire, though the Landkist weren’t chosen by blood. 
No—she’d gotten her answers when she saw Kole light half the wall on fire the first time the Dark Kind came for them, and the second time they’d entered the Valley. While Jenk, Taei and Kaya had attempted to mirror the stone resolve and poise of Larren Holspahr, Kole had let the fire lead him, his blades finding their holds in the wall as often as in the flesh of the enemy. 
He had learned a lot about the power of the Embers that day. They all had, and he had withdrawn, his heat changing from an ever-present flare to a quiet storm raging at his center. Linn had always wondered what it would look like if and when it was finally unleashed. In the end, it had taken a duel with one of the Sages of lore—the one promised to save them, as it were—to bring it back out. 
Now, there was a storm within Linn. Rather, a storm without. It might not be apparent to the rest, but it was there, teasing at the edges—a flirtation that bordered on threat. She felt it was a beast that needed feeding. 
Perhaps all power worked that way. 
They cleared the latest cluster of huts and former farms, and the ground began to slope downward on the back of another wave. The caravan moved into double-wide formation without a word exchanged, and there were gasps as the great northern forest Linn had been looking at all along came into clear focus for the rest for the first time. 
“I saw it only as a distant smudge of green and gray,” Iyana said from behind her. Her voice was awed, and Linn couldn’t blame her. “How big are they?”
“Big,” Linn said. “We’re still a day from the trunks, I’d say.”
Iyana shifted, and Linn craned her head around. Her sister was looking toward the west. The hills still dipped and rolled in that direction, but the land sloped up steeper than it had a few hours before. The folk of the Valley had little in the way of maps, but Rusul and the other Seers, along with the more enterprising merchants among them, had sussed out a general idea of the path Mother Ninyeva and the others had taken from the deserts. This matched it, which meant they’d be separating soon enough. 
“Looking for the hill?” Linn asked.
“There’s nothing but hills,” Iyana answered. “But, yes. How are we—”
“It’s there.”
Linn held the reins with her right hand and pointed with her left. Her finger jabbed at a distant smudge where the gray skies met the darker earth to the northwest. 
Iyana leaned around her, squinting to see. “You’re sure that’s the one?”
Linn shrugged. “It’s the only hill I can see that matches. The ground slopes up to the east of it and down to the south and west. It looks to me like the intersection of an old waterway. That’s what they said it was. Strong rivers met there.”
Iyana said nothing, which meant she wasn’t convinced. 
“You’ll see when we’re closer,” Linn said. 
“Closer” took a while yet to achieve, but the mood lightened some, conversations picking up, their formation loosening as the hills ebbed more than flowed, their eddies lower and more flattened. 
There were no more farmhouses in sight, and it dawned on Linn that the absence of the structures let go the reminder of what the White Crest had sent against them. 
The horses seemed to sense it, occasionally dipping down to drink the water that ran in rivulets under their hooves as the outer shell of mud and sticky stone gave way beneath their weight. They knew there had been victims from other lands—innocent souls the Dark Hearts had corrupted. But, looking at the lands that might once have been a green and blue painting, Linn was shocked at the power those artifacts from the World Apart had wrought. It was as if the land itself had died. 
She stifled a shudder and noticed Iyana doing the same. 
“Linn,” she said softly but with warning, clutching at her arm as she drew her sleeve up to stave off the chill. 
The wind had picked up, and Linn hadn’t noticed it because it had been her doing. She tried to relax, but the pull was already in. She didn’t feel the breeze slip away, the threat of storm receding, until Kole edged closer from the right, the hound slipping between their horses’ legs and causing Linn’s to stamp in annoyance. 
Linn turned toward him. Kole looked as though he wanted to say something, but a look from Iyana must have silenced him. Instead, he offered a smile and looked to the northeast. 
“Incredible, aren’t they?”
“You have no idea,” Linn said. 
“I’ll bet.” He paused, the same awe starting to fill him that had taken Iyana. “How big do you think they are?”
Linn laughed, and Iyana joined her, both of them earning a confused look from the Ember. 
“Care to cut me in?”
“It’s a popular question, is all,” Linn said. She looked toward the northern forest—really looked. The green behemoth rose like a mountain from the raised plateau on which it stood. Just below it were the makings of a town—small structures dotting the miniature valley tucked among the hills. 
Up on the plateau, which stretched for leagues, much farther than even Linn’s eyes could see, was an endless field of green, each gargantuan tree sporting branches that would knock over the wall of Hearth if there was a breeze strong enough to stir them. They were as plentiful as blades of grass, but more varied. There were great pines and twisted oaks, and the slight reddening on the interior suggested an abundance of yew.
Linn shook her head as she came back to herself. Her horse had begun to steer toward the trees, and she was only dimly aware of Kole’s hand on the reins, heat radiating from the back of it and warming her own. She offered him a smile and knew it was a weak one, but her head was swimming, her neck tense and her back rigid. 
She felt a sudden calm overtake her, a warmth coursing through her veins that started at the base of her spine. She felt Iyana’s hands on her back, her pale fingers touching the bare skin over Linn’s ribs. The tension eased, and she sighed. 
“Thank you,” she said to both. Kole nodded and took his hand from the reins, albeit reluctantly, and Iyana released her. Linn couldn’t see her sister’s face, but she could picture the look easily enough. 
“Linn—”
“I know,” Linn said. “I just need to get used to it.”
Kole stayed out of it, though he stayed close enough to keep a watchful eye on Linn. 
Shifa made a small bark and bounded off toward the east. Linn always judged her mood by the way Kole reacted, and he didn’t seem concerned. 
Somehow, even with her new sight, Karin managed to avoid notice until he was nearly on them. He led his horse by the bridle, walking alone, and greeted the hound halfheartedly as he came to the head of the caravan. 
Linn and Kole halted and moved toward him, while Talmir, Creyath, Misha and Jenk rode to the head of the column, something in the First Runner’s demeanor putting them off. Baas remained in his place, watching with casual disinterest.
“Anything to report?” Talmir asked. 
Karin was studying his boots. He bent down, nudged Shifa out of the way, and pulled a cluster of grass and moss from the toe, holding it up to inspect. 
“Reyna.”
Karin shook his head as if he was clearing the fog of a morning after a night of mulled wine and Baas’s stories.
“Nothing much,” Karin said, but his brows drew together in concern, and as Linn watched Kole, she saw his make a similar move. 
“What is ‘much’ in this case?” Talmir said, his horse mirroring his unease. 
Linn followed Karin’s gaze to the east. The ground was more level there, but while the north was a riot of hills that rose onto a great plateau with a greater forest, the east was nothing but … nothing. 
“The grass was beginning to grow back in that way,” Karin said. “I went maybe two leagues out, where the brown started to be overtaken by the first sprouting green.”
“And that concerns you?” Talmir said. He seemed to tense more even as the others relaxed. 
“Not the growth,” Karin said. “Rather, the fact that it’s not nearly enough to support a herd that size.”
“A herd?” Misha asked. She peered in that direction, but came away shaking her head. 
Now, it was Linn’s turn to look confused. She stepped off of her mount, leaving Iyana behind, and snaked her way through the growing crowd, soldiers, Faeykin and a few merchants annoyed by the delay. 
She felt Kole guide his horse over to her and tried to ignore it. Instead, she concentrated on the sight, and where before she could only see the distant merge of gray sky and brown earth, now she could see what looked to be pebbles rolling in the distance. Her eyes seemed to shift behind their glossy shells, and Linn felt the pang in her head that had threatened to knock her over just a few minutes earlier. She relaxed and allowed her eyes to do the work, feeling a sort of swell behind them as she thought of seeing closer. 
They responded, and now she could see the herd in all its homely detail. They were great beasts with short black and brown fur and split hooves. They looked like something of a mix between the horned runners of the Untamed Hills and the occasional mountain goat that would come down from the Steps in the summer. As she looked closer, she thought she saw the root of Karin’s concern, and it was reflected in their eyes, which looked wild and bloodshot—yellow interlaced with red, in some cases dripping in an unsightly mess. 
“They’re sick,” she said, and now that she had seen it, it was a wonder it wasn’t the first thing she had noticed about them. They stopped and started, stamped and tore at the earth with their jagged hooves. Those at the edges seemed to be pushing the others on, and there was little doubt that they were heading west, toward Linn and the others. 
“Sick?” Jenk asked from farther ahead. 
“Probably something to do with the Dark Hearts,” Kole said, and there were murmurs of agreement. 
“Do you think there’s anything to be done?” Iyana asked nervously. 
“We’re not going near those things,” Talmir said, though he could likely only see the faintest of outlines on the horizon. He wheeled his horse around and began shouting the caravan back into order. 
Linn’s eyes were beginning to ache, and she knew she’d be nursing that for hours if she kept at it. She willed herself back, closing her eyes and opening them, trying to blink them back into normalcy. As she withdrew, she could swear the pace of the herd picked up from a confused mill to a steady trot. And as she withdrew completely, she thought she saw the glint of green in their midst. It reminded her of the way Iyana’s eyes shone in the semidarkness.
She shook her head and placed a hand to her temple. Kole reached out to steady her, but she waved him away. 
“I think I’m getting the hang of it.”
She said it with a smile, but Kole’s expression was strained, and she caught him glancing behind her before he turned his mount back around. 
Linn looked and saw faces that ranged from confused to frightened looking back at her from among the armored men and women, the horses and the wagons with their travelers and wares. 
A bitterness rose in her in that moment that threatened bile, but she choked it back down. 
How foolish, for people whose protectors were gods of fire incarnate, whose healers were Faey folk of the deepest forests of lore, and whose neighbors and now-allies counted the very earth on which they stood as both sword and shield, to fear a thing like her. 
She took hold of the reins and swung herself back onto the saddle, nearly dislodging Iyana in the process. As she was about to continue on, she noted Karin still standing in the same place, looking out toward the distant herd that was now considerably less so. Kole’s hound was standing at his side, ears forward and tail up and rigid. 
There was a sound like distant thunder, and Linn’s heart skipped a beat. She looked skyward and saw the gray above, but it was a mist not yet formed into clouds for storm. She searched outside her body and only noticed a charge building when she concentrated on it. 
She looked to the west as the sound grew louder, and Karin whirled and took off at a trot that was faster than any of the horses that were now rejoining the two-breasted line. 
“Captain!”
Talmir spun around in his saddle, placing one hand on his horse’s backside as he searched out the speaker. When he saw Karin, he pulled on the reins to turn the beast around, and now there was a murmur that was growing into the tense watchfulness that preceded violence. Whether they were defending the timbers of Last Lake or the white rock of Hearth, the fighters among the Emberfolk knew the feeling a battle gave off before it was joined, and there were plenty here. 
The trouble was, they had no walls to defend now—no structures other than wagon and horse to duck behind, and no enemy but for the herd galloping in their direction, and too quickly. 
Kole turned back around and brought himself even with his father and the Captain, who were speaking in hushed tones that all could hear. Linn felt her horse shift as the ground gave slightly under its left hoof, and Baas trundled past, one hand snaking toward the strap across his chest that held that massive stone shield in place. Misha’s horse matched its rider, stamping and fidgeting, unsure which direction to face. 
And there was Jenk, rooted at the front of the caravan. His ears twitched, and he spun slowly from the conversation in the middle of the pack toward the north. His look was one of confusion as he turned back, and Linn put her eyes to use another time, looking in the direction he just had been scanning. 
It didn’t take her long to see. 
It might have looked like a slightly darker cloud to Jenk—something to be dismissed in other circumstances. But Linn saw it—saw them—coming more clearly with each passing breath. 
She couldn’t hear them and marveled that Jenk had, but she felt the atmosphere moving, the hair on her arms tingling as her newfound sensitivity took in the flapping of a thousand airy wings. It was a flock as large as a storm cloud and carrying a threat doubly potent. To the east, the herd had gone from trot to open charge, driven on with nothing to drive them.
“Crows to the front!” Linn shouted. She kicked at her horse’s flanks and rode up next to Captain Talmir. 
“Crows?” Talmir turned around to face the front, squinting. “What of—”
“They’re caught with the same sickness as the herd,” Iyana said, her voice more calm than Linn would have thought possible, given the circumstances.
“There’s magic in this,” Talmir said, shaking his head. 
Linn caught the Captain’s eye and searched. His mind was working. He was a deliberate leader, she knew, but they were caught between extremes. It seemed an easy choice to her, and, after a space of moments, he made the decision she was about to. 
“Forward!” Talmir yelled, unsheathing his sword. He held the blade aloft, rearing his horse back on its hind legs so all could see. When he came back down, he jabbed the sword toward the northwestern hill that Linn had spied earlier. “Double-wide! Fighters on the right. Embers, form a prow!”
Linn shot to the front of the line, to where Kole, Jenk and Misha had adopted a triangular formation with Misha at the point. She rode up alongside the Ember of Hearth, who rewarded her with a stare that was half-surprise and half-wither as she unloosed her spear from the sidesaddle. Creyath took up her left in short order, eyes locked on the flock that was quickly growing into a swarm up ahead. 
Linn ignored her and did the same, unloosing her bow and clutching the silver edge in her left hand as she handled the reins with her right. 
“Hold on,” she called behind her as the wind picked up to match their growing speed. Iyana clutched her a little tighter with one hand, and Linn was about to inquire as to the other when she felt a weight across her thigh. She looked down to see Iyana’s pale hand holding the shaft of a metal arrow across her leg, careful to keep the tip pointed up and away from the bouncing head of their mount. 
Linn cursed, released the reins and made a grab for the arrow with her right. She wasn’t used to the great shafts the bow required. Even with her practice, it was close to impossible for her to carry them on her back like she would a normal bundle. She had forgotten about tying them to the saddle before they had set out. More than that, she was unused to riding into battle, something only Creyath and the soldiers he was leading could rightly claim. 
The atmosphere around the Embers seemed to swell before Linn even felt the heat. She coughed as ozone filled the air, and heard similar reactions from behind as Everwood blades were unsheathed and set to smolder. She chanced a glance behind and was shocked to see Baas keeping pace on foot in the center. He winked at her, shield held out before him, sweat standing out on his brow. 
“Baas!” Kole yelled, eyes intent ahead. “We need you to drop back!”
“Cover the wagons,” Karin said to Baas’s right, and the Rockbled shrugged and dropped back behind the wagons, head turning toward the approaching herd. 
A flash of black and white had Linn looking ahead again. Shifa streaked between the thundering hooves, heedless of the fact that any of them could kill her by mistake. She unleashed the short barks that all the fighters of Last Lake knew well as she attempted to keep the whole caravan in her protective loop. As the hound spied Creyath’s riders shifting to the eastern flank, she did the same, knowing her jaws would be no use against the crows in the sky. 
“Closer!” Talmir yelled, and Linn felt Iyana’s short intake, though she couldn’t chance a look now. “Creyath! To the east!”
Creyath cursed and peeled off, leaving Linn to fill in the gap he’d left at the tip of the spear alongside Misha. They had been unable to outstrip the herd, and there was little that soldiers with steel could do. 
“I don’t want to burn you,” Misha said through gritted teeth, eyeing Iyana nervously.
“Then, don’t,” Linn shot back. “I’m dropping back a bit.” 
She eased off and let them fall behind the Ember, who clutched her spear a bit tighter and began to raise it. 
“Aren’t we too close?” Iyana shouted over the wind.
Now, the crows were close enough that all could see them, but Linn could see more clearly. She could see their eyes, and while most were blood-red, a few bore the unmistakable glint of emerald. These pecked at the others, driving them straight on. They were fewer, but came on with a desperate purpose. 
The birds began to dip, bringing their wings in a little closer, their flapping shorter and less frequent as they prepared to dive. 
“Linn,” Kole said, and Linn looked at him. He clutched his blades in each hand and nodded to Misha. Linn shook her head. 
With a flash, he ignited his Everwood blades, the orange and red tails trailing out behind him before he pulled them in. He raised them and clutched his thighs together, angling them high up as he prepared to meet the storm of wings. A flash of yellow to the left, and Jenk’s blade was lit, brighter but with smaller trails thrown out. He lifted it directly before him, left hand tight on the reins. 
“Closer!” Talmir said it again. His voice was fainter now, which meant he had fallen back to the wagons. 
All that remained was for Misha to ignite her spear, a difficult task given the strength it took to keep it aloft. Just then, a thought occurred to Linn, and as Misha raised her spear, her tawny arm flexing along with the muscles of her core, the spark just about to sprout, Linn yelled for her to stop.
“What?” Misha called back, unable to take her eyes from the front.
“Don’t light yet!”
Misha looked to her right, but Kole didn’t have any answers. She shook her head and began to raise the spear again. 
“No!” Linn yelled again.
“Why?” Misha screamed as much in confusion as anger. 
“When I tell you, light it and set it into a spin.”
Misha shook her head. “I’ll kill the horse.”
There was no way the leather armor on the back of its mane would withstand the heat for long. If Linn had her way, it wouldn’t have to. 
“Loose!”
Bows twanged, and Linn felt as much as heard the sharp retorts of the falling mountains of flesh that were chasing them. Now that she was listening, she could hear their wails, like the braying of wounded cattle. 
“Loose!”
More thuds and closer, along with the clashing sounds of dual thunders put out by the hooves of horse and charging runner. Linn looked up into the northern sky. It was clouded and gray. She didn’t know if she could pass the lightning again, and she wasn’t intent on trying. 
But there was more to a storm than the lightning, and Linn knew she had enough of that to go around. 
She closed her eyes only for the space of a moment—long enough to feel the air rushing past, almost cutting in its speed. By the time she opened them again, she had it. She felt Iyana’s breath against her back. She felt the breaths of those around her, just as she felt the wind the Everwood blades sucked up and turned to tinder. She felt like a ship at sea, with the atmosphere itself her ocean, the gusts blowing her hair wild and free from its tail on the backs of currents all their own. 
All she had to do was seize one of them and turn it around. As she thought that, she felt the currents shift and then bow back in like a crashing crest. It was enough to make her horse shift to the left as she pulled to correct it. 
“Loose!”
This time the thuds sounded almost immediately after the order had been given, and they were enough to cause the horses to whinny, nervous at leaving their flanks unguarded. 
Linn’s concentration broke. She looked behind her and saw that the wagons were falling back. As she scanned east, her heart caught in her throat. 
The herd was nearly on them. Even without her new eyes, she’d have seen the crazed look the beasts bore, which seemed a mix of pain, rage and exhaustion. None of them would survive the charge, she knew, just as none were meant to. Blood ran down their legs in rivulets and clung to their matted fur, and those whose eyes sparkled green as jewels had fresh gore on their horns from having prodded the others on. 
Creyath, Karin and the riders hooked their bows back around their torsos even before Talmir gave the order. The Captain began to peel off toward the east as well, his sword catching the white rays of the embattled sun overhead and prompting the others to draw their own. 
“Swords!”
Linn didn’t want to watch, but it was difficult to turn away. She didn’t think there was any way Talmir would allow Creyath to lead a charge right into the herd’s midst. But, then, what were they to do? What of the wagons?
She looked back at those and saw Baas running alongside the middle wagon, looking as calm as its driver did worried. He had placed his shield back across his back and was eyeing the approaching storm of flesh as if it were a gentle wave lapping at the pebbled shore beneath the Long Hall.
Creyath formed another prow with Karin beside him, Talmir and the rest close behind, and Linn felt suddenly alone for their departure. Kole’s hound was fleeter of foot than any of the beasts carrying rider or rage, and sprinted between the two groups, searching for a gap into which she could dive and root out what chaos she could. 
“Linn!”
Iyana’s scream broke her daze, and Linn swiveled back toward the north. The swarm was nearly on them, wings curling in and necks dipping down as they angled. From a distance, they had looked like crows. Closer, they looked the same only twice as large, black talons matching razor beaks. 
Misha raised her spear and ignited it before Linn could say not to, keeping it high and horizontal in her left hand as a ward against the oncoming wave of black wings. 
Linn cursed and brought her bow around, snatching the arrow from Iyana’s hand. Her sister grabbed at the falling reins and caught them, jolting the arrow off its notch for a moment as the horse banked and then turned back in. 
She pulled back on the string but knew she had lost the wind as the lead emerald-eyed wraith dove in. Storm or not, she took that one out of the air, her silver shaft tearing it in half and taking two of its fellows out of the sky before it had time to expel another of its shrieking accusations. 
And then there was chaos. 
Misha screamed and ejected a vertical wall of flame that incinerated those in the front, while Jenk waited for those on the left to make for him, their tearing wings burning with a yellow arc. Kole kept his fire close; any that passed through the gate of the blades he was holding at arm’s length dropped like smoking stones, their feathers curling as the heat swam liquid above the Ember. 
But there were plenty of attackers left, each possessing its own miniature storm of talons, and these sliced through the curling flames of the Ember spearhead and tore through the caravan, squawking and thrashing and causing horse and rider to bank and cover. 
“Hold on!” Linn shouted before the flapping of wings and the gnashing of beaks drowned her out. She held her silver bow before her eyes to protect them, but the terrors scored gouges into her arms and shoulders—one even taking a bit from her right ear as Iyana buried her face against her sister’s back, groaning like a child waiting for the thunder to pass. 
After a space of seconds that felt like a hellish eternity, the storm passed, and Linn uncovered her eyes. 
“Iyana?”
“Here,” she said, voice soft as a whisper. 
“Are you—”
“I’m fine.”
Linn looked around frantically. She saw that none of the riders had fallen, though all who remained were dripping red. The wagons were intact, though several of the birds had embedded themselves in the pine panels, black smudges smeared like soot. At the back of the caravan, the rest of the flock twirled into the air and began to curl back around toward the west. 
“They’re coming around for another pass!” Jenk shouted. 
Linn looked ahead and saw that the Embers were largely untouched, their auras acting as natural wards. Unfortunately, it looked as though their steeds had borne the brunt of the attack, their sides leaking oil, their breath coming ragged as their riders reeled in their flames for the moment in an attempt to grant them respite. 
“Concentrate, Linn,” Iyana said, and Linn caught Kole glancing back at her. 
She tried. The wind whipped, and she judged its patterns, the swirling chaos resolving as a moving tapestry in her mind’s eye. Her blood was high, but, unlike the heat the Embers produced, she felt the air pass through her as though she were a feather on the breeze. 
The shrieks sounded close again as the flock passed them on the left, easily outstripping the horses, which had slowed considerably. Linn worked to block them out and reached her right hand out, finding a shaft that Iyana deposited in it absent command. 
A flare punctuated the sky to the east, and Linn’s concentration wavered as she glanced in that direction. The smell of burning meat hit her like a physical thing as Creyath—last to put his bow away—shot a final comet into the charging herd. 
Shifa might as well have been a wolf of the plains for the way she howled, streaking out to the left as the lead bull tried for her. That one took up the chase, slamming into one of the green-eyes beside it, and a whole mess of them went down in a tumble as those to the right panicked at the sight of the torched runner at the front.
The riders split, Karin and Talmir going south and Creyath north with half the riders to encircle the herd. But Linn could tell it was only a temporary halt. She knew they could only slow them. 
The flash of movement to the north had Linn scanning back that way. The crows had reformed their twisting torrent and were twirling back toward them, coming straight on again and twice as fast as before.
“Linn …” 
Iyana drew it out and buried her head against her sister’s back again, and as she did, Linn felt the warmth course through her body as the powers of the Faeykin sought to steer her mind away from concerns of blood and bone and back to matters of the present. 
As the Embers in front raised their Everwood blades and flared them back to life, Linn straightened her back and nocked another arrow to the string. The wind was now partly under her sway. She could feel it fighting with her, trying to pull away like a petulant child, but she held it down and sat taller in the saddle, her body feeling lighter. Even her horse seemed to find an extra bit of something and leaned its head down in preparation for the coming storm of wings. 
“My turn,” Linn said, catching the emerald glint of the lead raptor’s eyes and staring right back. 
The beasts dove back in, and Linn bade the current of wind flying toward her turn back around. A good part of it did, and just as the gust resolved into a blast as wide as her torso, she let fly and sent the stormwind with it, shooting the shaft so fast and far, it sent out trails of white mist as it plowed toward the flock. 
The birds banked this time, and while the shaft itself missed the bulk of them, the gust it brought in its wake did not, sending many into chaotic spins and tearing the wings from others. A score fell in a bloody tangle of beak and feathers, but twice that number still came on. 
Linn cursed and brought her bow back in. “Get down!”
She tried to blade herself against the charger’s back, clutching the bow tightly to its side. 
Kole speared two out of the air as they attempted to cut past him, and two more burned up in the gate he’d made above him, but the rest were too clever for that. Jenk sliced several from the air but was rewarded with a gash along the arm. It looked to be all he could do to keep hold of his blade, the flame guttering as it threatened to die. Misha’s spear was too unwieldy for her to do much at a gallop, but the flare she sent up this time was higher and served to keep the bulk of the flock off both herself and the sisters riding behind. 
The same could not be said for those at the back. 
There was a scream, and Linn hugged her head to the horse’s side, looking behind her at an upside-down angle. The driver of the lead wagon was clutching at his throat, red spurting as he leaned. The rest was lost in a haze of black feathers as the swarm buzzed through the caravan, and Linn heard the driver—a merchant, from the looks of him—fall in a tangle of leather, the wheel going over him and snapping at the spokes. The horses attached to it got tangled. They stayed upright, but the wagon was now veering toward the northeast. The one behind it fared worse, tilting onto its side and crashing into the mud as its driver wheeled in an attempt to dodge the body of his fellow. 
The latest storm had passed, but Linn halted her horse and shouted for the Embers up front to do likewise. They did, turning, their steeds past exhaustion—cut, bleeding, and in some cases scorched by the tails of fiery trails kept too close. 
Linn looked behind her, and while the scene was not one of devastation, it looked to be a soon thing. 
The caravan had broken apart completely, the two-breasted line of riders on either side of the three wagons now arranged in a confused jumble of wounded mount and rider. At a glance, Linn couldn’t see any that seemed to be in dire condition. The tipped wagon to the back stuck out like the leaning spike of a broken wheel. 
Linn dug her heels into her horse’s flanks and cantered toward the lead rider. It was Sen, the Faeykin Iyana had spoken with the night before. His robes were torn, with blood showing through, but he seemed largely unharmed. 
“We can’t ride like this,” he said as she neared. “Not without leaving some.”
“Not an option,” Kole said, passing her. He had extinguished his blade, and Jenk had done likewise, left hand clutching at his right forearm in an effort to stanch the bleeding. 
“What do we do?” Misha asked. She was holding her spear far out to the side, but it was still lit from orange tip right down to her fingers, a few hands from the haft. Her green and yellow tassels were streaming in the provoked wind. 
Linn met her eyes and then followed Kole’s gaze to the west. She could see the crows—diminished, but still numerous—wheeling for another pass that could be the final one. The horned beasts were hemmed in like cattle, with riders all around. Creyath’s Everwood blade glowed molten amber, and he took off the horns of one of the emerald demons that got too close. 
Karin brought his horse around the herd at a gallop, the hound on its heels, howling them into some semblance of sense that wouldn’t last. And all the while, Captain Talmir was shouting for his riders to prod at them, jab them and turn them around as he looked worriedly back to the broken caravan to the west. 
The crows screamed as they wheeled back in from the north, and Linn thought they meant it. They were cresting the piece of sky where the lone hill jutted up to separate the cracked plains of the west from the greener hills to the east. 
“What is this?” Iyana asked, more to the skies than to anyone in particular. 
“Magic,” Jenk said, spitting. “Magic unlike our own.”
“I wouldn’t say that,” Kole said. He was still looking to the east, where the riders were beginning to bow, their lines bending as the herd got some power under it once more. 
“Do tell,” Misha said, the crackle of her Everwood spear mirroring her mood. 
“Seems an awful lot like the account my father gave of the warrior who assaulted Hearth,” Kole said, looking back at them. “The one from the Emerald Road. He came with a great bear. We all saw it in the streets.”
“A massive beast,” Sen said, nodding. 
“And with eyes not unlike your own when it was up, no?” Kole asked him, and he nodded again. 
“I didn’t see it in action,” Sen said. “But enough did.”
“First things first,” Linn said. She had been watching the caravan work to mend itself behind them, but it was slow going—hopeless, near as she could tell. She wheeled her horse back around, toward the spreading spear of crows.
“What do we do?” Iyana asked, and Jenk and Kole relit their blades as if in answer. 
Linn shrugged and lifted her bow with her left hand, nocking another arrow with her right. “We kill them all.”
Misha half-laughed, half-spat, but she turned to face them anyway. 
“Ve’Gah,” Linn said, speaking slowly as she worked to concentrate. They were no longer moving at a gallop, but the breeze began to stir around them where before there had been only an eerie stillness broken by the furious beating of distant wings coming nearer. 
The Ember turned her head and regarded Linn from the corner of her eye.
“The night you felled the Night Lord in the marshes. The night you were with Kole.”
“What of it?” Misha asked, impatient. Her horse shifted and complained as she flared the tip of her spear bright enough to scorch the ground to the left, and Linn could feel Kole’s eyes on her. 
“Kole said you made a whirlwind. A torrent.”
Misha tossed her hair and looked back toward the crows. They were close enough now for Linn to spot the emeralds blinking like sick stars in the daylight. 
“Nothing compared to what he puts out himself,” Misha said. 
“Maybe not in power,” Kole said. “But you wield it differently.”
Misha looked at him, confused. She turned toward Linn, the horse turning with her and blading its body away from the flock. “What are you driving at?”
Linn looked straight past her, angling the bow up and the tip of the silver arrow with it. She made the approaching storm into the head of a drake in her mind’s eye. She pursed her lips and, as she concentrated, the wind picked up, swirling from the ground below and kicking up enough dust to make the horses forget the fire and find something new to worry about. 
“Put that spear into a spin,” Linn said. 
She didn’t mean it as an order, but it came off that way. Misha looked as though she was about to argue, but something in Kole’s look calmed her. That, or she heard the latest screech from the near north.
“I can’t do it for long,” she said. “Takes up all my energy to make a cone like that.”
“We need it now,” Linn said.
“Do it,” Jenk said. “We’ll cover you.”
Misha glanced at him and shook her head, blowing out a sigh tinged with a touch of mania, as if they had all suddenly lost their minds. 
But she did raise her spear, holding it horizontally above her head as she had before. Neither she nor Kole had had reason to don their black armor for the ride, so her arms were mostly bare, and Linn saw the veins stand out. She could even see the faint red glow of the charged blood beneath and the mist that rose from Misha’s pores to envelop her like a cloak.
The flames spread from the head of the Everwood spear down to Misha’s hands, and then it moved over and underneath them, forming a tail at the butt. The Ember began the spin, swinging the head back toward Linn and angling the front down slightly so the turning wheel was just under the sight of Linn’s shaft. 
“That’s it,” Linn said.
She said it low, more to herself than those around her, but Misha must have heard. She groaned, putting more muscle into the spin, more fire into the spear. In the space of a few seconds, she had what looked to be a veritable wheel of fire roaring. Her horse shifted from hoof to hoof and looked near to bucking, but it held its ground as the Ember clenched her thighs on either side of the saddle. 
Linn watched the birds approach, the emerald-eyes now outnumbering the beady blacks. 
She felt the air around pour into her lungs at an impossible volume, the pressure changing, dipping as she breathed in and expanding as she exhaled. She attempted to effect something of a flare herself and tried not to let the shock of it working unnerve her as a wind emanated as if from her very core, the rocks close by swirling in twisting torrents about her. 
She closed her eyes, feeling the air and all its currents as if it were water she swam in and controlled. She lent her mind to the maelstrom and made it smaller, concentrating the agitated atmosphere into a roiling sphere behind her that then bent into a snake, twisting and growing tails and talons that lashed out at those close by, sending them skittering back. 
Misha gasped as a crow cawed, and it sounded very close. 
Linn seized the moment, opening her eyes an instant before she left fly, and when the arrow left the string, it did so on the back of a gust that shot faster and fuller than the beating heart in the eye of a storm. She shot it just over Misha’s spinning wheel of fire, and so violent was its passing, so extreme its suction, that it doused her Everwood spear and took its fire as its skin. 
The silver-headed comet might as well have been a streaking star, and as the emerald-eyed wraiths attempted to steer clear, it tore into them with a reckoning, the fire fanning out as the missile carried farther than anything Linn could have imagined. It left nothing in its wake but the trailing black vapors of what had once been living things. 
Misha’s spear clattered to the earth beside her mount, and she followed suit, landing with a dull thud that had Jenk extinguishing his own blade and hopping down after her. Iyana did likewise, and Linn nearly fell from the saddle herself. She managed to snatch the reins with her right hand and let her bow dip down, her eyes glazing over as she looked around in a haze. 
Sen moved past her, climbing down from his mount to assist Iyana with the fallen Ember, and several rushed forward from the group at the back to assist. Linn met Kole’s amber eyes as the wind died around them, the pebbles in the air landing like a miniature shower that seemed to be a punctuation. 
There was a sound like distant thunder, and Linn looked up, noticing storm clouds that hadn’t been there before. But she was drained. While the lightning in the Sage’s keep had charged her, the pressure she had just stolen from the very air around them seemed to have come from her essence. This must be what the Embers felt like when they had used up their reserves—what Misha felt now and what Kole had felt as he set the fields of Hearth ablaze. 
And Linn understood that magic of any sort had a cost, Landkist or otherwise, gifted or not. 
Kole doused his blades, much to the relief of his charger, and hopped down. As he approached, a howl broke the sky.
Linn heard the men and women around the upended wagon cursing. She heard Baas rumble a curse of his own from where he stood several paces to the east, a lone sentry against the approaching horde. 
“I don’t have anything left,” Linn whispered to Kole’s questing look. 
He nodded, but a shadow passed over his face. He reignited his blades and turned to face the charging herd. She knew he feared to unleash his flames in full, just as they both knew it wouldn’t save them all. Truth be told, it might not save any of them. 
How strange, Linn thought as she watched the thundering mass of fur, horn and hoof make for them, that it was beasts of the World that were harrying them so, and nothing of the nightmares from the World Apart. This was the doing of a Landkist, or several. How little did the Emberfolk of the Valley truly know of the World, then, if this was what awaited them when they left their mountain doorstep?
Linn climbed down from her horse and shouldered her bow again, lining up another arrow toward the lead runner. She nearly laughed at the absurdity of it before she felt a twinge for the sister at her back. She thought of telling Iyana to run but knew she wouldn’t. 
Kole walked forward, and the walk became a jog as the remaining soldiers of the caravan arrayed themselves around the wagons and steeds as best they could, trying to effect some semblance of a defense. 
Just as Kole was about to break onto the open, rolling plains to the east, Baas stopped him with an upraised hand. He did it without turning, and Kole’s blades ebbed a bit, the fire turning from a deep red to a lighter orange as he regarded the Rockbled. 
Linn kept her arrow pointed. They were less than two hundred paces away now—about the distance from the walls of Hearth to the western woods of the Valley. Close enough for anyone to see clearly. 
Small explosions issued like crashing comets in the herd’s midst as the pursuing Creyath launched his missiles, and Linn could see Talmir, Karin and the other riders fanning out to the sides in an attempt to encircle them once again. But something drove the beasts on at a rate the horses seemed unable to match. 
Kole stepped forward, but Baas called for him to stop. The Rockbled removed the great stone shield from around his back and placed it on the ground beside him. He knelt onto his hands and knees and bowed his head as if he were at prayer. 
Kole paced like a wild cat, the flames going ragged along the edges of his blades, some of the red curling up and flecking off with bits of blue. 
The herd thundered. They were very close now. 
And then Linn heard something. It sounded like dry bark splitting, or walnuts being cracked beneath the heel of a boot, and it sounded as though it was coming from underneath the rises separating the storm of flesh from the wagons. Kole must have heard it as well. He ceased his pacing and looked about, confused. The others mirrored him, and then all eyes settled on Baas, who remained unmoving, palms flat on the dry earth.
Linn pulled the string of her bow taut. Kole turned and squared his stance, and the fire along his blades redoubled, the heat washing anyone within ten paces, and it was a thing almost as frightening as the frothing hell approaching at a breakneck pace. 
Linn loosed the arrow, confident she’d take out the lead beast. 
And she would have, if it had been there at all. The first line of bulls crested the final rise, and the final rise collapsed as if it were a layer of dust laid over a pit of old bones. The bulls fell into a trench half their height, and those behind crashed into them with all the savage force they’d meant to bring to the caravan. 
Baas stood on wavering legs and slapped the dirt from his palms, shouldering his shield as the rest watched him, eyes wide and mouths agape. Linn let the bow drop with a clatter, the arrow following it a moment later, and Kole only left his blades lit long enough to see the riders catch up to the rear, where they made an easy go of displacing the milling beasts at the back—no emerald-eyes left to lead them. 
The horned horrors dispersed, retreating to the north, back the way they’d come, and, for a change, the Embers marveled at the power of a Rockbled. 
In fact, the only one who didn’t seem to marvel was Baas himself. 
“Now that the Embers, Rockbled and Sages among us have done their part,” Iyana said as she breathed a sigh of relief tinged with disbelief, “I suppose we had better make ourselves useful.”
She turned and strode back to where Sen and the other Faeykin were working among the wreckage, and Linn watched her go. Then she turned back to see Kole walking by, his eyes meeting her own only for the briefest of moments. 
It was then that it struck her, the term Iyana had assigned to her, and what had felt natural seconds ago now stuck out like a thorn. 
She was no Sage. 
But as Linn looked up into the clearing northern sky, watching the dark clouds move to the east, back over the towering green mountain that the Emerald Road counted as canopy, she remembered the comet she and Misha had made and the breath that had given life to it. 
It was a mighty thing, and Linn had birthed it. 




There was welcome space between the trees out at the edges of the plateau. T’Alon reveled in the breeze teasing through the nettles. He knew the air farther in was dense and moist—stifling and difficult to flare in. 
He reveled in being alone with his thoughts, out of the company of Brega and Shadow. 
He felt it more than heard it, though there was a percussion, a faint pop to go along with the sudden shift in the air. It was as though someone had dropped a great weight into the pool in which he was swimming, the blast so quick and so powerful as to cause the whole of the sky to shift along with it before folding back in like yolk in a batter. 
T’Alon stood and brushed the dirt from his clothes. He walked to the edge of the rise and looked south, toward the Valley cloister and its black spurs. He had found himself looking in that direction often since leaving, as Shadow reminded him at every turn. It was not south that drew his attention now, but west. 
He scanned and saw the trail of gray smoke shooting like a mist, and as he walked through the cluster of trees on the edge of the rise, he saw the comet’s dying throes as it sailed through the sky trailing vapor and what looked to be black powder. 
His brow crinkled, and he looked down into the village beneath the hill they’d gone around. The survivors there came out of their hovels and homes and peered into the western sky, seeing the last flames swirl and die far too close. As the image faded, T’Alon saw a glint and glimmer of silver sink into the ground before the great hill that split east from west. 
He marveled, tracking its path back south. He squinted and nearly gasped when he saw the distant black-soiled hills moving toward a small cluster of wagons. It took him a moment to see them as a mass of horned runners, their gait frenzied, and now he heard the echoes of their distant rage carried on the wind that hadn’t been there moments before. 
There was another flare, and T’Alon felt the heat from this one—it was a concussive blast, and it sent up a plume of black smoke with a heart of blood red. An Ember, and a powerful one, but one whose fire differed from Kole Reyna’s. 
No, this was an Ember whose flame simmered slowly, like a kettle left on the edge of a blaze. Another flare went up, and this one resembled a wall of flame as the lead rider sent a burning shaft into the milling beasts, creating a center of burning chaos in their midst. 
It wouldn’t last, T’Alon knew. He felt the air rushing past him, and, before conscious thought once again took hold, he had carried himself to the bottom of the rise quickly enough to pass from the shadowed shelter of the trees to the gray light of the black plains. 
He felt attention settle on him like an accusation and turned to the west. There, a group from the village was staring at him open-mouthed, their looks all haggard but ranging from terrified to murderous as they took him in. 
T’Alon cursed himself for a fool, but stood still. He knew they would not attack. They would wait in their hovels until the nightmare had passed, until the seeds they’d sown had sprouted and covered the land in verdant green once more, a mask for the loss of their neighbors, sons, daughters and protectors—the Corrupted the Dark Hearts had leeched from these lands using the power of the White Crest as their driver. 
The riders had the beasts surrounded now, but they were in a state beyond reckoning—impossible to corral. One broke loose from the rest, and the emerald flash that hit T’Alon’s brow like light through a window pane confirmed what he’d already suspected: this was Brega’s doing, a way to cull those who had followed him out of the Valley core. 
In truth, T’Alon couldn’t say he blamed him. Brega had caused quite the stir when he had gone for the Embers of the Valley’s white jewel. He had made powerful enemies.
T’Alon felt a pang as the wall of black and oiled fur made for the caravan, which he now saw clearly, arrayed like a broken wheel below the great hill to the west. He knew without knowing that Kole Reyna and Linn Ve’Ran were among them. He knew that one or the other—or both, maybe—was responsible for the comet in the sky that had dissolved Brega’s birds of war, reducing them to ash on the winds. 
T’Alon did not want them to die, least of all between the pounding hooves and foaming maws of crazed beasts in a land as strange to them as it had once been to him. But he stood still. He looked down at his legs and saw none of the black trails that signaled the Eastern Dark’s compulsion. There were no shadows lengthened beyond their time or the sun’s direction, questing for him and holding him back. 
And yet he stood frozen like a mother watching a child beckoning a sandstorm on the horizon. 
They had followed him out of the Valley. They had done what he had wanted without knowing why he wanted it. And now they would die, or else watch their loved ones die beside them and live with the guilt of having come. 
His heat rose, the moist soil sizzling around him, pores opening where the seeds beneath cracked and split like tiny stars. The mist rose around him like a cloak, and he felt the fire light his veins and find its quick way to his waiting palms. 
The muscles in his legs bunched and swelled, and, just as he crouched for a sprint, the wall of fur vanished, the ground itself betraying the lot of them. He heard their deathly complaints on the wind. 
He let the fire out and sighed along with it, but the ground around him had already turned to dust. He looked to the west, where the group of villagers was eyeing him like peasants before a wrathful god. He sighed again, tossed a last look at the caravan, and turned to climb the rise back into the copse.
At the top once more, T’Alon felt a prickling along the length of his spine. He turned and saw that one figure had detached itself from the rest. He was tall and lean, with skin darker than any T’Alon had seen before. He was the Ember who had been riding at the head of the column, and though T’Alon was sheltered beneath shadow and bough, he felt the man was staring straight at him. 
After a space of time that had grown from curious to uncomfortable, it became clear the man wasn’t going to turn, so T’Alon did, betraying himself with his movement if he hadn’t already been spotted. He half-expected to hear a horn sound and challenges raised, but the caravan was only beginning to pull itself back together, and the lone rider seemed uninterested in beginning a quarrel. 
Before he passed into the shadows of the deeper forest, T’Alon looked back and noted riders on the western rise, which overlooked the cracked lands beyond. One of them was armored more brightly than the rest, a long silver sword hanging free of its scabbard. 
His mind worked as he stole into the trees and made all haste to find the source of the scourge that had been sent out against them. T’Alon would have to take care the farther they went into the forest, but on the outskirts, which were more akin to the woods of the Valley they had recently left, there were none to challenge them. 
Shadow found him as he found Brega, and every time she peeled herself from the blackness that was her namesake in his presence, he caught an impression of that darkness in the far east.
“Enjoy your stroll?” Shadow asked in that wickedly innocent way of hers.
T’Alon ignored her and stepped right through the hot ash in the pit, making his way to the opposite side of the clearing. 
Brega was on one knee, elbow propped up on it, and looking west. T’Alon was about to grab him and turn him around when he felt the atmosphere buzzing around them. He stopped and stepped around the Landkist, noting the green glow of Brega’s eyes. He looked like something from another world. 
T’Alon looked over him to see Shadow shrugging back. 
“How long has he been like this?” 
“No matter,” Brega spoke, startling T’Alon, who took a step back as the warrior rose and stretched the tension from his body, his bronze skin sliding easily over the rolling muscles beneath—an impressive collection, no doubt. 
Brega was peering through the trees toward the lone hill in the west, and T’Alon followed his gaze. He could see a small group at the top. They were looking to the west, out over the cracked plains, and there was a hound bouncing among them, tail lolling from side to side. 
Brega’s brow furrowed.
“One hound is hardly enough to take down the four of them,” Shadow quipped from behind, and T’Alon silenced her with a glare. 
“We’re not killing any of them,” T’Alon said. He said it firmly. Brega looked at him with a disgust so genuine, he could almost taste it. “They are not our enemy,” T’Alon insisted, but Brega only spat at his feet and stamped it out as if it were a sprouting flame. 
“They were following us,” Brega said. “In force.” He emphasized the second part and stepped past T’Alon, back into the center of the clearing. 
“As he meant them to.”
Shadow purred the accusation out, brows raised as she slunk from tree to tree, never still for long. T’Alon thought she might dissolve into the ever-present black around her if she stopped moving entirely. 
“Yes,” T’Alon said, surprising himself with the admission. It had the same effect on Brega, who turned toward him, blading his chest and raising his chin as if challenging T’Alon to continue. 
T’Alon looked back toward the western hill. The figures—two of whom he recognized—had disappeared over the lip. He turned back toward his sordid companions and nodded behind them. 
“Look there,” T’Alon said, and they did, turning slowly and suspiciously. 
The trees were thin enough for another fifty paces or so before the ground rose, the trees widening and the nettles and dirt of the forest floor changing to moss and roots. At the top of the most distant rise, the earth beneath could not be seen, and the trees beyond it rose like giants whose infant children they now stood among. 
“You may be from the Emerald Road, Brega,” T’Alon said. “But much has changed, else why would you have gone east in the first place?”
Brega issued something that was half grumble and half growl, the former a sound of embarrassment and the latter a threat.
“We three are all that remains of our former band,” T’Alon said, catching Shadow’s lavender irises in his own ambers. He held them. “No matter our personal stakes, we share common ground, for now.”
“What does that have to do with them?” Brega asked, nodding toward the unseen caravan. 
Shadow crept up behind him and made him flinch when she brushed against his hip like a cat looking for attention. “A good question,” she purred. 
T’Alon shook his head as if he were dealing with children. “Your master—”
“Our master,” she said, detaching herself from Brega and taking a step toward T’Alon that stole all his humor. 
He bade his heat rise and found that it already had. Shadow hesitated and then smiled in a disarming sort of way as Brega’s brow twitched along with the thumb nearest his belted gauntlets, rust-colored blades sheathed but no doubt dripping. 
T’Alon settled back some and sat on a cluster of roots that might as well have been a chair. It had the effect of settling the others some, though they still eyed him warily.
“The Eastern Dark wants Center,” T’Alon said. “Balon Rael wants Center.”
“He nearly has it,” Brega said. 
“And we’re meant to help him take the rest,” T’Alon put in. “We’re meant to help him push west across the plateau, right up to and beyond the Emerald Road.”
“What does that have to do—”
“It has to do with them,” T’Alon interrupted, jabbing a thumb back over his shoulder, “because we have no idea how powerful the Emerald Blade is, and—I don’t know if you’ve taken stock of our company of late, but we’re not exactly a crowd.”
“We survived the duel in the north because we’re the strongest,” Shadow challenged, flickering as her emotions changed on want and whim. 
“I survived because of my strength,” T’Alon said evenly. He looked from her to Brega, pushing through the warrior’s challenging façade rather than tiptoeing around it. “And you two survived because I made it so.”
Brega looked about to spit but settled for a shrug. He made as if to speak again, but T’Alon cut him off.
“I have no doubt that we can handle the Emerald Blade and anything he throws against us …”
“But?” Brega asked. 
“But you and I both know it doesn’t end with him.”
Shadow stopped her pacing and eyed T’Alon suspiciously before turning her attention to Brega, who shifted under her scrutiny. 
T’Alon caught her in his gaze. 
“What did you think was going to happen when we helped one Sage take Center from the other?” he asked, venom in his tone. “Did you think the Eastern Dark was just going to sit back and watch? No. Balon Rael is as dead as the green-clad brother he hunts. There is no honor among the Sages. There are no true alliances. Only temporary holds.”
“His brother is long dead,” Brega cut in, his face changing in a way that made T’Alon stay his tongue. “There is another now who wields the blade—who calls himself Sage in the true one’s stead.”
“Plenty of that going around these days,” Shadow said, eyeing T’Alon as she did. 
He thought of Linn Ve’Ran and the arrow of stormlight she had sent lancing into him, a power that had animated him like a marionette before blasting him into the cracked marble of the White Crest’s keep. 
“The Emerald Blade is powerful,” T’Alon said. “Balon Rael …” He drifted off. “It is said he is something else entirely. A power unlike the others in form or function.” 
Shadow’s eyes widened, but Brega kept his own face more masked. He was the only one of the three to have met the Sage. He claimed to have met them both—Balon Rael and whoever held the Emerald Blade these days. He had gone east, had sought out T’Alon after striking a bargain with the Sage of Balon Rael. If he knew anything of the being, he kept it private. 
“Aside from figuring out how we strike at him once the Emerald Blade is dead,” T’Alon continued, “there is the small matter of his army and the fact that he knows our betrayal is coming just as well as he knows how to stop it dead in its tracks, us along with it.”
Brega shook his head as if he wanted to shake away the truth of T’Alon’s words. He had his own plans, and though they involved the two Sages at Center, they were merely a means to an end, their clash nothing but a herald or a proxy of Brega’s own designs on the Emerald Road and the enemies who held it against his kind—a dwindling set now under the yoke of the very Sage he sought to betray. 
“What does any of this have to do with the Valleyfolk?” Brega asked. 
“Precisely nothing,” Shadow hissed. 
“Precisely everything,” T’Alon said. “It is said the Sage of Balon Rael is a being of supreme order. His towers rise tall behind walls just as thick in the west, liquid stone poured and molded. The folk of the Valley are something no one saw coming—not even the Sages. News of their victory over the blight of the Dark Kind, a force from the World Apart unasked for and unheard of in any time before, is spreading.”
T’Alon stood and looked behind him, imagining the Embers riding at the head of the caravan and wondering how many had split off for the deserts to the west. He could guess their mission easily enough, but he had no desire to share it with the others. 
He turned back to them. 
“The Landkist who make for the Emerald Road, who make for us now, are chaos on a board of the Sages’ collective making. No matter which side they end up on, the other will topple.”
Brega crossed his arms but offered no argument. 
For Shadow, the look was entirely different. She didn’t trust T’Alon’s intentions as far as she could throw him. She knew there was more to his having baited the young Embers. The trouble was, he didn’t know its ending any more than she did.
“They brought a small army with them,” Brega said. His tone had lost much of its venom and more of its accusation, and T’Alon fought to hide the smirk that threatened. Brega wanted to be convinced, which meant he already had been. 
“Look again,” T’Alon said as Shadow shifted from one tree to another. 
She slunk from east to west, peering over the edge of the plateau. She looked back at T’Alon with suspicion before she melted into the deeper black and was gone from their sight. 
Brega spat when she did it. He always did. Despite his own abilities—powers that were even more potent than T’Alon had originally given him credit for—he treated Shadow as if she were something from the World Apart. He might not be far off on that count. 
T’Alon met Brega’s eyes while they waited for Shadow to reappear, while they each pretended not to wonder if she was still among their own shadows, watching and listening on behalf of another. While Shadow’s eyes were the deep lavender of twilight, Brega’s own were a wild yellow, like those of the cats said to make this land their home. 
“What are you really playing at, Rane?” Brega asked, shifting on his log. He reached into the smoking, blackened coals in the pit and brought out an unclaimed husk of meat, dried and crumbling. He bit into it, and the juice escaped the molten core, dripping down his chin and making him look much like the feral destroyer he wanted to appear. 
“I could ask you the same thing, Brega,” T’Alon said, pacing his slow way back and forth on the other side of the pit. “But, then, I already know the answer.” He tossed his head toward the west. “Just as Shadow already knows.” He paused in both speech and speed. “Just as He knows.”
Brega ceased his chewing for a moment, eyes shifting before he played at shrugging it off. 
“It’s no secret,” Brega said. “We want the same thing, your master and I.” He eyed T’Alon as he said it, brows rising in a way that was part challenge and part fear. “Once the Emerald Road is mine, he’ll have the bitch surrounded from east, south and west.”
“And he’ll have you and yours for the fodder of his next war.”
“Maybe.”
Brega cared deeply for his people, or what remained of them. He cared enough for them that he had turned that caring, that love, into a misguided hatred for a rival tribe whose only crime was being born to the parents and grandparents who had started it off. From what little T’Alon knew of it, Brega’s were the war dogs of the jungle—those bringing ruin and hate. In another life, he’d have been on the other side.
“You’ll do what he wants,” T’Alon said, looking away. He stared into the east, though the trees of the plateau were thicker there, the ranges beyond unseen. 
He knew his words cut both ways. For all the time he’d spent roaming the wider World, cutting down one lord and the next, deposing one king and propping up another, engaging one Sage in the north and slaying another to the south—or trying to, he knew.
He still remembered the day the darkness had entered his heart like a fell blade, just as he remembered the trailing lights and rainbows the White Crest had made in his flight to the south—in his retreat—and the ice that had gripped T’Alon’s burning chest as he’d watched him go. 
The game was up. The pieces were set, and the players were moving. T’Alon knew it just as the Eastern Dark did, but so long as they were apart, each was safe from the other. T’Alon meant to change that soon enough, just as the Eastern Dark knew he did. But there was something beneath it all, or above it, that gave him pause whenever he turned thoughts of revenge to the east. 
There was something of the World Apart that only the Eastern Dark knew. A final trump. There was a method to his war on the other Sages, and though T’Alon wanted to see them dead and gone just as much, the fact that the Eastern Dark did as well was reason enough to pause. 
They were at Center now, chasing down another of the Eastern Dark’s enemies: the one all the other Sages—even the Witch in the North—feared to tackle. But something had changed on the Emerald Road. Its guardian or its tyrant was not the same as he had been. The warrior sitting before T’Alon now was the one who’d brought the news east along with his wrathful heart. 
What choice did he have? The Dark Months would return, and while the Valley and the Dark Hearts that had been contained therein were unique, they were a nasty portent of things to come. The Eastern Dark’s hand was near the doorway. Just as he warred with his desire to see the other Sages burned from the face of the World, he knew his master was growing desperate. He knew he was growing weak in ways that made him strong, and strong in ways that made him weak. 
In truth, T’Alon was scared, and he hated himself for it. He hated that it had pushed him onto the road it had, and he hated that it hearkened back to the fear that had driven him—and, by extension, his people—from the bosom of the northern deserts to a vale at the edge of the World. 
But the young and bold were on their way—champions from that same Valley core T’Alon would not have thought possible just a generation before. Perhaps some good had come from his mistakes. Perhaps a light had smoldered in all that heavy blackness. Perhaps it wasn’t too late for him.
“They’ll just as soon join him.”
T’Alon shook the muddled thoughts away. He regarded Brega, who was leaning forward, brows up. He must have said it several times. “Who?”
“Your champions,” Brega sneered. “They’ll just as soon join with the Emerald Blade as they will with us. Sooner, if you ask me.”
“Maybe,” T’Alon shrugged. The warrior did not appreciate his mockery, and his look said as much, but T’Alon had come into a bitter mood and meant to share it. 
“Two birds,” T’Alon said, letting some of the rising anger go, and Brega looked askance at him. T’Alon took a step toward him and looked past him, trying to pierce the impenetrable wall of green and snaking brown as the plateau rose into a jagged land of sharp declines and rocky spurs, all of it covered by a tangled mesh of root, bark, vine, leaf and all the things that made it their home. “We’re going for two birds, Brega. Yours, yes. But also another. And we cannot underestimate either.”
Brega grunted in a way that meant the conversation was over. When T’Alon heard the snap and pop of a rift opening in a clearing to the west, he knew it was timed with Shadow’s return. He lowered his voice and brushed against Brega’s shoulder. 
“Follow my lead in all this,” he implored as Brega watched him, eyes shifting. “We’ll all end up dead if we cross the wrong Sage at the wrong time.”
“What about the wrong Ember?” Brega asked, and T’Alon was not sure who he meant. Given the way Brega’s eyes widened before he glanced away, he thought Brega might not, either. 
“When are they coming?” Brega asked it loudly enough for Shadow to hear. They turned to see her snaking her way between the trees to the south. 
Shadow eyed both of them in the playful, threatening way T’Alon had attempted to grow numb to but couldn’t quite manage. 
“Soon,” she purred. She caught T’Alon in her gaze. “It appears you were right about the Valley children.”
“What of them?” Brega asked as he bent to check his gear—a sparse but lethal collection of blades and the corked leather vials that went with them. T’Alon had seen their poisons at work, and though his Ember blood would burn any of it out, he still cringed at the sight of them. 
“They’ve split,” she said, again turning to look at T’Alon. “The greater part of the host went west, down onto the cracked plains and toward the sands.”
Brega snorted. He and his had no love for the arid wastelands of the west, but T’Alon knew them differently, and the memories sent a pain lancing through his heart that he had long worked to dull. The deserts held their own sort of beauty, and if you knew where to look, their own sort of plenty. 
“How many heading this way?” Brega asked, tossing a warning look to T’Alon. 
“A handful,” Shadow said. “The boy.” She flitted to another shadow. They were growing dense as the sun faded in the western sky. “The girl.” She reappeared, and Brega shook his head, annoyed. “The mover of earth.” She seemed to sprout out of the ash in the pit before them. “And two more, besides. The air was warm around them.”
“Embers,” Brega said, shaking his head. “Three Embers on the Emerald Road.”
“Four,” T’Alon said, standing straighter. 
Shadow tossed her head toward the northern trees. Sounds that T’Alon had at first taken for animal scratchings resolved into the rattle of traveling gear and armor. 
Brega started to unsheath his gauntlets, but Shadow stayed him with an upraised hand. 
“It’s them?” Brega asked. 
“It’s her,” Shadow said. 
T’Alon watched the shifting branches and saw the underbrush part before them to reveal a company of troops whose bulky armor stood at odds with the poise with which they moved through the dense tangle of life around them. At their head was a figure more slender than the rest, with less bulk but all the majesty the others lacked. A helm covered her face in full, with black slits that masked the eyes beneath. 
The figure stepped into the clearing, and Brega issued something like a growl as Shadow showed her whites in a toothy grin. T’Alon stood straight, flaring a bit and feeling like a peacock for doing so, but the helm swiveled his way and the lead foot quivered for a spell, as if it wanted to step back from the Ember. 
She removed her helm and revealed flowing yellow locks and blue eyes striking in their unexpected intensity. She smiled at the three of them as her retinue fanned out around her, checking the clearing in a methodical way. If the Dark Kind were agents of chaos, these soldiers of Balon Rael were knights of order. 
“Brega Cohr, I take it,” the woman said. Her blue eyes held T’Alon for a space before swiveling to his bronze-skinned companion. 
Brega smiled at her, all teeth. “And you are?” he asked without caring. 
“Asha,” she said, as if that explained it all. 
“When are we meeting with your lord?” Shadow hissed from behind T’Alon, earning a bemused look from the towering woman. 
“Soon enough,” she said as her soldiers came back to frame her back, their inspection complete. She eyed Brega. “We have one stop along the way, and a gift for Brega Cohr.”
Brega made no attempt to mask his suspicion. 
T’Alon didn’t like the sound of that, but he followed the armored brutes as they carved their way back through the choked brush and into Center, toward the Emerald Road. 




The dust would have been a long time clearing if the rain hadn’t started coming down in earnest. Aside from the pitiful groaning of the poor beasts that now littered a pit half the length of the caravan, the only sound was a steady hiss as the rain pattered onto Kole’s still-hot Everwood. 
The flames in the field to the east were doused, Creyath’s fire all but spent like the rest of them. Kole looked behind him to see Misha being helped into a seated position by Iyana and Sen. They lifted her by the arms and led her to the lead wagon as the other Faeykin spread out among the riders, checking on their needs first and those of their horses second. 
All in all, it could have been a lot worse. By Kole’s count, they had lost one man—a merchant from Hearth—and no horses, at least for now. Still, he didn’t feel like they had won any sort of victory here. As his father rode up with Talmir, Creyath and the bulk of the caravan’s fighters behind, he knew they felt the same. 
Kole glanced at Linn. She was already sitting in the spreading mud next to the wheel of the lead wagon, waving off the attentions of the Faeykin, her sister included. She seemed groggy but none the worse for wear, and Kole felt at once relieved and ashamed that, of all the Landkist in the caravan, he had done the least.
Perhaps it was better this way. 
Karin climbed down from his charger and gripped Kole’s shoulder. 
“All’s well,” he said, nodding curtly before moving on to see what assistance he could lend. 
Talmir remained on his horse and scanned the company. His eyes alighted on Kole for a moment, and he nodded. They lingered on Linn a few moments longer before coming to rest on the man who drew most every unobscured eye in the party at present. 
Baas Taldis had continued to kneel for several minutes after the deed was done. He watched, seemingly numb, as some of Hearth’s riders set to granting mercy to the beasts still thrashing in the pit of his making. He did not stir until Shifa approached him. 
The hound barked in his ear, and Kole winced, but Baas merely reached his left hand out and stroked her in a reassuring sort of way. Shifa broke off, tail going from rigid to wagging as Kole approached.
“Some work,” Kole said as he came over. 
The two were set apart from the main group, Talmir’s shouted orders echoing across the plains. There was no thunder on its way despite the sky’s former disposition. 
Baas grunted, and Kole thought it was in the affirmative. But the Rockbled continued to stare at the pit he’d raised. 
He looked down to see the stone shield at his feet, sheathed his blades and bent to retrieve it, working the tips of his fingers beneath the rough rim. He bent his knees and tried to lift, but all he got in return was a back that threatened to break and an immodest sucking sound as the porous ground sought to claim the item for itself. 
Baas eyed him seriously for a moment, and then he broke out into a hearty grin. His laugh echoed harshly at first, and the eyes that had been boring steady holes into their backs seemed to ease some, swiveling back to their tasks as the Rockbled stood and eased the tension from his back. He brushed the mud onto the thin leather over his tunic and sighed—a sound like moving on. 
Kole ceased his fruitless struggle with the shield and straightened. He issued his own small laugh, and then it grew into a longer one, full-bellied and entirely unlike him. He turned, his cheeks coloring some to see Misha and Jenk staring at him, dumbfounded, as they staggered arm in arm toward the wagons. They looked more spry already, the Faeykin having done their work quickly. 
Baas bent and picked up his shield as if it were a saucer. Ember and Rockbled stood shoulder to shoulder, staring out at the eastern plains, both looking beyond the smoking pit where none of the beasts stirred and those that had managed to flee were nothing but black specks in the distance. 
“It wasn’t all it looks like,” Baas said. He said it low, like he said everything, but whenever the man addressed Kole, Kole felt it in his chest as much as he heard it. 
Kole looked askance at him and followed his gray eyes to the pit, which was just a few paces ahead. The Rockbled stroked Shifa’s head absently as he studied his handiwork. 
“The ground here,” Baas said, sweeping his other hand out across the middle distance to take in the rolling black hills, twisted scrubs and the husks of trees that looked as much decayed as they did burned out. “It’s not sick, but barren. There’s nothing beneath the surface. The whole of it is like a hunk of bread left too long in the hearth. We rode on the crust, and even that felt too threadbare for my liking.”
“Like coral,” Kole said, nodding. Baas regarded him curiously. “Iyana used to collect coral from along the lakeshore. It felt like bone—solid and unyielding, but it was all full of holes. Brittle.”
Baas nodded. “Much like that,” he said, looking back to the pit. “All I had to do was break the threads and ladders, and the crust had nothing to support it when they came over.”
“Whatever the Dark Hearts did here,” Kole said, “it seems they took more than the energy from the White Crest to raise their army. They took it from the land itself.”
“You do not think it was on the whim of the Eastern Dark, then?” Baas asked, and Kole shrugged. 
“The way Rane told it, he’d have done it soon enough. Seems things got ahead of him. He wasn’t ready to start his war in earnest.”
“The War of Sages,” Baas said, shaking his head. While Kole felt a cold bitterness at the mention, the Rockbled seemed to feel only resignation. He looked at Kole and tossed his head back toward the mending caravan. “You think stopping the others will stop his war?”
“Once, maybe,” Kole said, his eyes glazing over. “Now, I’m not so sure. Either way, Baas, we’re going to find him by finding Rane. I’m not convinced the other Sages can be used for good. But if they can, we’ll see it done.”
“And if not?”
Kole didn’t answer, which was answer enough. 
“I’d like to meet the man who sent this,” Baas said, turning his head to look at the mountain of trees to the northeast, and Kole had no trouble catching the edge in his tone. 
“I think you will,” Kole said, feeling much the same. 
Baas nodded, but he was through talking. He stepped toward the pit and began a long, slow walk around it. Kole watched him for a time. Baas walked along the edges of the pit with a look that was as much resignation as pity. His steps were deliberate, and his eyes traced down to his mud-caked boots. It was then that he noticed the pit narrowing, seeming to close in as the Riverman walked its length from north to south and then back around the other way. With each pass, the pit shrank as Baas guided the earth over it. 
Kole shook his head, marveling. The same power he’d seen hurling stones and sections of marble floor that might as well have been boulders was now evidenced before him, gentle as a suggestion. The Rockbled were full of surprises, or perhaps it was just Baas Taldis himself. As he watched Baas pace, however, Kole could not help but wonder if his own power could be used in such a way. 
He hadn’t attempted to drain the heat from another since he’d pulled away some of the hurt from Fihn Kane’s wound in the medic tents of Hearth. He didn’t fancy the try, and couldn’t think of any reason to do so that wasn’t martial in intent. The earth was a powerful thing, full of rock and jagged edges, but it was also a fertile, gentle thing—a home for roots and the shoots they sprouted. It was full of the same nature that found its patient, aching way into the juicy bite of an apple core. 
But fire was something else entirely. It might be in the World, but Kole thought it was more a force than an element. Even the things it made were made by it and with it, but never of it. You couldn’t hold a flame. You couldn’t build with it. You could only destroy, change, make different. 
So be it. 
The rain began to relent, and Kole picked out a figure walking north, east of the hill that jutted up from the ground there. He squinted, and his eyes widened when he saw the long, dark hair and ungainly silver bow that marked her. 
He whirled back toward the caravan and saw that Iyana had moved from her place next to the wagon. She was now tending to the horses as the other Faeykin spread out among the wounded. 
Kole sighed and set into a jog after Linn, Shifa following on his heels with an excited bark. The hound caught up to her first as she bent to retrieve something from the ground. She stood and held it up to the sky, letting the rain do its work to reveal the shining shaft beneath, the arrowhead still razor-sharp and gleaming. 
“Feeling better?”
She turned toward him, brows drawing together at first and then, seeing his concern, softening. “Much. Thank You.”
Kole took a step closer and held his hand out for the shaft. She eyed it before handing it over, and Kole turned it, inspecting. It was impossibly light, made from a single piece of metal. There were no seams to betray its making and no scorches to betray its flight through Misha’s flames. 
“This is the one?” Kole asked. He looked up as Linn turned to offer a look at the two slung across her back, hung at an angle that made them look more like throwing javelins than arrows. 
“That’s the one.”
“Impressive. Isn’t it strange that we never heard of these weapons in the early conflicts of the Valley, when the Emberfolk were fighting with the men and women of the Fork?”
“I thought the same thing,” Linn said. Kole gave the arrow back, and she tucked it into its wrapped sleeve with the others. “Turns out it was a personal creation of the man who died on the ridge. The elder Rockbled.”
“It must have taken him a long time.”
“Years of trying and failing. Baas’s grandfather told him he was obsessed with making something of the earth that he could use eternally, so that he’d only have to take these three and nothing more. No hurled stones, no opened scars. He was a strange one, even for one of the Rivermen.”
“An arrow that needs to be retrieved each time it’s shot,” he said, shaking his head. He looked down at Shifa. “Perhaps we can teach her to help on that account.” The hound looked up at him with uncommon intelligence, head tilted. “We’re all strange in our own way,” Kole said. He said it with a smile when he realized how it might sound, and Linn rewarded him with a fainter sort of the same. 
“What was his name?” Kole asked.
“Ka,” she said. 
“Ka.” Kole tested it and nodded. “As simple and straight as the arrows he left you.”
“He didn’t leave them for me,” Linn said, looking guilty. 
“He left them,” Kole said. “And you picked them up. His people saw that. That’s why they insisted you keep them, and we’re all glad you have. I’m not sure there’s another arrow the World over that could sustain the flight you just sent that one on.”
Kole looked skyward, and Linn followed his gaze. The clouds were thinning, now. 
“Is this you?” he asked, continuing to look up as she looked at him, surprised. “We may as well speak plain, Linn.” He met her eyes, unflinching. 
“What of the others?” 
“They’ll be along.”
She eyed him for a time before she sighed. 
“A little, I think,” she said, and Kole thought she sounded honest. “I felt the beginnings of a storm, but it was hours off. I think I just gave it a nudge, or it gave me one.”
Kole nodded, looking up into the sky once more. 
“We’ve both got a storm about us.”
He met her eyes again and saw the concern there. 
“But we control it,” Kole said. 
He might have said it as much to convince himself as to convince her, but she nodded along, grave, brows drawn up as if she needed it to be true. 
“We will,” she said. 
Kole turned back toward the caravan, which was looking less sorry and more sure by the minute. A jagged scar now ran alongside it, Baas stamping over the last of the earth he’d sewn over the sorry beasts like a quilt. 
“Until that time,” he said, starting off in that direction, “it’s a good thing we’ve got the folk we’ve got following us.”
“Aye to that,” Linn said. 
Kole looked behind him and caught Linn tossing one last forbidding look up at the gray skies, but she followed, and Shifa soon outstripped them both, running among the horses, which were now being arrayed into their lines before the wagons. 
Kole saw two of Talmir’s soldiers carrying a man-sized bundle wrapped in white canvas to the southeast. One of them had a spade slung across her back. Baas caught sight of them as well and made as if to follow, then held himself back. That was work best done the old way. Kole tried to shake the thought that it would be the first of many white-wrapped bundles to be buried outside of the Valley. Judging by Linn’s look—both at the diggers and at the caravan of which her sister was a part—she was thinking along the same lines
The wagon the man had been driving was already back on its feet, so to speak, with a team working over a split wheel well. Creyath was sitting stock-still and rigid on his black charger, facing the northeast, a silent sentinel Kole was glad to have along. 
“That’s the hill, then,” Linn said. 
Kole looked to his right, where a great shelf of half-crumbled earth rose from the ground, the result of some great and long-ago collision from below. On their side of it, the earth was dark enough to appear black, rich and fertile, though all the plants were gone. On the other side, the land dropped away onto a shelf that stretched far beyond his vision, but even he could see the cracks spreading like a spider‘s web. 
“Seems to be,” Kole said. He looked back across his left shoulder, toward the towering trees of the Emerald Road. Their road. “It certainly looks empty compared to where we’re going.” He looked back at Linn, but she was still staring across the cracked plateau to the west. “That may be a good thing.”
“Not if they hope to get anything out of it,” Linn said, and Kole was taken aback by her tone. 
“We’ve chosen our path,” Kole said. “I don’t like hers any more than you do, but Iyana has proven herself to be capable—more capable than either of us, in many ways.”
“And what is she going to do with that in the deserts?”
“You know,” Kole said. “At least, you know what she’s after. Same as Captain Caru.”
“We don’t know anything about the Sage of the deserts,” Linn said. She sounded as desperate as a clinging mother. “Only claims made by a mad Ember King.”
“You’re starting to sound a bit like me,” Kole said. He smirked, but Linn wasn’t in a jesting mood. “Besides, we know less than nothing about any of them.”
He took a step toward her, and she stood her ground, her lips a narrow line. 
“Let’s not forget whose idea this was, Linn,” he said, his ire rising a bit. “To seek out the Sages as friend first rather than enemy.”
Linn didn’t respond, only looked to the ground, jaw working. 
“I’m afraid,” she said. 
“I am too. But we need to use that fear to guide us, not hold us back.”
Kole turned and swept his hand out to encompass the whole vastness, taking in the trees to the northeast, the plains to the west and the ridges they’d crawled out of to the south. 
“You can see much farther than me,” he said. “I’d guess you can even see the dunes beyond those western shelves. But you can’t see the future, Linn. None of us can, on the whole, but Iyana is one of the few who has a piece of it. It might be an impression. It might be little more than intuition. But she’s got it and we don’t, and whatever it is, it’s pulling her into the deserts.”
Linn raised her chin and met his eyes, her own watering but starting to clear, and Kole’s look softened. 
“We have to believe in the power of the World, Linn,” he said. “We have to believe we hold it for a reason. We Landkist.”
He looked behind her, picking out Iyana’s shining silver hair. She was walking alongside Sen, the tall man who might have been the brother she’d never had, based on appearances. 
“I have to believe it,” he said.
Linn looked back toward the northeast, toward the forest on its sprawling plateau. Kole followed her look as she turned, scanning every horizon until she settled back on the dry lands to the west. 
She tossed her head back toward the north, and Kole followed. 
“There’s a village there,” she said. “Beneath the first great rise before the plateau. Can you see it?”
“No,” Kole said, eyes straining. 
He saw the black, rolling hills turn to those that were a little taller farther north, those with a scattering of green atop them. There were hills that stretched up, growing longer and steeper until they flattened out again at the base of the first copse that might as well have been a wall of timber built by giants. There were valleys, and, as the ground rose, there were slabs of gray and brown stone jutting up. They looked like boulders from this distance, but Kole knew they were closer in size to the white cliffs of Hearth. 
“Where?”
“Below the last rise,” she said, unblinking. “There’s no movement. Could be burned out or dead, a part of the army sent against us. But I don’t think so.”
“What makes you say that?” Kole asked, still searching. He thought he saw, now. It was like a cluster of shells on a long-forgotten beach. 
“The fields around it are green. At least, greener than everything else in the vicinity. And the fields beyond them are freshly turned, brown and red with new clay. There’s recent farming being done there.”
Kole nodded slowly, and it morphed into an even slower shake. 
“Amazing,” he said, looking back at her. “To see so far.”
She looked troubled and blinked, the black specks in her eyes growing like a cat’s before she squeezed her eyes shut and held up a hand to her temple. When she opened them, he saw the eyes he knew so well, and the concern he’d never before seen as clearly, even in the deepest parts of the Dark Months. 
“What’s the matter, Linn?” he asked. 
“I can see that village as clearly as you can see the ground beneath you,” she said. “I can see the firewood stacked beside the barn, the patches in the roof nearest us.” She nodded beyond the western hill, toward the brown-yellow expanse that made Kole feel small just to look at. “All I can see out there is dust. Dust, as far as an eagle’s eyes can see, and on the far horizon, there are no mountains. No rolling hills or valleys. Only piles of dust that must be dunes, and more piles beyond them.”
She looked at Kole. “It’s a land of death,” she said. “How could we have come from there? And why would we ever go back?”
Kole looked to the west, shook his head and turned back. He raised a hand and flexed his heat, and the air above his palm swirled and turned milky as the sweat in his pores turned to vapor. He was a far cry from wielding the fire with his body as a blade like T’Alon Rane could, but he was getting there, slowly but surely.
“They tell me this is a gift,” Kole said. Linn watched the milky vapor mix, swirl and rise before Kole pulled it down again, molding it into a sphere with wisps and tails. “But, some days, all it feels like is destruction. Not death. Not even pain. Just annihilation. Oblivion, through and through.”
Linn swallowed, and Kole pulled his hand away, letting the mist rise and dissipate, curling and unfurling like a leaf above the salt lake of their home. 
“The truth is,” he said, looking back, “it is what you make it. The fire can be used to burn, and it can be used to heal. It can be a force of destruction or a force to make something old into something new.”
He looked back to Linn. She had that suspicious expression Iyana wore better, since she wore it more often. 
“This came from the deserts,” Kole said. “It may be a gift or a curse, but it’s the heart of our people.” He pointed behind him without turning. “Beyond those dunes and beneath all that dust is the heart of the Emberfolk. The spirit that stretches back to a time before the Sages. Before the fire was called up by the First Keeper. But it was in our blood the whole time.”
He reached out with the same hand, and Linn took it. She didn’t wince at the heat. She never had. 
“The desert will remember us,” Kole said, “If Talmir, Iyana and the others even get back a piece of what we were, it will have been worth it.”
“But why?” Linn asked, and Kole could tell she hated asking. “Are we really the Emberfolk anymore, or just a folk with a few Embers a generation from burning out?”
She clearly regretted that the moment she said it, and Kole would have been lying to himself if he didn’t admit it stung. But he smiled at her nonetheless and tried to mean it. After a space of moments, he did, and he saw her exhale. 
“You and I have seen enough of battle that we’re not ones for prophecy,” Kole said. “We’re jaded beyond our years.” He looked back at the caravan. “But not all of them are. Iyana, Sen and the Faeykin. Some of Talmir’s youngest soldiers, like the boy Jakub back in Hearth.” His gaze swiveled to take in Creyath sitting silent and watchful on his steed. “Even Mit’Ahn, I think, harbors that secret hope.”
“What hope is that?” Linn asked. 
“The hope of a future where fire like mine is used for building instead of fighting,” Kole said, surprising himself as he said it. “We don’t know how the Landkist are born,” he continued. “We only think we do. But maybe they’re right. Maybe the desert will take us back. Give us the power to make the future what we want it to be.”
“And what of us?” Linn asked. “What are we doing to that end?”
“We’re warriors,” Kole said. “Jenk, Misha, Baas Taldis. We’re all fighters, and we’re going to pave a road to that future.”
“Whether we’re the ones to walk it or not,” Linn finished. 
“It won’t come easily. And it won’t come without a cost,” Kole said. “But we have your light to guide us.” She looked taken aback, but he pressed on. “No matter your questions and your doubts, you’re the light I’m following, and if the others are following me, they’re only following an image. You could see a future with the Sages I couldn’t, Linn. Maybe you’re wrong. Maybe you’re right. Either way, we’ll keep those questions in mind and see what answers we find on the road.”
Kole regarded her. He thought to say something else but held his tongue. 
“Aye to that,” Kole said, and Shifa yipped beside him, keen to rejoin the group. 
Kole and Linn let the hound take the lead. She didn’t hesitate, sprinting off and startling the horses that had only just been arranged back into formation. He looked behind them, toward the mountain of trees to the north and the great plateau stretching out beyond it. How far did it go if even Linn couldn’t see the end?
He glanced to the west as well, frowning as he abandoned the idea of trying to penetrate those swirling clouds of dust.
“I hope they’ve brought enough water,” Kole said as they reached the lead riders. 
“That woman,” Linn tossed behind her. “Rain, was it? The Captain’s woman took care of the supplies. They should have plenty to get them through lean times.”
“Not to worry,” a voice said from behind them. They turned to see the Captain himself walking with reins in hand, leading his mount through the unplanned camp. He must have circled around just as they’d come in. “I’ve been assured that there are lakes as far as the eye can see beneath the surface of the sands, no salt in them.” 
He said it with a smile, and Kole reflected it while Linn only stared, unsure how to proceed. They found themselves before the lead wagon, and Talmir looked past them. They followed his gaze and saw Baas wiping the mud from his hands as he stepped away from the wheel well of the wagon that had tipped, nodding satisfactorily as a woman—one of Talmir’s soldiers—clapped him on the back in good humor. 
“Lose anything?” Kole asked. 
“Nothing, believe it or not,” the Captain said. “The middle carriage had linens and meat—nothing that a tip and tumble would risk.”
Linn noticed something behind him and nodded in that direction, and he turned to see Sen and the other Faeykin clustered together in a group. Of the lot, only Sen seemed to have expended anything close to a serious amount of energy. Another woman handed him a wooden cup, and he drank greedily. Kole had seen him working over the driver of the middle cart, a lost cause if ever there was one. 
Talmir turned back with a shrug and a smirk of his own. 
“The Faeykin are soldiers in my book,” he said. “They fight something much worse than anything I’ve ever raised a sword against. I can say that much.”
Linn’s brow furrowed, and Kole asked the question. 
“What would that be?”
“Death itself,” Talmir said as if it were obvious. 
The Captain released his mount and moved past them to lean against the front bench of the lead wagon, the horses shifting nervously. 
“I only ask you two because you both seem to have been at the heart of everything these last weeks,” he said. “In this case, I may have a better guess than you, but I’d still like to know yours.” He looked at each of them in turn. “What was that? Some work of the Eastern Dark, or exactly what I think it was?”
Linn looked at Kole, who turned back reflexively toward the trees to the north. He turned back and met the Captain’s stare.
“I’d say your guess is as good as mine,” Kole said. “And I’d say your guess is the warrior from the Emerald Road. The Landkist who rode into Hearth astride a bear the likes of which the Valley had never seen before.”
Talmir was nodding along. “It seems an impossibility for him to affect the mood of an entire herd, never mind a flock at the same time. Then again, he sent these very horses into a mad stampede when he visited the city.” He shook his head and spat, straightening from the side of the wagon. “Still. To be up against something like that, and in there.”
He nodded toward the distant trees. “You could build a city fit for Titans with those timbers,” he said. “It may be the Bright Days, but I wonder if the Dark Kind even bother trying to penetrate the shadows beneath those branches.” He looked back at them. “You think he’s in there?”
“Closer, I’d guess,” Linn said. 
“Either way, Captain Caru,” Kole said. “He’s our problem now, and we mean to make ourselves his.”
Talmir nodded, but he regarded Kole with an expression that fought a battle between concern and suspicion. “You know he’s probably the least of your concerns in there,” the Captain said after a time. 
Kole turned to Linn, who was already looking at him, brows drawn. He looked back to the Captain. “We’re well aware of what we may face,” he said. 
“We’re counting on it,” Linn added, a bit of the fire in her tone that Kole had kept from his own. 
“Are you?” Talmir asked. He looked from one to the other. “Are we making war on all the Sages or trying to find out which is which and who is whom?”
It seemed a profoundly stupid question to Kole until he realized whom it had been directed at. He swallowed as the acid burned in his gut. Talmir didn’t trust him. Rather, he didn’t trust his path. Not completely. Kole couldn’t entirely say he blamed him, not after the battle he’d waged in the White Crest’s keep. Still, he had been on the right side in that one, all things considered. He would be in the next. 
“I know who our enemy is,” Kole said, trying in vain to keep the edge from his tone. 
“Our enemy,” Talmir said, emphasizing the first word. “Our enemy. Don’t forget that.” He looked around him, and Kole and Linn followed his gaze as it swept over the whole of the company—some two score and more. All Emberfolk but for one. 
“T’Alon Rane pointed us to the Emerald Road,” Linn said. 
“Why do you think that is?” Talmir asked. There was an edge in his tone, and Kole was near to calling it out when the Captain sighed and settled back. “Forgive me,” he said. “Trying times all around.”
“Not nearly as trying as they have been, and recently,” Linn said. 
He shrugged. “I suppose you’re right.” He looked at her, considering. “When it comes to matters of the Sages,” he said, looking at Kole, “it seems few of us can keep cool heads.”
“Sages on your mind?” Linn pressed, and Kole shot her a look that she summarily ignored.
“It’s no secret what I’m after in the deserts,” Talmir said. “We’ve all heard stories of the Sage of the Wastes, and the bit you got from Rane was enough to make the trip worthwhile. Whatever else we may or may not glean from it comes secondary to learning what he’s all about, if he’s still there.”
“Powers like theirs linger,” Kole said. 
“That they do,” Talmir said, eyeing Linn. 
She shifted under that stare, and Kole felt her discomfort as clearly as the light mist that fizzled on contact with his skin. 
“Rane means to stamp them out,” Talmir said more than asked. He looked to Kole. “Which means the Eastern Dark means it.” 
“We don’t know what the Eastern Dark means to do,” Kole said. “But we mean to find out, and Rane is the key.”
Talmir did not look convinced. “Why do they make war on one another?”
“Who can guess?” Linn asked. 
Talmir glanced down at the long, black scabbard that hung on his waist. He sighed. “My father certainly wielded this blade in times more bloody and less proud. Say what you will of the Dark Kind. At least we didn’t choose to fight them.”
Kole thought to add that they hadn’t chosen to fight, either—not the last time, but he held his tongue. 
“It seems the lot of us have nothing but questions for questions.” Talmir laughed sardonically. 
“Questions are good enough for me.”
The speaker was Misha Ve’Gah. She had come around from the other side of the cart, leading her horse by the bridle. 
“Questions are roads,” she continued, meeting Talmir’s eyes before nodding to Linn and Kole. “And roads lead to endings.”
Talmir shrugged, and Misha carried on, tossing a wink at Kole as she did. 
“In any event,” Talmir said, extending his hand toward Kole, “I do hope our roads meet again soon, and with plenty more answers than questions to share between us.”
Kole extended his own hand, and they grasped one another around the wrist. He didn’t flare. Not now, but Talmir looked at him, and Kole swallowed under his scrutiny. Whatever he saw in Kole’s amber eyes seemed to appease him. He blinked and looked away, releasing Kole. 
“They’d better meet,” Linn said, extending her hand, which Talmir took in a bit of a fluster. “You’ve got my sister with you.” 
The Captain let loose a small laugh, but Linn’s eyes caught him and held him. The breeze picked up, and not one of them thought it a coincidence. 
“You have my word,” Talmir said. “So long as there’s blood in my veins, there will be in hers.”
“Good,” Linn said. “You may not be an Ember, Captain Caru. You may not be Landkist. Hell, you’re not a whole host of things.”
Kole shook his head. 
“But what you are,” Linn continued, “is extremely difficult to kill, all told.” She gave his wrist a final squeeze. “Keep it that way.”
They left Captain Talmir. Rather, he left them, moving on to make the final checks for the second time that day. Kole and Linn moved through the caravan, which had been arranged tighter than before, with less space between the riders. 
As he nodded at the passing faces, Kole noted the range of emotions playing out on all of them: some were nervous, while others had the stern countenance Kole had grown up seeing set into the faces of the defenders along the timber walls of Last Lake. He supposed his own face mirrored that look on plenty of occasions. It was an unfortunate mold the people of the Valley had grown into. 
They reached the back of the caravan without sharing a word between them and gazed south, which was closer now than it would be for some time to come. The peaks that had sheltered them—or kept them—for generations looked black to him, then jagged, cold and forbidding. He supposed they had always appeared that way. It was strange that such a sight could appear to be a cage from the outside even as it seemed to be a nest on the inside. 
Kole smirked, and Linn regarded him. 
“Strange,” Kole said. He meant to say more, and Linn waited for him to, but nothing else came out.
“It all looks strange until you know it,” Linn said after a time. “And even when you know it, it looks strange when you look at it from another angle.” She turned to the north, staring through the two-rowed caravan and over the line of wagons to the lone hill that might well have been a boundary splitting east from west. 
“Guess we’d better work on making it familiar, then,” Kole said.
They both stood there for a time, reluctant. 
“Now, for the easy part,” Kole said, and Linn laughed without mirth.
They walked between the rows of horses together, soldiers eyeing them or else nodding in deference, and for the first time in a long time, Kole noted that they were affording more attention to Linn than him. 
Karin found them near the front, and, seeing the direction they were headed, tossed a look at Kole and began to walk toward the jagged hill, Shifa close on his heels. They passed the Captain, who wheeled his horse around and began shouting the orders to make ready. 
“You should go with him,” Linn said, almost absently. “Speak with him.”
She was looking at Iyana and the other Faeykin, who were speaking in a group that had quickly become a separate thing from the rest of the party. Jenk was nearby, adding in his opinions where they weren’t asked for, but Iyana was taking it well, smiling lightly and nodding along. 
And the tall one with hair more white than silver spoke the least but garnered the most attention. It wasn’t mistrust Kole felt toward the man; rather, it was the opposite, and that was reason enough to look twice. There was a power to that one that he kept well-hidden. Kole knew the look: the way a smile was strained, the slow boil of patience stretched far beyond breaking but too thin to snap. 
“Your father is not going with them?” 
It was a low voice, and Kole turned around to see Baas looming. He was staring off in the direction Karin had gone, watching him climb the jagged hill with impressive speed—even outstripping the hound that was trying to keep up.
“He is First Runner of Last Lake,” Kole said. “He’ll catch up with the rest.”
“Karin Reyna is a man more concerned with seeing what’s behind than what’s ahead,” Linn said. She said it a little less absently than before, and though it did not seem intentional, it was no less profound because of it, or perhaps more so. 
“It’s ahead for us,” Kole said. “Ahead and then back around again.”
She smiled, but it grew tight enough to come close to tearing as Iyana’s green eyes swiveled toward them. She was caught in the midst of a laugh, but it passed out of her like a ghost as she saw them. 
Linn tossed her head toward the lone hill, and Iyana stood, wiping the black earth from her britches and only serving to smear it like ash. 
Kole turned toward Baas. “The hill slopes down to the east,” he said. “Take the others and meet us at the bottom.” 
The Riverman regarded him stoically. “Closure is a powerful thing,” Baas said. “And it’s a thing best taken when it’s in front of you. Go. We will wait, just as those great trees to the north will.”
Kole nodded and moved off. His horse pawed the ground as he approached, and Kole rubbed her on the nose. 
“I’ve come to relieve you of my small burden,” he said lightly, untying the lone pack from the saddle. He shouldered it, the black armor rattling inside. “Enjoy it while you can. I’m sure they’ll find plenty to replace it with.”
“Safe travels, Reyna.”
Kole turned to see Captain Talmir looking down at him, his own horse stamping as if it was ready to leave then and there. Creyath brought his along behind, meeting Kole’s amber eyes with those burnt oranges.
“For you,” the Ember said, his moon-white smile spreading. “Not for those you seek.”
Talmir regarded the Second Keeper with an amused expression before turning back to Kole. “Kole’s is a mission of peace,” he said. “It’s up to the Sages, Ember Kings and Landkist of the wider world to make it an easy thing to bring.”
Kole turned toward the north. “I’ll send Ve’Ran with my father,” he said, waving behind him as he slung his pack over the opposite shoulder. “They’ll catch up.”
“Given the run we’ve just put these beasts through, we’re not in any rush to duplicate the effort,” Talmir called after him. 
With that, their exchange was done, and Kole knew it might be the last. He heard the Captain bellowing his orders, though they had already been followed. He heard the creak and crack of wood as the axles swiveled beneath the wagons, the drivers bidding their horses turn them westward.
He did not turn around, but rather watched the Ve’Ran sisters as they made their way up an easier path than the one Karin had chosen. Shifa was waiting at the top, wagging her tail and barking excitedly.
Kole heard voices to the east and turned to see Baas leading Jenk and Misha around the other side of the spur. Jenk was speaking with the Riverman; rather, he was speaking to him and Baas was allowing him to, while Misha eyed Kole with a strange expression before switching to look up at the growing group atop the mound separating east from west. 
Linn and Iyana had gained the top, Shifa’s white-tipped tail disappearing from the lip of the crumbling ledge as they moved to the western edge. 
When he was nearly at the base of the slope, Kole put some heat into his legs and got a running start. Just as he was about to hit the face of packed earth, he launched himself skyward and hit the side, hands out and boot tips jabbing into the soft underbelly beneath the crust that had been baked in the sun. He started to climb, sending a miniature avalanche of dirt, rock and rubble to the ground below him. 
He felt the eyes of the caravan on his back as he made Karin’s similar effort look like moving poetry by comparison, but he was smiling as his fingers dug grooves into the flat shelf at the top. He was damp and steaming by the time he heaved himself over the lip, and Shifa greeted him with her tongue. 
“You’ll send him to his death, girl,” Karin called over, and the hound’s concentration broke, allowing Kole to push her away and finish his climb. 
He looked up to see Iyana reaching down for him and allowed her to help him up.
“Not so far to fall,” she said with a smile. “Still, I’m a little too tired to sew bones back together in the state I’m in.”
“Embers land lightly,” Kole said easily.
Iyana rolled her eyes and moved back to the edge, where Linn was standing shoulder-to-shoulder with Karin. Kole walked up beside his father while Iyana rejoined Linn, and the four of them followed the trundling wagons as they picked a path down the slow incline to the cracked lands below the rise. The earth turned from brown-black to red down that way, and in the middle distance, Kole noted the rainbow effect as the plates of dirt went from red to speckled yellow and back again before ending in a sandy rush in the far west. It was disorienting to look upon, the cracks and small fissures acting as an illusion of movement as the mist from the drifting clouds wafted over the whole of it. 
“The wider World,” Kole said, trying to inject a sense of marvel into his voice that he did not entirely feel. 
Karin eyed him while the sisters stayed silent. 
“A piece of it,” Karin said, turning back to the west. “It looks empty to us, coming from a Valley so full of life as to feel suffocating at times.”
“To me,” Kole said. “And to Mother. But never you.”
He said it as a statement of fact, and Karin shrugged. 
“They say the World becomes smaller as you move across its lands, but I’ve found the opposite to be true. Each brook leads to a river, and each river to a lake. Follow the questing fingers that come off of those, and you’re likely to find an ocean, but not before you pass through all the lands those fingers feed, and all the creatures making their lives within.”
“It looks empty,” Kole said. 
“No doubt it appears more so than your own road,” Karin allowed. “Still, appearances can be deceiving.” 
Iyana turned a look that seemed more nervous than excited their way, and Karin favored her with a reassuring one. 
“Full is always better than empty, Iyana. A land that is full is a land with much to offer.” He looked back out over the cracked plateau, his own eyes working to penetrate the dunes on the other side—a vain effort, even for Linn. “There is plenty in the desert, even if it comes in the form of enough.”
“Makes you wonder how bad it was,” Kole said, staring off into the distance. The others turned to regard him. “The press of the Eastern Dark. It must have been suffocating indeed to drive our people from their obsidian halls.”
Karin shrugged. “Perhaps,” he said. “But, then, the promise of somewhere new is alluring enough, no matter the circumstances. We chose to run the first time. We chose to stand and fight them in the Valley.”
“It wasn’t our choice the first time,” Kole said, a hint of that ever-present bitterness returning. He tried to swallow it like water, but it went down like acid. “Didn’t have a choice the next time.”
“Now, we do,” Iyana said, her voice so firm and commanding that Kole at first took it for Linn’s. 
He turned to the younger Ve’Ran and found those emeralds boring into him. He smiled. “Yes,” he said. “Now we do.”
“What do you hope to find in the north, Kole Reyna?” she asked him. 
He was taken aback at first, the question seeming out of place in the company. And then he met the brown eyes of his father and the steely gray-greens of Linn and thought himself foolish for worrying. 
“I could say I was searching for peace,” Kole said. He turned and looked out toward the Emerald Road. Though he could not see it, he imagined the pathways twisting beneath trunks that made the great elder roots of the Valley forests seem like worms by comparison. “In truth, I’m after T’Alon Rane, and I’m after him so I can get my hands—rather, my blades—into the Eastern Dark.” 
He looked at each of them in turn, settling on Iyana last. 
“I’m not looking for peace,” he said. “But I can tell you true that I’m searching for the desire of it.”
Iyana looked into him, then, and Kole felt the prickle of her probe, intentional or otherwise. She seemed to flinch when his look changed, and her pale cheeks colored in shame. She looked away, back out toward the wind-swept shelves. 
“The fire is vengeance, Kole, and you think the Eastern Dark is the end of it,” she said. 
Karin’s face worked over myriad emotions that Kole was too familiar with to dwell on, for fear of the hurt that came with it. 
“He won’t be.” She looked at him again, eyes flashing, so he knew there was more than supposition in her words. “But he is at the end of wherever you’re going, as is Rane.” She looked at the ground beneath them. “As is Linn.” 
“I would hope so,” Linn said, craning around to draw her sister’s attention. “I am going with him, after all.” 
She winked at Kole, but he saw the concern there. Iyana hadn’t reacted, the barest ghost of a smile playing across her face before those emeralds focused on Linn. 
For an instant, it seemed to Kole that the two were not sisters in that moment, but rather a Faeykin studying a woman with the sight of a Sage and all the power that came with it. 
Linn must have felt it as well. She shifted.
“And you, Linn?” Iyana asked. “What do you seek in the north?”
Linn wore an amused expression until three pairs of eyes—four, if you included the sometimes-attention of Shifa—looked at her as if no answer had ever mattered more. 
“I seek myself,” she said, and it seemed that she had surprised herself with the answer. Perhaps there was something in that emerald stare that brought out truths kept buried beneath the surface. “Maybe we can do some real good, or else find someone else who can. Sages or otherwise, there are powers in the World that seek to dominate, to control. I’ll turn those back like stray leaves on the wind.”
Linn looked to Kole. “And if we find no allies, and if the World and all its powers disappoint us and prove our vengeful hearts right, then I’ll make damn sure none of it follows us back.” 
Iyana looked a little unsettled at that, but Karin laughed an easy laugh. Despite his seeming despondence, he was a calming presence. He always had been, and Kole felt a pang.
“There are too many of us going to the desert to ascribe a collective goal,” Karin said. He looked down at the caravan, which had snaked its way into the subtle basin and was covering ground at a steady pace, passing over the imagined shelves and exposing them as nothing more than a single sheet of earth with shallow scars. “If the desert chooses to bestow its fire once again for our effort—if the sands take us back and bring us a new generation of guardians to rival you few, I expect it won’t be in my lifetime.”
He looked down as Shifa nudged him, passing his callused hands through her fur. 
“I know Captain Talmir wishes to find the power to help where he can,” he said. “If you lot aren’t quite enough to settle that scourge back into his lands, perhaps an old enemy of his can.”
“The trouble is,” Kole said, “enemies don’t always remain enemies where that one’s concerned.”
Linn turned Iyana by the shoulder and embraced her. There were no tears, but such a fierceness of love that it nearly brought one to Kole’s eye. 
“Go with my love, Iyana,” Linn said. “Go with my pride.”
“You’re in the wind, now,” Iyana said into her sister’s shirt. “I don’t think I could get away from you if I tried.”
Karin and Kole shared an embrace less emotional but no less affecting because of it. 
“She’s in you, Kole,” Karin said softly enough that the others could not hear. “The fire of Sarise A’zu is a thing woken by the World, not born of it. You’ve got it, and all that goes along with it.” He pushed Kole to arm’s length. “Ninyeva used to say there was a second fire in you, a deeper one that hides just below the first. Be careful when you let it out. Be careful what catches.”
With that, he turned and started toward the southern lip of the ledge, Shifa twining between father and son, unsure where to go and beginning to issue her whines because of it. 
Iyana approached Kole, and Linn left some space between them, looking toward the northeast and likely trying to pick out their companions between the hill and the sprawling plateau. 
“I hope we’ll see you before the end of your road,” Iyana said as Kole enveloped her. “Let the fire sleep if you can.”
Kole wasn’t exactly sure what she meant. He thought to press, but the caravan was getting farther out. 
“There’s plenty more in your own power than you know, little Yani,” he said. “Make sure you’re the one to tease it out. You don’t have the Faey Mother with you any longer. You need to be your own guide. Keep them centered. Keep them straight out there among the dunes.”
They separated then, and Linn walked Iyana to where Karin was waiting. Kole watched them go, watched as they said their final goodbyes, and watched as they disappeared over the slope to the south. 
Linn walked back toward him, and he could see the need dripping off her to turn. She didn’t. 
Together, and with Shifa circling the crest of the hill, they walked to the eastern ridge and picked out the matchstick that was Misha’s emblazoned spear. 
“Never one for subtlety, is she?” Linn said. 
“You may come to appreciate that,” Kole replied, “depending on what we run into out there.”
“In there,” Linn corrected, peering into the distant trees. 
“Shall we?” Kole asked, much to Shifa’s delight, and the hound tore off down the rise in the direction of the small band of Landkist. 
“Kole,” Linn said, grabbing him by the arm before he could follow. 
“What is it?” he asked, concerned. She had a look like pleading. 
“We’re going after Rane, right? Rane and the Eastern Dark.”
“Yes,” he said, and he said it firmly. 
Linn nodded slowly. She looked as if she wanted to say more.
“He could have killed me in the throne room, Linn,” Kole said. 
“You don’t know that he wouldn’t have.” 
Kole shrugged and looked back toward the southern peaks for a final time, imagining the red-tipped citadel in its cloister of black spurs. He remembered feeling the cold marble beneath his palms as the King of Ember stood over him. He remembered the ice spreading through his veins. And he remembered it stopping, ceasing its deathly march before it reached his heart, and before Linn put the storm into the one who had wielded it.
“Rane is lost, Linn,” Kole said. “But not in the way we might have thought. He’s casting matches in the dark.”
“And we’re following,” Linn said, uneasy. 
“Aye. We’re following.” He looked at her, calm as the air around them. “We’re all strangers in these lands, Linn. Rane is no different. It’s time we introduced ourselves.”
Linn smiled at that, and Kole felt the breeze pick up. As it did, his heat swelled momentarily. She felt it and blushed because of it. There was a thrill in the possibility, both of the road ahead of them and in the power flowing without the one and within the other. 
“After you, Linn. Sage of the Southern Vale.”
She chuckled. “I like that … from you.” Her brows shot a warning. “Ember Prince.”
“No,” he said with a laugh of his own. He followed her down the eastern rise. Shifa was waiting at the bottom, impatient. “Not in front of the others.”




A feeling of wrongness had dogged them since leaving the Valley, but Linn thought it had been covered somewhat by the companionship the caravan afforded. 
Now that they had split off from the others, that feeling had intensified into a steady drum, a drill boring into the back of her skull that bade her turn back. 
As she stood on the lone hill separating the rolling black hills of the east with the cracked yellow plains of the west, she had watched her sister depart. Iyana did not so much as glance behind her the whole way. Her bearing was straight, and Linn could still spot the dirt stains on her trousers long after Iyana should have been nothing but a smudge against the horizon. 
She had scanned the plains from south to north and back again, and had even gazed as far beyond the wagons as she could. There were no herds of horned beasts there, no birds flying against both wind and sense. 
The forested plateau loomed ahead. It was a strange land, and one Linn did not think was entirely natural in its formation. The ground, which was soft and seemingly fertile to the south, rose onto a series of rocky hillocks farther north before coming up against a sheer rise half the height of the ridges they’d left behind them. 
The trees that grew atop it were an odd mix, spaced far enough apart before thickening deeper in. Farther back, the ground rose, the deeper forest seeming impenetrable, its growth close and stifling. 
“Forgive me if it’s a foolish question,” Jenk started, filling a silence that had spread as thin as the air around them. Misha tossed him a look that suggested she would do no such thing, while Baas regarded him from the other side, nodding for him to continue. Jenk smiled at the Riverman and turned to Linn and Kole as he walked. 
“It’s called the Emerald Road,” he said. “Do you think that’s a literal term?” 
“All names come from somewhere,” Baas rumbled, and the others shrugged as if it were answer enough. Jenk echoed the movement and looked toward the north again, toward the trees whose shifting leaves were shimmering in the dying rays of the afternoon sun like so many jewels. 
Linn traced down to the village they had seen from atop the western rise and were now nearly upon. She had been searching for signs of life and had seen nothing throughout their walk. No smoke rising from the thatch roofs and no children dashing across the wide avenues that ran between the few buildings the settlement boasted. 
“To live in such a place,” Jenk said with a shake. 
“I don’t think it was always like this,” Kole said, and the others turned to regard him. “Matter of fact, I don’t think it was like this a month past.” He tossed his head. “Look at the ground. The soil’s as rich as the ash that coats it. Plenty of rain, too, judging by the land ahead of us. I’ve never seen as stark a contrast as that between the western plains and the ground we’re on now. And then there’re those boughs up ahead.”
“You think the Dark Hearts did all this?” Jenk asked.
“The Corrupted came from somewhere.” Kole nodded toward the ghost settlement. “I reckon the husks and skeletons of homes we’ve passed since entering this land offered their fair share, and I’m guessing they didn’t offer it freely.”
“A strange land, no doubting,” Baas said, and Misha laughed without mirth. 
“What would any of us know of it?” the Ember said. “We’re desert children raised in a southern Valley at the edge of the World.”
A hint of movement drew Linn’s attention. At first, she thought it was a hand reaching up out of the ground like something out of a lurid nightmare, pale fingers questing, knotted and gnarled. And then she heard a voice carry on the air. It was a light voice carried with the air of a child’s lungs. 
The pale shape resolved into the form of a cat, and the voice betrayed the presence of a little girl whose form broke the darkening horizon, painting a brown silhouette between the rolling hills and the steeper backdrop of the mounted forest behind her. She was wearing bedraggled clothing, and while it was unclear if the others could yet see her, they could certainly hear her, as they began tossing looks at one another and loosening their straps, scabbards and muscles as they walked. 
“No trouble,” Kole said calmly as more figures detached themselves from the bleak landscape at the girl’s back. She stood watching them approach as those behind her stood ready. 
They were wearing clothing that was well-kept despite their slumped shoulders and the gray bags hanging heavy beneath their eyes. Well-tuned leather and polished buttons held it all together in a manner that stood at odds with the ramshackle appearance of the leaning structures and twisting alleys behind them. Most of them were holding weapons, but they held them loosely, as if they were mere extensions that had become rote. Their eyes held a challenge Linn had no desire to meet.
Kole glanced worriedly at Misha as they neared the line of villagers, and Linn couldn’t help but do the same. The Ember of Hearth was as potent an ally as one could ask for, but her disposition erred on the side of burning by way of introduction. She fingered the haft of her spear, which was hanging diagonally across her back, but luckily, she kept it in place, her lips forming a tight line as some of the men twitched anxious fingers in her direction. 
Jenk had an easy enough manner about him, and Linn tried to emulate it. She even plastered a smile onto her face that she hoped appeared genuine. Judging by the grimace it elicited from the little girl in the front, who was only now being guided back by the hand of another woman—an older sister, perhaps—she was unsuccessful. 
As it turned out, it was Baas who put them most at ease. He strode forward, taking the front like the prow of a ship, the suspicious villagers nothing more than pleasant flotsam floating on a wake of his making. He stopped just far enough from them that they kept their weapons lowered. 
There was a silence that stretched. 
“You’re from the Valley.”
The speaker was a woman, middle-aged and attractive in a rugged sort of way. She had the same skin tone as the rest, lighter than the Emberfolk but a shade or two more rustic than Baas and his Rivermen. They bore the knotted muscles of farmers and the gnarled, tight-skinned hands that went along with them, but their eyes were brilliant, all different shades but giving off the impression of melting ice in the sunlight. 
Linn glanced at Jenk, whose eyes were the blue of the shells along the lake shore, a curiosity among the folk of the Valley, where most irises came in browns, ambers and—like her own—murky greens. 
She shook herself into the present and stepped forward, since Baas had taken the lead in presence only and Kole was a long time answering. 
“We are,” she said, smiling as easily as she could. 
The woman only stared, and the men beside her tightened their grips. “Never seen you out here,” she said. She nodded to Baas. “Seen his type a long time ago.”
“No, you haven’t,” a young man with sandy hair said from the left. 
They regarded him curiously while she turned a look of cold fury on him. For some reason, it made Linn feel as relaxed as she looked seeing them bicker, like a family blowing in winds not of their own making. 
“I did,” she said, probably for the hundredth time, and Linn saw the assembled eyes flash whites as they rolled in unison. As they groaned, their attention shifted away from Linn and the others, and their grips loosened on their weapons. 
“I saw them between the ridges when I was a girl,” the woman continued, and the young man only crossed his arms, glaring as much at her as he did at Baas. 
The Riverman only shrugged. “It is possible,” he said, his tone all gravel. “Before the gray cliffs fell and the black spires rose, my grandfather and his before him worked the lands of the north Valley and beyond. The River F’Rust was ours long before the rock took it back.”
All eyes turned his way but for those belonging to the folk closest to Misha. They kept theirs trained on the shifting Ember, whose fingers twitched with the nerves the others felt but did a better job covering. 
“You mean the Wizard.” A grizzled man said it, and he stepped forward. He was holding a hatchet, and of all those gathered, he seemed the only one with the will to use it. The woman laid a hand on his, and he blinked.
“Wizard?” Jenk questioned. “The White Crest, you mean.”
“A Sage, he means,” the woman said. “The Sage who brought down the mountains to our south and your north. The battle in the peaks.”
“He is dead,” Kole said, and the coldness with which he said it unsettled Linn more deeply than she would have thought possible. 
Now, their eyes turned his way, and something in those shifting ambers made them as uncomfortable as they had been when they’d first approached. Kole seemed to sense it and tried to effect a more sincere manner. It seemed to work some. 
“We saw flashes to the south,” the man said. 
“A star show!” the little girl exclaimed. She was now holding the cat, which squirmed, desperate to be free. 
“That was you,” the man said.
Linn looked at Kole, and he swallowed. 
“It was,” Linn said. 
“You fought one of the Sages,” the young, sandy-haired man said, dubious at best. “You killed one of the Sages.”
“There was no body to bury,” Baas intoned. He kept from glancing at Linn with an effort that drew some eyes her way regardless. “But know that he is dead.”
“And you count that a good thing?” the woman asked. It was difficult to tell what she thought of it.
Kole stepped forward. “Judging by what he made of these lands—rather, what another made through him—then, yes, I’d count that a good thing,” he said. 
Now, there was a silence less curious and more tense than the one before. It was wrapped in recent things, and Linn could not help but scan the planes from north to east and back south again. She could spy the shells of other homes freshly abandoned, and the small village before them seemed even more paltry because of it. 
“What do you know of it?” the grizzled man asked. He took another step forward, and Kole regarded him, unblinking. The man looked to wilt a bit under that amber stare, but he stayed rooted like the trees in the background. 
“We know plenty,” Kole said. He opened his mouth to say more but thought better of it. 
The man looked ready to explode, and then the woman—his partner, Linn guessed—placed that hand back on his own, and the inner storm quieted some. He looked at Kole with fresh eyes and scanned the rest of them the same way. The villagers at his back and to his sides watched him, some tense and others in a forlorn sort of way. 
He sighed. “They took ill,” he said, and they did not need to ask who he meant. The others looked away as he swept hand and hatchet out to encompass the blackened lands to the east. “They took ill quick. They passed, and they came up again, black as the dirt underfoot.”
“But we’ll make it green again,” the little girl said, gripping the fingers of his left hand. 
Linn could see that he had difficulty looking down at her and her mewling cat, but he gave that little hand a squeeze. Now, the resemblance was impossible to ignore, as was the gap in generations. This man had his granddaughter, but he’d lost the ones who’d made her. 
“Aye,” the woman said to her when the man didn’t answer. “The land’ll come back. It always does.”
She took the girl by the hand and pulled her gently but unerringly toward the village, and the little girl locked eyes with Linn as she left. 
Linn looked back up at the man and found him staring back. His expression shifted strangely and then caught on something like passing recognition as the breeze picked up around them and Linn worked to quiet it. 
“We lost many of ours as well,” Misha spoke up. 
The words could have been said as a challenge, but Linn didn’t think they were meant as such. The man bowed his head and nodded. 
“But you ended it?” the young man asked. 
“We shined light on a shadow,” Kole said. “And the shadow scattered. Now, we aim for the source. Now, we aim for the one who brought it.”
“The Eastern Dark,” Linn said. 
There were narrowed eyes at the mention, and Linn saw the grips tighten on the wood handles whose iron tips ranged from jagged rust to dull. The Eastern Dark was the one the Emberfolk counted as enemy above all others, but it seemed his name was far-reaching. 
“You know he brought it?” the young man asked. His eyes were intense, and Linn got the sense that he had lost as well. 
Kole’s look was answer enough, and that silenced him. 
“And whom do you seek at Center?” 
The already sparse crowd parted further to reveal a man with hair more white than gray. He was thin, but there was plenty of sinew encasing those old bones, and he leaned on what Linn at first took for a rake but now saw as a bow nearly as tall as he was. A hunter, then. 
“Center?” Jenk asked. He glanced up at gray wall of slate behind the village and the trees that dotted its top. Though great, they were paltry versions of the gargantuan boughs that rose to the north and east. 
“The plateau,” the man in front said. He studied their faces and looked almost amused at their blank reactions. “No doubt you’ve got forests where you’re from, in the Valley.”
“No doubt,” Misha said sarcastically, and the old man spat over the wood of his bow.
“Some forests,” he said disdainfully. “More woods.” He jabbed a thumb behind him. “That’s a forest. That’s the forest, far as anyone in this World’s concerned.”
“We know it as the Emerald Road,” Kole said. “To my knowledge, our people have never traveled its ways.”
“I wouldn’t doubt that,” the old man said. “More things hiding beneath the trees than the sands to the west, where the rest of your family went.”
“You might be surprised what’s hiding beneath the sands,” Misha said, taking offense, and Linn couldn’t say she blamed her. The old man seemed to hold the respect of those around him, but he was direct to the point of being abrasive. 
“What would you know of it?” he sneered, and the man in front shook his head. The old man continued, undaunted. “Your great-grandparents, maybe. The ones who ran from the sands in the first place. The ones who ran from the very enemy you claim to seek.”
“You’re old,” Linn said, taking a step forward, and then another. The villagers twitched as she did, but no one moved to intercept her as she walked to within spitting distance of the speaker. “But you’re not old enough to have witnessed that.”
He spat again, and though much of him was defined by crags and knotted scars, his eyes shone with the same icy blue bright as the rest of them, if not more so. 
“My mother saw,” he said, though he said it low. 
“And did she know what was hunting them?” Linn asked, challenging and clear. The elder shrank back, though he continued to stare daggers. “Did she know of the dark Sage who sought to turn their bright stars into comets, to smite this land and all others?”
The elder leaned forward in a way that was half-threatening, chin propped on his hands, which bit into the smooth yew of the bow, knuckles whitening. 
“Wasn’t ever any problem of ours,” he said, the accusation unmasked and open. 
Linn stared at him. She felt more than heard Kole stepping up behind her, his heat washing the back of her neck. The villagers around them felt it as well, and while Linn saw it as the comfort of a lifelong friend and ally, they could only know it as a threat. 
“Oh, but it was, my friend,” she said, her anger cooling the moment it sprouted. The old man looked at her with a mix of confusion and the very anger she had just let go. “You just didn’t know it yet.”
He leaned back and straightened as best he could. He was taller than Linn had expected—taller than she—and his cheeks reddened under the attention of a situation he had called upon himself. He jutted his chin out toward the southern hills they had crossed. 
“This wasn’t our doing!” he shouted, spittle flying. Some of the villagers shrank back from his fury, while others nodded along. “This isn’t our war! It’s theirs! It’s ever been theirs!” He gestured to the skies and swept his hand back toward the emerald plateau at his back without looking. “We’ve got no part in it. We’ve got no place in it.”
He jabbed a finger at Linn, but his anger was already cooling, replaced by a coloring of shame and the beginnings of regret. There was heartache behind his wails. There was pain, and Linn could easily enough guess the source of it. 
“Your kind have long fought against them,” he said. “Your kind brought this on the rest of us.”
His voice lost some of its edge and much of its volume as he seemed to fold back in on himself, chest sinking and shoulders rounding. Now, the yew bow that had seemed a symbol of strength resembled the cane the old hunter likely used it as when no one was looking, and Linn felt a swelling of pity then that she tried to mask. 
Linn made as if to speak, but Kole took it. 
“The Sages started this mess generations ago,” he said. “Centuries ago, if not longer. Whatever power they unlocked in their meddling awoke a covetousness with it—a desire for more. The Landkist—myself included—did not ask for our powers.”
He turned his head and met the eyes of the other villagers, shifting and turning to encompass the whole of the gathering.
“Yes, the Landkist can be a blight. They can destroy and make worse.” He finished his turn and looked the old man in the eyes once more. “But we could never do something like this.” He gestured toward the blackened earth and to the east. “This blight was a corruption sown from the World Apart, and only the Eastern Dark quests there,” he said. “Our fire may be something best used for unmaking, but we plan to aim it in the right direction. We have a cause.” He looked back at the old man. “And, now, so do you.”
Shifa had bladed herself between Kole and the hunter, her tail straight up, her back ridged and ruffled like a cat’s.
The old man considered Kole, the melt rimming his eyes already draining away and bringing new clarity with it. He answered in the form of a curt nod that came as a great relief to the rest of the villagers. Shifa relaxed, her ridges lowering and her tongue once more lolling in time with her swaying tail. 
“Now that you’ve had your say, Wend,” the man in front said, stepping between Linn and the hunter, “why don’t we show the travelers a little hospitality?” He looked back to the southwest. “Especially in light of what they just went through. We may not know much of the Sages’ private war, but we know more of the Emerald Road than you lot. Your little run-in in the fields was nothing if not a harbinger, considering the forces you’re set to be tangled up in.”
“You saw?” Misha asked, her voice coloring with an ire Linn hoped she dispelled with a cutting look. It seemed to do the trick, as the Ember of Hearth leaned back on her heels, crossing her arms as her red locks blew. 
“We saw,” he said, his stare almost as icy as Wend’s for an instant. 
The leader made to turn back toward the village, but Linn grasped him around the wrist. He turned back toward her as the others began to move off. 
“Your name?” she asked, and he smiled. 
“Hull,” he said with an easy shrug that belied the strength beneath. “Seemed to fit.”
“And who are you that would eat at our grand table?”
The questioner was Wend, and while Misha groaned at his tone, Linn saw the beginnings of a smirk forming at the corners of the old man’s mouth. 
“I am Linn Ve’Ran,” she said, sweeping into a mock bow that made Jenk chuckle. “This is Kole Reyna, Ember of Last Lake, and beside me is Jenk Ganmeer, also an Ember of the Lake. There”—she turned—“is Misha Ve’Gah, Ember of Hearth, and—”
“I am Baas Taldis,” the Riverman intoned, adding, “of rock and reed.”
“And he is Rockbled,” Jenk added for effect. 
Hull shrugged as if it didn’t matter, while Wend spat, impressively unimpressed. 
“Heroes’ names if ever I’ve heard them,” the young, sandy-haired man said.
“Foreign names,” Wend said with a mock laugh. “Still, plenty of ups and downs in them syllables for songs and tales.” He turned back toward the dusky village, but not before he tossed a wink at Linn and Kole. “Maybe you’ll give us a few worth telling.”
As the villagers moved off, Linn turned to the group. Their expressions were similarly masked, and Kole stepped into the circle to address them. 
“We don’t have much in the way of supplies,” he said. “And we don’t have Nathen Swell with us to bring down whatever game we find in there.” Misha scoffed, but Kole settled her with a look. “It doesn’t hurt to make friends.”
“It does if we’re in a battle with time,” Jenk said. 
Kole shrugged, allowing it. 
“We’ll be off soon enough,” Linn said. “Judging by Old Man Blue there, these folk know about as much about this ‘Center’ place as we’re wont to find out before going in. Helps to know what we’re up against.”
Baas rumbled and shifted from foot to foot uneasily. Shifa seemed annoyed by the vibrations he made and issued a small bark that he waved away. 
“The power to wield others against their will,” the Riverman said. “It seems the power of a Sage, not one born of the World. Not a Landkist.”
“We know the source,” Kole said, adding, “and since the warrior known as Brega Cohr is a member of Rane’s group, we know where to find him.”
“Generally,” Misha said, looking to the north. Her eyes widened as she tried to imagine the scope of the lands beneath the trees, which seemed large enough to harbor towns in their very branches. “I can’t imagine there being lands beyond it, though I know it’s true.”
“Try looking with my eyes,” Linn said with a laugh. “I can see far, Ve’Gah, and I can’t even begin to count the leagues in that sea of green.”
Misha shook her head, as unsettled as Linn had ever seen her. It was a wonder that an Ember as potent as she and a warrior as skilled could be more intimidated by the newness of the outside World than by a mad Sage and his golden-armored retinue, lances jabbing in the dying rays of the Valley sun. 
Linn remembered how the Ember had fought to protect her, and, despite their general disposition toward one another, how well they had fought together once Linn had a weapon in hand. There was a bond growing between them, and it was one born of things done rather than said. An image flashed of the fiery comet Linn had sent toward the black wings hurtling toward them in the fields. Linn had provided the power, but Misha had added the fury. 
Shifa barked, and that was all the prompting they needed. They followed in Hull’s footsteps, and the hound fast outstripped them, catching up with the lead villagers and disappearing between the squat, thatch-covered homes. Linn spied the little girl they had first seen trailing a wake of bubbling laughter as she followed the hound’s trail, the blonde woman who was her grandmother trotting after her with that half-worried, half-amused look she still remembered from her own grandmother, which she had no doubt adopted toward Iyana. 
A pang struck her as she thought of her silver-haired sister, and she finally turned back toward the west. The sun was setting, casting the cloud-filled horizon in lavender and gold. The lone ridge blocked her view of the yellow plains, but she imagined the caravan snaking its way into the dunes that were their birthright like a lonely caterpillar. 
“Linn.”
She turned back and found Kole waiting for her a short distance ahead, the others milling with some of the villagers beyond him. She smiled and nodded in the direction they had gone and took him up in her wake. 
They passed through a small wooden gate that acted less as a barrier and more a way to keep the few animals they had from wandering off. Linn couldn’t help but glance at their eyes as she passed, looking for a telltale glint of green, which seemed the color of the season. She thought the others might be doing the same, particularly Jenk, who had stopped conversing entirely. 
Hull’s wife Brey had managed to wrangle her granddaughter, the two of them now covered in the black soil that marred the whole of the lands below the plateau, and the little girl giggled at Linn and her Landkist as they passed. Shifa was sitting near them, leaning against the slats of a central building the people were filing into.
“Going to let another young one steal your mutt?” Misha asked, jabbing Kole with an elbow. 
“Never again,” he said, and the girl hissed at him like a cat might as she stroked the happy animal’s mane. She smiled after, all whites, and Kole shook his head with a laugh and continued on.
Hull ushered them into a room that was like an airy, dusty version of the Long Hall, but while the latter was empty but for the sloped fire pit in the center, this one was full of long tables and benches, some of them still white with fresh-cut pine. There was a raised platform at the eastern end that seemed little more than a packed pile of dirt with a rug thrown over it, and Hull stood there with his arms crossed, waiting for everyone to find his or her place. 
The food and drink offered was modest, if not meager—a bit of stale bread and some under-ripe potatoes pulled from the soil outside with enough haste that they still smelled faintly of ash as they boiled away in the corner of the room. When the sun dropped down below the lone window on the south side of the building, the air grew cold, and Linn stood from her place beside Baas and moved to sit between Kole and Misha, where she could absorb their warmth. She smirked at a young boy and an older woman, as many others had drawn closer to the Embers. 
“We’ve always known you as the ‘Lost People,’” Hull said. He was staring at Jenk as he said it, and the Ember smiled good-naturedly. What else was he supposed to do? “Which is to say,” Hull continued, “we’ve never known you at all.”
Jenk shrugged and looked around, that familiar charisma Linn used to loathe enveloping him like a familiar friend, even in mixed company. 
“Likewise,” he said. “Well, not about the ‘lost’ part, but the Valleyfolk, Emberfolk included, haven’t known any but the Rivermen and the Faey for generations.”
“The way I heard it,” Wend said, “your folk have always been like that, even before you secreted yourselves away under the yoke of that mad titan.”
“He wasn’t always mad,” Kole said, though he said it quietly. 
Baas grumbled something from the bench to the right but held his peace, and there was a tense silence that followed before the old man cleared his throat to break it.
“Didn’t mean any offense by it,” he cautioned. “Just can’t help but think we’d all be in a better position had we joined up sooner, before the Sages started tearing the World out from under us.”
“How?” Misha started and then stopped, and all in the room turned in her direction. She blushed, her tan skin turning the color of mulled wine. “How many of you were there? Before …”
She cut herself off, fading like the sound of regret, and Linn waited for this new tension to grow. But Brey dispelled it quick enough, and the Ember visibly relaxed. 
“Not so many, lass,” she said. “Don’t worry on it. What’s done is done.”
Hull turned a look of such profound hurt on her as to border on fury, and Linn nearly gulped as she took a sip of cool well water that tasted like the tin spoon that had scooped it. 
“Coating it in honeyed words isn’t going to change anything,” Brey said, puffing her chest out as she moved to the front of the room to join her husband. They shared a look, and whatever was in hers had his anger cooling.
Brey turned to regard them, and the villagers leaned over their bowls and pushed their horns and mugs to the side, water or ale sloshing and forgotten for the moment. She commanded respect, this one, and Linn found herself seeing the woman with new eyes now that her granddaughter was away from her. 
“We’re a people who will bend,” she said. “We have no great warriors.” She nodded at Baas as she said it. “We have no weapons meant to smite the gods themselves.” She nodded toward the black-tipped spear leaning against the door frame. “And yet, here we are, just as we have always been, even if it’s in another place. Even if it’s less than before.”
She swept her blue gaze across the gathering, meeting the eyes of family and friends she’d likely seen through times just as harsh as anything Linn and hers had been through. 
“When we were driven from Center, we endured,” she said, and Linn looked to her left to see Kole already matching her stare. “When the gray men came out of the east, we hid away and watched them pass. There is no cowardice in survival. Our children are here. Our lives are here.”
She paused and swallowed, and Linn could see her tears welling up like fresh nectar over perfect blue flowers. But she kept the water back and swallowed the cry away. 
“We’re hurt,” she said again. “But we are not broken.”
Brey met Linn’s eyes then, and something passed between them like a torch in the night. 
“You killed one of them. And now you seek the others. You seek to kill them all.”
“No,” Linn said. “Only one, if we can help it.”
Brey stared at her hard, and Hull matched it. Linn felt the other eyes in the room turn in her direction. She looked to Kole. She saw the hard set of his mouth and stood, stepping out from behind the table and snatching up one of the long silver shafts leaning against the wall next to Misha’s spear. 
She took the center of the room and fingered the end of the spear, allowing the white-silver metal to twist and glint in the light of the dusk and the fresh-lit torches. 
“How bad have the Dark Months been to you?” Linn asked. She was looking at Brey and Hull when she asked it, but now she turned so all in the room could see her. Wend had a particularly suspicious expression as he regarded her from his seat on a barrel against the far wall. “Before the recent … Corruption, I mean.”
There were mutters throughout the chamber. 
“Truth be told,” one man said, half-standing, “they were never so bad. The odd Darkling every now and again, but nothing we couldn’t handle given enough pitch and thick doors.”
Linn looked to Kole and raised her brows. His look remained neutral and unchanging.
“The Darklings did not come for us in earnest,” Brey said, speaking slowly and clearly, a hint of challenge creeping into her tone. “But we have suffered, Linn Ve’Ran. We have suffered under the yoke of plenty worse.”
“I don’t doubt that,” Linn said, turning back to her as she peeled her eyes away from Kole. “I don’t doubt that at all, and I don’t mean to belittle it. But you saw what they can do.” She motioned to the Embers and the Rockbled at her back. “And when the White Crest sent the power of the World Apart at us in full, it took everything we had just to make it from one season to the next. We surely would have drowned in all the darkness if we hadn’t made for him.”
“We also saw what you could do,” Hull said, nodding to Linn. He was looking at the shaft in her hand. 
“And I am not Landkist,” Linn said. 
There were no gasps, no sharp intakes—most in the room likely hadn’t seen her display in the southern fields, or else couldn’t distinguish one from another in the caravan—but a few did look surprised. 
She heard a commotion to the left and saw Wend shoving his way toward the front. A few of the younger villagers did their best to make it difficult for him, while the middle-aged folk seemed to afford him a respect he did not return. He reached the front and straightened. Old as he might be, he was lithe, and there was no bend in his shoulders, only the knotted cords that hinted at just how many times he’d drawn the bow that was never far from his side. 
“What happened in that Valley of yours?” he asked. There was none of the sneering she’d expected. Instead, there was an earnest look in his eyes, if a bit wild. “What happened with the White Crest?”
She told them all of it, from the Night Lord’s attack on Last Lake to the lightning shaft she had struck the King of Ember with in the Sage’s keep. Finally, she told them of T’Alon Rane’s words regarding the Emerald Road.
“We know there is a powerful Sage residing there,” she said, turning to meet as many stares as she could. Most of their eyes met hers, but some turned away for reasons she could not readily guess. “We believe him to be their next target.”
If she had left anything out, it was a bit of the fury she had witnessed in the vicious duel between Embers past and present. She did that for Kole’s sake, and, judging by his look as she finished—softer than it had been before—he appreciated it. 
The villagers seemed to have lent their voices to the three at the front of the room, and for a space of minutes that stretched long enough to grow uncomfortable, none of them spoke. 
“Who is ‘they,’ in this case?” Hull asked. 
“She already told you,” Misha said. “T’Alon Rane, our would-be King.” She grumbled to show what she thought of that, and Baas grunted his agreement. 
“Rane and who else? Surely the Eastern Dark himself was not there, else the lot of you would be dead and buried—or worse.” 
“There was only one other with him in the keep,” Linn said. “A girl, I believe.”
“Like a child?” Brey asked, dubious. 
“Of sorts,” Linn said, shaking her head. She could still see the lavender irises peeking out from a blackness that was deeper than ink. “She was Landkist, or something like it. The Eastern Dark’s magic was about her.”
“About Rane, as well,” Wend put in. “To hear you tell it.”
“Not like this one,” Linn said. 
“And?” Hull asked. “Two Landkist plan to take Center from the Emerald Blade?”
There was a name, and Linn had the misplaced thought that the only thing greater than the Sages’ collective power was the ego such names afforded. She wondered if they named themselves, or if they let others do it for them in the throes of fear and adoration. 
“There was a third,” Jenk spoke up, and all the eyes in the room turned his way. “A warrior from this way. Another Landkist, and likely the one who set the herd on us from below and the birds—if you’d call them that—from above.”
Brey and Hull exchanged nervous glances and even a nod that was a silent confirmation. But it was the slight widening of Wend’s eyes, which he quickly masked, that had Linn’s heart quickening. 
“You know him,” Linn said. She turned back to her own group, and they regarded her with vacant, questing expressions. She turned back to Wend. 
“We know his like,” Hull offered, but Linn shook her head, not taking her eyes from the old hunter. 
“No,” she said, her eyes boring in a way that had his own glacial blues quivering. It was subtle enough that she doubted any of the others could see it, but it was there, true as the blue it held. “You know him.”
“What does it matter?” he said, breaking contact for an instant only to retake it a moment later. He threw his hands out to his sides. “You’ve made some enemies. Doesn’t much matter where they’re from or what they’re on about.”
“It may,” Kole said. He said it dead calmly, and the hunter’s eyes narrowed when he caught the Ember’s look. 
“We’re trying to find out what they’re after,” Linn said. “The one they work for wants his rivals dead and gone.”
“You don’t need to worry on that account,” Wend said, then spat into the dirt. “The one they’re going after doesn’t need saving.”
“He might,” Hull said, though he said it under his breath, and Brey shot him a look that was a sight less subtle than the earlier one had been.
“What are you keeping from us?” Linn asked, sounding more desperate than she’d have liked. 
Wend nearly bit his lip in an effort to keep quiet, while Hull looked to Brey, brows raised. For her part, she blew out a sigh that felt as if it made the room heavier and her lighter all at once. 
“We don’t know what these strange Landkist who came against your Valley are after,” she said with a shake. “It seems everyone with gifts taken or given free by the World has designs we’ve got no place in.” She met Linn’s eyes, and there was that steadiness—that steeliness. “But there’s a reason we’re not at Center any longer.”
“Wasn’t the Sages’ conflict keeping us from Center,” Wend said with another spit. “Tribal war’s been going on a lot longer. Just got a sight worse in recent years, is all.”
“Tribal war?” Jenk asked. 
“How many wars have you got going on here?” Misha asked, incredulous. 
That one didn’t go over well. There were grumbles and even a few shouted complaints, but Brey quieted them all quickly enough. 
“Near as many as the Valley has held of late, to hear you tell it,” she said, and Misha settled back, arms crossed.
“Please,” Linn said. She said it softly and as earnest as she felt, and Brey took a breath. 
“Wend could be right,” she allowed, “but he’s smarter than he lets on, and his words are a sight less so.”
Wend looked about to argue until Hull shot him a look. He settled for adding another glob to the growing stain in the dirt beside his boot. 
“Center was never a safe place,” Brey said. 
“You lived on the Emerald Road?” Jenk asked. 
“Not quite,” she said, adding, “but we lived in the woods on the plateau. We kept to the edges, mostly, until we were forced out completely in recent years.” She looked to Wend and he looked away, but Linn caught his eyes shifting to his bow, his look morphing into something like pain. 
“The one you speak of,” Brey said. “The forest warrior is known to us. Not personally, but in passing. If it is Brega Cohr who’s got you in his sights, I don’t envy you.”
“I don’t know that he has us in his sights, necessarily,” Kole said. “He just doesn’t want to be in ours just yet.”
“What does he have to do with the conflict at Center?” Linn asked. 
“It’s his war,” Hull put in.
He surprised them by starting his own pile of spit—a smaller and more pitiful version of Wend’s, and Brey’s look let him know what she thought of that. His face colored in shame, but Linn could see the anger of a suppressed past now unearthed. 
“Things have … changed there.” Linn said it in a questing manner, and Wend’s brows drew up. 
“Could say that,” he said. 
“Wend knows the most of the Emerald Road,” Hull added. “He’s the one grew up there.”
“I thought you were all living at Center,” Kole put in. 
“Tribal war,” Jenk said, shaking his head. “Sages’ war. And neither of those to do with facing the true might of the Dark Months, as we have our whole lives.”
“I assure you, we’ve faced plenty in our time,” Brey said. “You’ve noticed we’ve got no Landkist among us. We don’t know why that is.” 
Hull grumbled something unintelligible, but Linn could guess the meaning. 
Brey ignored him. “But it’s likely to do with just how often we’ve been moving these last years.”
“These tribes,” Misha said. “How many are there? What’s their quarrel, and do you belong to one of them?” She spoke up before Brey could. “Did you belong, I meant to say.”
Brey searched out Misha’s eyes for a hint of mockery or scorn and found nothing. Linn did the same. 
“There are two,” Brey said. “And no, we have never belonged to either. Those two tribes. Well, they’ve been at Center since … probably since the beginning, in all likelihood.”
“And you?” Baas spoke up. 
“We’re from the east,” Hull said. He met Linn’s eyes and then switched to Kole and the other Embers. “From the lands now ruled by Balon Rael.”
“The Sage of Balon Rael?” Jenk nearly gasped, and Linn and the others regarded him. 
Hull did not look impressed, though Linn could tell he was covering something—fear, perhaps, a fear he did not want those in the room to see. 
“He goes by the shorter title now, far as we’ve heard,” Hull said. 
“You see?” Wend said. “That there is why the Sage of Center hasn’t got a thing to worry about from Brega Cohr and his dated blood squabbling. He’s got a much bigger and much closer thing to worry about now. His brother, of sorts.”
“The Sage of Balon Rael is at Center?” Kole asked, and Linn almost felt sick at the hopeful tone of his voice, as if he could not have asked anything more of the World than to deposit two of his hated Sages in such close proximity. 
“They are at war, after all,” Wend said with a shrug. 
“We’re not used to the Sages challenging one another so openly,” Jenk said by way of explanation. “Ours was something of a shut-in.” He received a look from Kole that had him smiling in a disarming sort of way. “For a time, anyway, and for reasons that range from cowardly to covetous.”
“To tragic,” Linn added. 
Kole looked to Linn, their own private exchanges still plentiful even in crowded company, and she broke off the stare and brought her attention back to the front of the room. 
“You know this to be true?” Linn asked. She met Brey’s eyes and held them steady. “You know both of the Sages are at Center, now?”
“We don’t know if the fighting’s actually started,” she said tentatively.
Wend scoffed. “Fighting’s been going on at Center the whole time we’ve been here, which is most of your life, I might add.”
Hull looked fit to boil, but Brey settled him with a look before turning back to Wend. 
“I came out of the Gray Country just the same as you,” Brey said firmly. 
Wend wouldn’t meet her eyes, just continued to look ahead, boring those icy shards into Linn’s. 
“I was young, yes, but I still remember.” Brey looked to Linn. “I still remember when we first climbed the plateau in the center of the World. I remember the tribes at that time. Wild, yes, but the Kin had not yet split, and the Emerald Road was safe for traveling, at least from men.”
Wend either could not argue or had had enough of it. In either case, he stayed quiet, though he chewed his bottom lip as though it were a hunk of dried venison. Clearly, he did not like the direction the conversation was headed, and that made Linn all the more eager to learn why. 
“Something big is coming,” Brey said, and Linn caught the fear in her eyes. “Balon Rael has only been at Center for a short while. At least, he’s only made his presence felt lately. Something is off about the Emerald Blade, and he senses it.”
“Something ‘off’ like the fact that he’s back in town?” Hull added sarcastically. 
“Back?” Baas rumbled the latest, and Hull regarded him expectantly. “Where would he have gone?”
Hull looked to Brey, and even Wend turned a surprised look their way. 
Brey shook her head, looking almost amused at the sincerity of the question. “I suppose it makes sense,” she said with a sigh. “You being children of the Valley. Still.” She swept her gaze out to encompass all of them. “It’s strange how capable you are in all the ways we are not, and yet how little you know of the wider World.”
Misha shifted in her seat, and Linn knew she was nearing the end of her rope. For his part, Baas continued to stare, no hint of insult plastered across his face, only a calm sort of expectance that was a hair away from true patience. Baas had no love for the Sages. He wondered why others did, Linn knew, and he very much wanted to know where the Gray People fell in all that. 
In truth, Linn knew that Baas was likely struggling with his feelings toward her after what he had witnessed in the White Crest’s keep—after what had happened to her. Linn couldn’t help that, and she had enough faith in the Riverman to believe he would not liken her to the immortal forces they might still come up against. So far, he had not disappointed her. 
“So?” Linn prompted. She felt a little foolish, standing in the center of the room with her silver shaft in one hand, the tip of her bow scraping awkwardly against the benches as she shifted from foot to foot, waiting for them to get to any point that might be of use. “What do you know of the Sage of Center?”
“The Emerald Blade,” Wend said. “That’s what he’s known as. Nobody’s called him a Sage since he returned.”
“Nobody’s called him what he is, you mean,” Hull said, the bitterness clinging to him. 
“What do you mean, returned?” Kole asked, coming to stand. “Where did he go?”
“We don’t pretend to know as much as Wend does,” Hull said, and the hunter let loose a mirthless laugh. “But we spent enough time at Center to know its ways and its people well enough. The Kin spoke of the Sage of Center like a god.”
“Probably not surprising to you,” Brey put in. “But they spoke of him like something out of myth. The way they tell it, he may have been the most powerful of the Sages in his time. He warred with those in the north, east, south and west, and he never surrendered a piece of Center to one of them.”
Linn looked to Kole as Brey spoke and found the Ember nodding, his thoughts obviously spinning. 
“What little we’ve heard regarding the other Sages would paint him in a similar regard,” Kole said. “It is said that none of the Sages could come against him in terms of martial prowess.”
Hull shrugged. “Either way, it wasn’t any Sage or his quarrels that drove us from the trees.” He shook his head. “The Kin began fighting soon after we settled there.” He looked to Brey. “We were little more than children when we fled the eastern roads, and Wend, here, was a young hunter then. We did well enough for ourselves, but the fighting got to be too much.”
Brey’s eyes flicked to the south end of the structure, where a small collection of children were playing with sticks and dolls in the dirt. 
“The ash you see on these plains has always been here,” Brey said. “At least, as long as we’ve been here, but just a few months back, it was covered over by a green as verdant and lush as anything you’ll find at Center. That was before the Corruption.” She swallowed. “That was before we got caught up in the War of Sages.”
“Everyone’s caught up in it now,” Wend said. He cleared his throat. “Brega Cohr is at Center for a reason. He’s come to finish something. He’s come to challenge the Emerald Blade, the returned Sage of Center, whom he counts as his mortal enemy.”
Brey looked to Wend, but the old hunter continued to stare straight ahead, his pale ice eyes shifting from Kole to Linn and back again. 
“I’ve seen things,” he said after a time, and he looked to Hull as he said it. Hull seemed surprised, his own eyes widening at the admission. Wend looked back to Linn and the others. “That doesn’t mean I know what it is I saw. Needless to say, the Sage of Center may be dead and gone, but the next best thing is currently winning the Kin War, or whatever they’re calling it these days.”
“And the Sage of Balon Rael has come to clean it all up,” Misha said, nodding as if it had been obvious from the start. 
Perhaps it was, but Linn could only shake her head. Sages old and reborn, tribal warfare and an Ember King and his Dark Landkist all caught in the same forest, dense and vast though it might be. It was enough to make anyone’s head spin. Judging by the looks on her companions’ faces, she wasn’t alone in that thought. 
“If you’re going to try to sort out this whole mess at Center,” Brey said, “it starts and ends with the Emerald Blade. Maybe Wend knows more than we do. Maybe he doesn’t. Either way, that’s where your Brega is heading. That’s where Balon Rael is heading.” She gulped as she peered through the eastern window, where the dark had settled into something close to lavender. “Judging by what you’ve told us, that’s where the Eastern Dark is heading.”
Hull twisted around on his bench and chose to meet Baas’s eyes. 
Kole shook his head and blew out a sigh. “No matter who is pulling the strings at Center, I have little doubt that the Eastern Dark has a hand in it. With the Bright Days in full swing, people can forget who the true enemy is, but we folk of the Valley, naïve in the ways of the wider World though we may be, can never forget what comes from there, and who sends it.”
Brey was nodding along with him, and Linn saw others in the room mimicking the movement. 
Kole looked to Linn, and now that he had the lion’s share of the room’s attention, much of it shifted to her with his. 
“No matter if the Emerald Blade is friend or foe, he sounds like a man worth meeting, wouldn’t you say?” he asked.
Wend scoffed and kicked fresh powder over the sticky mess of saliva he’d made, then stalked toward the door. 
Linn caught his arm on the way out, and he turned a look on her that actually made her heart skip a beat, her grip tightening on the silver shaft in her other hand. As soon as the look appeared, it was gone, softening from a promise to kill to one of grim and tired resolve.
“You’ll take us?” she asked, surprising herself with the question.
Wend jerked his arm back so suddenly, it nearly pulled Linn off-balance, and Kole took a warning step closer. Even Misha sat up straighter, and Baas could not help but make the ground beneath them groan in its foreboding way. 
Linn recovered herself and stared into those icy blues, unwilling to break away. After a few tense moments, the ice thawed to reveal another glimpse of the hurt beneath it. 
“I’ll take you.” He said it so quietly that the others were forced to look to Linn for confirmation. She nodded, and Wend stole out into the night without a backward glance. 
She let out a sigh of relief. 
“The next best thing to Nathen Swell,” Jenk said with an easy smile that did much to cover the tension and uncertainty that had filled the room. 
Kole moved over to Linn, and the others stood, many of them shifting awkwardly. Even Brey, the most confident and steady of the Gray People, seemed nervous to broach any other subject with Linn and her Landkist. 
Linn moved to the front of the chamber and turned to address the rest. Some were already moving toward the door, following in Wend’s footsteps. Most of these stopped and turned to regard her as she cleared her throat. 
“I won’t pretend to know what answers we’ll find at Center,” she said. “I won’t pretend to know the history of the Emerald Road, and I won’t pretend that we won’t end up choosing a side in any of the myriad conflicts happening there. In truth, we’ll likely have to.” She looked to Kole as she said that, and he nodded for her to continue. “But rest assured, whatever we do, we do in service of people.”
“People,” the young, sandy-haired man from earlier said. He had been quiet ever since they had entered the makeshift hall, the conversation apparently having done little to ease his mind. 
“We may be a mix of Landkist and …” Linn broke off, unsure what to call herself. She shook her head. “But we are a people who understand what it’s like to live under the yoke of a tyrant—to float on winds not of our own making.” Her resolve firmed up as she continued to speak. “There is a reckoning coming in this War of Sages, and we mean to be the ones delivering it.”
Hull stood. He was sweating, still hot from the earlier exchanges, but he had calmed plenty, and Brey smiled at him as he spoke. 
“For my whole life, we’ve been travelers out of need,” he said, sweeping his gaze to encompass all in the room. “Now, we’ve become growers, and some of us fine ones.” 
There were murmurs of agreement, but Hull blushed, uncomfortable. He settled on Brey’s softer blues, and that settled him some. 
“What I mean to say is, we’ve always adapted. When Balon Rael took charge in the east, we moved west. When the Kin began fighting in earnest, we weren’t the right kind of different, and we saw ourselves out. When our own fell sick, we came to find out it was at the whim of one Sage who was using the dark talents of another.” 
He sighed, but there was a firmness in it, an anger just below the surface that he let out in steaming gouts.
“We never thought this sort of madness would follow us, and, shamed and angered as I am to say it, we don’t have the means to do anything about it.” He met Linn’s eyes and then nodded to Kole, Jenk, Misha and Baas in turn. “We don’t have your power. We don’t have your might. But there are plenty at Center who do.”
“We’ve come up against power before,” Misha said. 
“Power died,” Baas agreed. 
“Looks to me like it only changed hands,” Hull said, and Linn’s face colored, but no one argued with him. 
Linn thought he might say more, but he was through. 
“You can sleep wherever you’d like,” Brey said. “It’s a cool night, and we’ve not got much for coverings.”
“Wend’s going to have them all out before sunup, anyway,” Hull said as he moved toward the door. 
Brey smiled disarmingly. “Unfortunately, he’s probably right,” she said. 
“No worries,” Misha said, grabbing her spear from the front wall and leaning against one of the tables. “I’m ready to see what Center’s all about.”
“Thank you,” Linn said, touching Brey on the wrist. 
The older woman smiled in a way that warmed Linn’s heart and then moved out after her husband. Linn could already hear her calling for her granddaughter before the door finished its swing.
They allowed the townsfolk to file out before them, and then Linn and her Landkist stole out into the night, which was cool and refreshing. Stars were winking in the canopy overhead, and though she knew it was the same sky that had spread above them in the Valley, it felt different. It felt wider, as if they had only seen the smallest pocket of it until now—a lake in the scheme of the ocean she hoped one day to see as clearly. 
“Was that all good?” Jenk asked, drawing a laugh from Misha that he shared. 
“It was something,” Kole said. He looked to Linn as he said it, and she smiled back. 
“I think so,” she said. “It’s good to meet a people caught up in all this. It’s good to remember what it’s all about.”
Baas rumbled his agreement.
There was a bark, and Shifa was at Kole’s side in a beat, her white tufts seeming to glow in the reflected light of the moon and stars as the rest of her matched the black ground underfoot.
Linn looked to the west and scanned north, taking in the lone hill they had stood on earlier that day and the ridges that provided this miniature valley its mock shelter. She took in the plateau, but even her eyes couldn’t penetrate far into the trees, the lot of it turning into an eerie well of black and swirling blue. 
“Hull wasn’t lying,” Jenk said, and Linn followed his gaze to the north. 
There was a figure moving toward them at something close to a lope. It was Wend, carrying a small cloth sack and a bow that doubled as a walking cane. He was moving with a grace that belied his age, and Linn wondered why he used the bow as he did. Perhaps it was the memory of an old injury, or maybe he just liked to appear as less than he was. 
He moved right past them without saying a word, though Linn thought she caught a grumble that might have been a command to follow. 
They did, moving south and passing the tiny gate. There was a small hen house there, and Linn could see a tangle of legs and fur lolling out from its open door, the pigs and goats roosting along with the birds for the night. 
They cut east, moving toward a peninsula of the plateau that looked lower than the rest, and Linn found herself drifting close to Kole as they walked. Wend did not look back at the village he was leaving behind, and even as his bearing grew heavier, Linn felt his footsteps grow fainter as they moved toward the looming trees. 
She felt a dread creep over her heart that the collected Embers’ warmth did little to dispel. Still, just as she worked to suppress a shiver, she caught a glint of green in the soil ahead and saw white moonflowers sprouting over the next rise. 
Baas followed her eyes and smiled. “The dirt doesn’t care,” he said. 
Linn chose to feel comforted by the thought, though she knew how easily it could be turned around. 
They were up the jagged rise and into the trees before the first rays of the sun were. 




Brega had never told T’Alon much about Center. In fact, the warrior had told him little of note on any topic in the year-long stretch he’d been with them. 
It wasn’t a rare thing, that withholding of the past. T’Alon knew he was more than guilty of it himself. The myriad Landkist who had found themselves in the employ—willing or otherwise—of the Eastern Dark did so because of the pasts they had left behind. Fate had guided them to the southeast, and the land had made a tool of them.
T’Alon shook his head in an attempt to clear his thoughts. Letting them get milky was the easiest way to let Him in.
Brega was not like the others. He was not kissed by the shadows to the east as T’Alon was, and even he was a pale imitation of the black that had made Shadow what she was. No, Brega had come willingly to that high fort the memory of which had grown as hazy as it once had been painfully clear.
Whatever had driven Brega Cohr to the east was tied to tragedy, as all dark roads were. T’Alon knew he had lost his mother on the Emerald Road. He knew her death had come at the hands—or the blade—of the one who would fancy himself the new Sage of Center, the one whom Brega considered an imitation. 
What hate festered and decayed beneath the roots of the very trees they were walking among now?
T’Alon felt a prickle on the back of his neck and knew it to be the work of Shadow. She always seemed to take a keener interest in him when he was quiet than at any other time. He gave his heat a flare that curled the low-hanging vines above them and turned the damp leaves underfoot to mushy vapor. He felt her eyes flit away like a startled hare. 
One of the armored brutes in front of him craned his head around, his armor rattling as he did. T’Alon could see a frown through the narrow slit in his helm and showed the soldier his teeth. The man’s brow was drenched in sweat that matched the black rivers running between the spikes and ridges on account of the air, which was as close as any T’Alon had ever experienced. It was a far cry from the cool winds in the deserts.
The man turned around with a mumble that wasn’t loud enough to serve as a provocation, and T’Alon shook his head. They were a strange and unpleasant company, the towering woman in front overtly menacing while the men and women at her back were only passively so. 
T’Alon heard a commotion and turned to the right to see Brega standing stock-still and staring into the underbrush. After a few heartbeats, he faced forward and moved off. T’Alon could see the telltale glint of green trailing from the corners of his eyes that betrayed the recent use of his power. 
The jungle warrior kept to the edges of the paths Asha and her warriors were making, and T’Alon kept his eyes on him as often as he did on the trees around them. Brega knew this land better than the rest of them. He knew how it could betray travelers too wary or too proud to think better, just as he knew it could take a man in an instant beneath the same boughs that had sheltered him moments before. 
T’Alon felt the sun touch the bare skin of his forearm and stopped in the tiniest of clearings as the others passed around him. He looked up through the seemingly endless layers of growth to catch a glimpse of blue-tinted white. 
“It gets a bit thinner up ahead. Closer to the road.”
T’Alon turned to see Brega standing very near to him and nodded. “I pray that you’re right. I feel like flaring to keep myself dry in all this damp, but I don’t want to bring the whole forest down if I can help it.”
“Not enough fire in all the world to do that,” Brega said, and while T’Alon thought to challenge the notion, the look in the other man’s eyes made him dismiss it out of hand. 
The two of them looked north, watching the brutes stomp and stamp their way through a trail they had already made that morning with all the grace of horned runners. 
“How far does it go?” T’Alon asked. 
Brega shrugged. “Never been to the edge, but we saw it in the north.”
T’Alon looked at him, questioning, as Shadow slid up next to him, slinking between the two of them and looking at each in turn. She sometimes reminded him of a cat that had been ignored too long and was now desperate for any sort of attention. He didn’t grant it.
“After the fight,” Brega said. “You remember? We saw it to the west as we moved back south, toward the Valley.”
T’Alon remembered, but the thought that the sprawling wood they had spied more than a month’s travel to the north was an extension of this one was almost too much to comprehend. 
“Most of it is unsettled,” Brega said, as if that made it any less impressive. “At least by men.”
“It must reach as far north as the land goes,” T’Alon said, awed, and Brega shrugged as if it were the last thing on his mind. 
“Emerald Road is close,” he said. “Very close.”
“Is it an actual road?” Shadow asked like a child might—a petulant one. at that. “Is it inlaid like a queen’s jeweler’s box the whole way to the east?”
Brega ignored her and moved off, Asha’s group having moved out of sight, and T’Alon followed suit, but it looked as though his shadow had now been taken over by another as they walked. 
“You’re like an itch,” he said. 
Shadow was an easy one to provoke. He glanced down at her and was surprised to see no lavender irises peering back. Instead, she was looking behind, as if she was worried the forest might betray them at any moment. 
“What is it?” he asked. 
That drew her back, and now those lavenders did stare, and for all his poise, T’Alon could not help but feel cowed in some small way when she got the look she was wearing now. 
“What are you playing at?” she asked. 
He matched her stare for a few paces and then looked back in front, pretending to worry over the placement of his feet. He felt her eyes boring into his temple and swatted at it absently as if he were shooing a fly. That seemed to amuse her. 
“What am I getting at?” he asked, not needing to feign his annoyance. “Don’t you think we have more pressing concerns than indulging in your suspicions today?”
She didn’t speak, and T’Alon glanced over at her. She was wearing a quizzical expression. 
T’Alon sighed as he brushed a stray branch away from his face, catching a few dark bangs that had grown thick enough to obscure his eyes. 
“Do you mean in the cosmic sense, or only in the sense of the now?”
Shadow scoffed, and the sound was like an animal regurgitating. 
“If you’re going to treat me like the child I appear to be,” she said, her voice full of spite, “then I’ll do the same with you.”
T’Alon would have shrugged if he had cared enough to do so. He settled for a smirk, which only redoubled her mounting anger. He shot her a warning look before she could speak, nodding toward the nearest of the black-armored soldiers, who had drifted back behind the others in a likely attempt to drop whatever eaves he could in all that rattling metal and crunching brush. 
Shadow glared daggers at the man’s back, and T’Alon glimpsed an image of her hurtling through the moist air between them and taking his head from his shoulders in a flash. It was not so dramatic an image that he could dismiss it out of hand. He’d seen her do worse, but he also knew this meeting—this unholy alliance—had been orchestrated by the Eastern Dark and the Sage of Balon Rael. As such, Shadow would do nothing to threaten it. 
At least, not openly. 
“They are following,” she said, nearly hissing the words in her frustration. 
T’Alon ignored her, waiting for her to make the next move. He concentrated on the passing foliage. As it turned out, the pretended attention turned into a real need as the ground began to slope steadily upward, the forest floor no less crowded than it had been a league before and the layers of growth above meeting them on the rise. T’Alon resisted for a spell but was ultimately forced to half-walk, half-scramble up the trail at points. 
Shadow outstripped him and reached the top in short order, moving like a creature used to crawling below and between things. At the top, he was somewhat surprised to see the black-armored soldiers a good distance ahead. While they had undoubtedly spent a good deal of time at Center in recent months, he would have thought their burdens would encumber them far more readily than his own thin metal. 
He flexed beneath his armor, feeling his muscles shift and slide behind the black and red grooves and the silk beneath it. His blood was hot, and, excepting the state of his mind, he felt as young and fresh as ever—more so, if it came down to it. There was more to these ones than met the eye, just as there was more to Asha. 
And if there was more to her, there was plenty more to her master. 
Thoughts of Balon Rael were pushed to the side as Shadow lingered. 
“You know it,” she said, speaking more freely now that the rest were a good distance ahead. 
There were trunks larger than any T’Alon had yet seen, and as the spaces between the trees grew, so too did their immensity. He looked up, peering through the shifting yellow light, and could not for the life of him guess at the height of even the smallest. 
“These are the saplings, I think,” he said, awed despite himself. “Judging by what Brega told me, we’re not at the Emerald Road yet, and the trees there are supposed to dwarf these.”
There was a pop, a black streak before his eyes, and T’Alon flared reflexively, calling forth a spark that engulfed his right hand in crackling hellfire as he raised his other protectively before him. He exhaled when he saw Shadow clinging to the moss-laden trunk of the tree directly before him like a squirrel. 
Remembering himself, T’Alon let the flames go and craned his head around the trunk. The soldier nearest the back had stopped and was looking in their direction. T’Alon met his black-tinted gaze and stood his ground. After a time, the soldier turned, slow as agony, and moved off again, reluctant and uneasy, and T’Alon whirled on the little beast before him. 
“Keep yourself,” he warned, low and threatening. Shadow was able to move in ways that were alien to him, and no Landkist he had yet come up against or fought alongside could duplicate it. 
T’Alon knew her seeming speed was little more than a trick of the light, but it was an effective one. Shadow’s display was one meant to unsettle him. It did, but not in the way she likely thought. T’Alon might have lost touch with his roots, but he had been called King of Ember for a reason. The Eastern Dark himself feared to call him enemy. 
Staring into those wild lavender eyes, he knew Shadow was now wearing only the thinnest mask of confidence. Her eyes flicked down to the palm that still was steaming with fresh heat, and knew she had pushed. 
That was good. T’Alon had fallen a long way from his days in the desert, but he’d managed to claw by root and nail out of the depths of the Eastern Dark’s hell. Sometimes, it was good to be feared. 
Shadow dropped from the trunk and averted her eyes, looking like a scolded child. As he moved off, she adopted her previous petulant demeanor. 
“You know they’re following,” she said, speaking in a harsh whisper and faster, so that he couldn’t derail her. “You mean them to follow. Why?”
T’Alon thought to argue with the second point but dismissed it. 
“You caught only the ending of our fight,” he said. He looked down at her and found the lavenders staring with the rapt attention of one who’d been compelled. But there was more than enough of her own private curiosity boiling through whatever her master—their master—wanted of her. “You didn’t see the boy rage like I saw it.”
Her brows quirked up and then melted back into a frown. “The Ember? What does his rage have to do with it?”
“It’s not just his rage,” T’Alon said, and added, “It’s his power, and it’s what that power is directed toward.”
“Us,” Shadow said. There was no fear in her tone, as she hadn’t seen much of his duel with the younger Ember. If she had, she’d fear Kole Reyna like she feared him. Perhaps more so, since she was unknown to him and very likely one he would count an enemy. 
“Not exactly,” T’Alon said. He leapt across a small pool and landed on a mossy bank. “He’s compelled to find the Sages. They all are, now, after the fiasco with the White Crest.”
Shadow spat. “Idiot,” she said. “Using the Dark Hearts like that.”
“He grew as desperate as we made him,” T’Alon said with a shrug. 
He felt a swelling of pity for the Sage of the Valley, the Sage he had bargained with for the future of his people. It wasn’t long-lasting, as the familiar betrayal rose like bile. He remembered tasting it along with his own blood as he choked in the ash and damp and watched the White Crest vanish into the west, leaving him to the Eastern Dark and all his blackness. 
T’Alon cleared his throat. “The girl has a merciful heart,” he said, “but Reyna doesn’t. He’ll play the part as long as it’ll get him within striking distance of those he holds responsible for the state of the World. For the state of his world, and for everything he’s lost.”
“Sounds familiar,” Shadow purred. 
She delighted in finding old barbs and pushing them deeper, trying to draw fresh blood. T’Alon had expected this one and kept the wound from running. 
“He may even believe he’s changed,” T’Alon continued. “But a rage like that doesn’t go away.”
Shadow looked ahead, considering. After a time, she spoke. “How do you count this a good thing?” 
He regarded her, waiting for her to continue. 
“A powerful Landkist … a pack of powerful Landkist is heading our way, bent on stopping the Sages or at least discovering what they’re up to, and you think that won’t affect our plans?”
“I never said that,” T’Alon said. “They’ll affect everything, but the Eastern Dark means to destabilize Center. What better way to do so than to introduce a group with considerable power and no clear allegiance but to themselves?”
“They could just as easily go against us as the Emerald Blade,” Shadow argued. “They could turn against Balon Rael before serving our ends.”
T’Alon looked ahead. He could see the black armor glinting like obsidian in the filtered light ahead, but Asha and hers were far out of earshot. 
“Do you really think this is going to be a clean alliance?” he asked. “Between us and Balon Rael, a Sage known for nothing if not his cunning.”
Shadow frowned. “No.”
“No is right. He expects our betrayal, even if he doesn’t know when it’s going to come. He expects it just as we expect his.”
“I’ll be watching for that,” Shadow said. 
“He knows that. It’s not going to stop him from trying. Might not stop him from succeeding.”
“Your argument relies on chaos as its end,” Shadow said, though she no longer seemed to dismiss it out of hand. 
T’Alon nodded along. “If anyone can exploit chaos, my dear Shadow, it’s us.”
She fell silent, lost in her own contemplations or else communing with the Eastern Dark. He did not have to wonder what those internal dialogues sounded like—felt like. He’d had enough of them in the years prior, when he was scouring the globe for errant Sages, weaker versions of the few who remained. Eventually, he had learned to tune out the Eastern Dark, and in so doing, he had lost all connection to the southeast. Even his memories of the place had faded quickly, and the only images that remained were clouded by mist and shadow. 
In the end, she did not seem convinced, and T’Alon cursed himself for not having thought of a more compelling reason.
Did he still mean to kill the Emerald Sage? Did he mean to do the same with the Sage of Balon Rael? If so, would he grant the Eastern Dark too much of what he wanted, or would he be sparing the World and all its future generations their tyranny and his desperation?
They were heavy thoughts, made only more so when Shadow faded away behind him. He did not inquire as to where she was headed. 
The forest floor had turned from damp leaves and rotted undergrowth to a sort of carpeted latticework of roots and mossy plateaus. Small rivers snaked their way between the green platforms and under the twisting roots, and birds flitted from the branches of the trees, the lowest of which were now far overhead. The air felt less stifling than it had before, with the trunks and their private nests requiring more space between them as they fed the towers of bark that stretched toward the roof and the sun. 
There was a hint of movement to the east, and T’Alon looked to see a buck staring from the edge. He looked for signs of Brega and saw none. The woodland warrior was too busy keeping the more deadly beasts off of them—and likely searching for signs of the Emerald Blade’s spies—to walk so brazenly beneath the branches of his former home. The animal had a twisting cacophony of antlers atop its head that might well have been a forest crown, and it stamped its black-shod feet as T’Alon regarded it. 
He nodded to it as he would to a lord he respected—there were none left in the World, as far as he knew—and it moved off with a chuff, either satisfied by his display of obeisance or bored. 
T’Alon allowed himself a rare smile as he stepped into a particularly warm beam of yellow light. He closed his eyes and breathed in slowly and deeply, feeling the warmth drain from his skin and into his blood. He quickened his heart and then slowed it, feeling the energy move through him. It felt like life. 
There was a slight breeze, and the warmth faded as the clouds took back the sky above. T’Alon opened his eyes to see that he was very much alone. He had half a thought of turning west and walking until the trees ended and the cracked yellow plains stretched out below him. He thought of passing over them and cresting the dunes at the borders of the desert. He thought of finding the one cave he could never forget—the one dotted with the only white flowers that sprouted during the desert days—and laying himself down on the cool rocks and letting the earth take him back. 
With a sigh, T’Alon flexed his core and poured heat into the muscles of his legs. They filled with molten blood and twitched, and he let them flare, shooting across the nearest gap from one green plateau to the next as he worked to catch the armored party ahead. For all his prowess and forest lore, Brega could not match his speed at full tilt, and for all her unnatural gifts, even Shadow would find it difficult. 
The breeze turned from cool to warm as he passed, and the light current turned to a veritable rapid that buffeted his brow and sent his black hair twisting behind him. The forest passed in a blur of brown and green, and the yellow beams of light sent up flashes from the streams, rivers and still pools that stung the backs of his eyes. 
He heard the telltale rattle of metal against metal and skidded to a halt as the moss gave way to solid, packed earth again. He could see the black metal shifting between the trees ahead, which were now closely packed but just as immense—if not more so—than those behind. There was a prickle like rising steam on the nape of his neck, and T’Alon turned and nearly gasped as he took in a sight of former serenity now turned to something else. 
The trees still stood as silent sentinels on their private islands. The water was still trickling, falling and rushing between the embankments, and the yellow light was still filtering down like the loving rays of a god not yet near to forsaking its land. All was as it had been but for the black scorch marks that followed him like a trail, the clovers, grasses and roots blackened and charred in the path he’d made, smoke rising up to obscure the golden hue of the pristine labyrinth. There were no flames and no threat of those to come, but there was a scar on the land made by his passing.
He turned and moved through a thicker tangle. The rivers and pools lay behind, but T’Alon knew they must be plentiful below his feet, as the roots and trunks in this section of the forest were even greater than those he had just passed over. His eyes took him up. The forest was darker here, the canopy choked with horizontal walls of leaves and creepers, with the lowermost higher than he could climb in an hour. The earth was brown and sloped, the only growth smaller trees and bushes with barbs, as the grasses had no steady diet of sun to nurture them. 
Asha and her warriors were collected ahead, standing in a group in a small bowl at the intersection of the various pathways. They were gathered around something T’Alon couldn’t see.
Straight ahead, he saw Brega sitting on one root and chewing another. He had his back to T’Alon, and T’Alon could see that his leather was coated with moisture—either sweat or the dampness that was ever-present in the air around them. T’Alon could taste a constant sweetness that only grew more potent the farther into the woods they moved, like nectar stolen from a sugared flower. 
“The Emerald Road, I take it,” T’Alon said, moving up to stand even with Brega. 
The warrior grunted, his attention boring into Asha’s group. T’Alon could see that he didn’t trust them. That was nothing new. He didn’t, either. But there was something else bothering the Landkist, and it always paid to know what.
“It’s a grand place,” T’Alon said. “Not as green as I would have thought, given the name.”
Brega finished chewing the root and spat a glob of red into the dirt that looked like blood or syrup and smelled like a combination of the two. 
“Not the Emerald Road,” he said, coming to stand. Though he was a head shorter than T’Alon, he cut an imposing figure up close. His muscles bunched but did not bulge, sliding over and under one another like the roots of his homeland and possessing nearly as much strength. “The beginning of it, yes.” He nodded to the northeast, beyond Asha’s group to where another wall of trunks loomed above the brown pathways in the dirt. “More green that way.”
T’Alon nodded. “I’ve never seen trees grow to be so large,” he said. “It’s a wonder there’s enough water in all the world to feed them.”
Brega stamped on the ground at their feet and reminded T’Alon of the forest buck he had passed earlier. 
“Rivers beneath the ground.” Brega looked up, his yellow eyes seeming to look beyond the dense canopy above them. “The storms are never too far off. When they come, they make their presence felt, and the forest thanks the storms for coming just as they thank them for leaving.”
“I think I’d like to see that,” T’Alon said. 
“You will.” The warrior looked behind them, his nose wrinkling a bit. He stared at T’Alon. 
“It got a little carried away,” T’Alon shrugged and then held up his hands when Brega’s eyes widened enough to show more white than yellow. 
Brega’s gaze drifted back behind them as he studied the dense undergrowth, eyes darting. He looked back to T’Alon. “Where is she?” he asked. 
T’Alon had counted it a blessing when Shadow had left him alone. Now, however, it was getting to be long. Before he could think on it further, a shout had him turning to Asha’s group. 
“Guess we’d better see what these ones are on about,” T’Alon said, and he did not blame Brega for spitting again. 
As they walked onto the soft, dark soil of the wide pathway that curled around a trunk bigger than any T’Alon had yet seen, Brega continued to examine their surroundings with the twitchy alertness of a jungle cat. 
“She’s not here,” T’Alon said. 
“Not worried about Shadow,” Brega said.
“Beasts?” T’Alon asked.
Brega shook his head. “Nothing too big in this area. The real work begins when we get farther east.”
T’Alon nodded and did not press, but he found himself scanning the trees around them, looking for low-hanging branches and shadowed alcoves that might shelter a hidden attacker. Brega feared an ambush, and T’Alon found himself wondering what the Landkist of the Emerald Road were capable of to have one with the warrior’s gifts so tense. 
“When do we meet your tribe?” T’Alon asked as they neared the other group. 
Brega looked at him with suspicion. “You don’t,” he answered. He looked ahead. “You don’t until we need them. If we need them.”
T’Alon dropped the thread.
“Took you long enough,” Asha said as they approached. Two of her bulkier soldiers moved out of the way slowly and reluctantly as the Landkist stepped forward. Both of them ignored her as they stared down at the map at their feet. Another soldier was kneeling over it, his helmet resting by his side. He looked up at them, frowned, and rolled the canvas back up with a great show that gave T’Alon the urge to laugh. 
“Do you disapprove of the map, Brega Cohr?” Asha asked. 
The Landkist regarded her with a withering look. “It’s accurate enough,” he said, and it was easy to see he had more to say but wanted it pulled out of him. For once, T’Alon didn’t mind the fact. Better Asha be at the task than him. 
“Accurate enough?” Her purring was quickly changing to a growl. 
She got annoyed easily, then. That was good to know. All of them knew they’d be ripping each other limb from limb if it weren’t for their tenuous alliance. T’Alon looked at Brega and found himself looking forward to the eventual contest. 
“You’ve only mapped the forest floor,” Brega said. He kicked loose dirt onto the soldier’s hands as he moved to retrieve his helm. That had him fumbling and a few of the others moving toward threatening. 
T’Alon gave a small flare, and they settled back quick enough.
Asha switched her considering gaze to him, looking him up and down. “Save your fire, Ember,” she said. She looked back to Brega. “What would you have us map, if not the forest floor?” she asked as if she were a parent speaking to an insolent youth. 
Brega did not bristle. “There is more than one floor on the Emerald Road,” he said. “There are canopies atop canopies, and the road twists, turns and folds in on itself.”
“We’ve been here longer than you know,” she said, nodding to her soldiers. 
They were only a handful. One of them, a woman younger than Asha by a decade or more, stared daggers at Brega. He smiled at her, attempting to project the image he was seeing in that moment—of her roasting like a stuck pig inside that obsidian suit. It had the effect he desired, and she shifted uneasily. It was a wonder how quickly confidence could turn to cowardice. 
“Don’t care how long you’ve been here,” Brega said. He nodded to the map carrier, who was in the process of retying the myriad straps that kept it all together. “You don’t know Center like I do. You don’t know the Emerald Road like I do.” Before Asha could respond, he cut her off. “If you did, you wouldn’t have need of us.”
She pursed her lips in a thin line that told T’Alon more than she’d have liked. From that look and from the bunch that followed, he knew exactly what she thought of their alliance and its necessity. 
Pride—if there was one thing T’Alon had learned above all else, it was how long that particular poison could take to spread, and how quickly it could bring everything down once it did. Looking at Asha, he knew it drove her. 
“Rane!”
Brega was barking at him, and T’Alon shook himself back into the present. Asha was staring at him, cold and considering. Her soldiers had already moved off, climbing the brown slope toward a thin border of scrub that separated it from the neighboring bowl.
“What are we on about?” T’Alon asked, bristling where Brega hadn’t moments before and cursing himself because of it. “Where is your master?”
“We have something to attend to first,” Asha said, turning on her booted heels. She turned back, her long blonde locks flowing and her eyes sparkling with dark intent. “Rather, someone to attend to. And Brega will be very interested to see whom.” 
With that, she secured her black visor and became the emotionless husk that had first come upon them. 
T’Alon shared a look with Brega and found himself in the rare position of wishing for Shadow’s presence.
“Get those blades ready,” T’Alon said, low, and Brega grunted. “And if you have any friends—”
“Never far,” Brega said, his eyes flashing from yellow to green before he moved up the rise, following Asha’s path. 
T’Alon tossed a look at the surrounding branches, which seemed to grow higher the longer he stood beneath them. He wondered how many of Brega’s friends—human or otherwise—might be nearby. He wondered how many enemies. 
He shook his head, blew out a sigh and followed the others. As he crested the rise, he found that the party had moved down into an even deeper bowl than before. Its walls were steeper and lined with the twisting trunks of roots. T’Alon looked from south to north and saw great expanses between the massive trunks. Below each tree was a similar bowl—a nest of sorts that had soil more dark and damp than those around it. 
Between the bowls were ridges of packed earth atop the twisted tangle of roots beneath them, and fresh growth sprouted atop, forming natural walls of vines, scrub and brush twice the height of a man. There were few thickets like the ones they had passed near the mossy islands, and T’Alon was at once amazed and taken aback by the lack of sameness at Center. 
“These aren’t even the biggest ones,” Brega said, standing below him. 
“The bowls?” T’Alon asked, awed. “Or the trees?”
“The land stretches like this far to the north. To the east, the trees are larger and more varied. They are all the same here, so they dig their bowls and collect their rainwater. But in the east, on the Emerald Road, no one species has won the war. The roots climb atop one another and the canopies compete, building one atop the other in an effort to seek out the sun and take it all for themselves.”
T’Alon saw Brega’s eyes glaze over as he spoke about it and thought he was talking about more than the trees. 
He looked down, resisting the urge to laugh as he pictured the black-armored soldiers collected in the basin below as a swarm of beetles over a pile of dung. When he saw what they had crowded around, the urge was dispelled completely, and T’Alon swallowed as his heat rose. 
Brega seemed to feel it. He turned a strange look back at T’Alon and then skittered down the slope like a predator seeking to steal a kill. 
T’Alon followed. 
At the bottom, the soldiers parted to reveal a solitary creature kneeling in their midst. What T’Alon at first took for a child resolved into the image of a woman. She was slight and bony, older than he had first thought, and though her skin bore the wrinkles of long life, so too did it conceal the shifting alliance of muscle and sinew of one used to climbing, running and killing. Her hair was white, stained brown and gray from her struggles in the dirt, and as she looked up, her eyes nearly took him back a step. 
At first, he thought there were no irises to speak of. There was none of the yellow Brega displayed, nor was there the amber or brown of the west or the gray and icy blue of the east. Instead, there was a whiteness that seemed blank except when the orbs shifted and the light filtering down from above lit them like quartz under shallow water. 
T’Alon grimaced at the state of her. Her legs were bent back beneath her, her knee and hip shifted at an angle to protect one of them, which was held fast by a spiked trap T’Alon would not have used on the most vicious of animals. 
“She is blind,” T’Alon said as much as asked. 
“She sees more than you could ever know,” Brega said through gritted teeth, and T’Alon looked at him, shocked by the venom before understanding dawned. 
While the black-armored soldiers under Asha’s command wore expressions ranging from amused to satisfied by their quarry, Brega’s poured hate and pain in equal measure. It was a volatile combination, and T’Alon wondered what could have caused it. But when he looked at the old woman in her sorry state, trapped like a rodent and staring death in the face, he could not share it.
“Not so much,” the woman said, shifting those quartz eyes to Brega. The warrior took a step toward her, the black tattoos on his shoulders and arms seeming to ready for a strike his muscles wanted to make. “You and I both know there are plenty who see farther than I ever could, Brega Cohr.”
Brega’s face shifted as chaotically as something out of the World Apart, his lips parting in something that was part sadistic smile and part threat to kill. The old woman did not so much as blink, and T’Alon felt a swell of pity. 
He looked to Asha, catching her shifting eyes beneath that shadowed helm. 
“Who is this, and why have you chained her to the earth like an animal?”
She sniffed beneath her armor, and the old woman’s eyes moved down to the dirt below her knees. She was losing strength. 
“She is the enemy,” Asha said, her voice echoing in the cacophonous armor and sounding like something cold and alien. 
“She belongs to the tribe we fight?” T’Alon asked, looking down at her. “She belongs to the Emerald Blade?”
Her ears perked up at that, but she did not raise her head to stare again. She had accepted her fate, and T’Alon felt a need to change it, if for no other reason than to clear his own conscience. 
“The very same,” Asha said, and it sounded like a final condemnation. “Don’t let her appearance fool you.” She nodded to Brega. “This one knows: she’s one of the Landkist of the Emerald Road. One of their leaders, if I’m not mistaken.” She stared steadily at Brega, and it looked to take a force of will for him to tear his eyes away from the sorry form at his feet. 
He nodded, and T’Alon felt the prospects of mercy slip even further out of reach. 
Asha looked back to T’Alon. “This is what we’ve been fighting, while you’ve been off affecting whatever minor change you can in this War of Sages that is really no war at all. Not once mine is through with it.” Her look was an accusation. “You were supposed to be here weeks ago. We’ve lost many and were told you could put an end to it.”
“We had a situation to the south,” T’Alon said, challenging. He nodded to the woman at their feet. “And what, exactly, are we putting an end to, here? We’ve come to help with the Emerald Blade, not to root out the locals and chain them like dogs.”
“She is more dangerous than you know,” Asha said, and though T’Alon sensed no overt power from her, he did notice that the black-armored soldiers of Balon Rael had fanned out across the root-walled bowl. They were looking everywhere there was bark, staring at trunks and branches as if they would leap down and attack in defense of their prey at any moment. 
“She controls the woods themselves?” T’Alon guessed. 
“No,” Asha said, looking down at her. “But her gaze pierces anything with a root or leaf. She was a tough one to capture. We left her here in the hopes that she would attract others. Apparently, they’ve abandoned her.”
That drew a mirthless laugh from the old woman, and T’Alon found himself respecting her resolve, given the circumstances. 
“What now?” T’Alon asked, hating the question. 
“Now,” Asha said, stepping forward ominously, “we let Brega decide.” 
Brega looked at her with all the suspicion T’Alon would have expected, his face working through so many emotions, it couldn’t help but settle on anger as the easiest. 
“It was you,” Brega said, looking down at the woman. 
As she raised her head to regard him, she looked a lot less sorry than she had a moment before. Brega nearly shrank back at her white gaze but dug his heels in. He reminded T’Alon of a child in that moment, and it was a strange and unsettling sight. 
“You led the attack,” Brega pressed. “Her blood is on your hands.”
Brega’s mother. T’Alon looked at the old woman with fresh eyes. She did not deny Brega’s claims, just as she did not seem overly affected by them. 
For a time, she looked like she wouldn’t speak.
“That one’s getting close to a hollow,” she said, still staring at Brega, whose face contorted. She turned and regarded Asha, then nodded to the southern section of the bowl. “Too late.”
There was a scream that had T’Alon whirling, and the group turned to see a gaping, man-sized pit occupying the space one of Asha’s soldiers had stood in seconds before. The old woman pealed laughter, and T’Alon turned back to see her shaking with it. 
Asha shouted her orders, and the other soldiers began to move toward the pit. 
“He’s gone,” the old woman said, barely able to suppress the obvious joy she felt at the proclamation. “Either drowned or drowning in the rivers beneath the roots.”
Given Brega’s stoic reaction, T’Alon guessed she was right. 
“Your name?” Brega asked. He had dipped his fists into the leather compartments that hung on either side of his belt, and T’Alon knew that his fingers had found their grips in those oiled gauntlets. 
The old woman stared at him, her eyes shifting and seeming to contain an untold multitude—every emotion but for fear. 
“Call me what I am, Brega Cohr,” she said without looking up, her voice steady and clear. “Call me what I am, and I’ll do the same with you, Raith.”
She said the word with venom, and with a sort of sadness that Brega seemed to revile. 
“Strike me down, Brega the Raith,” she said, spitting with it, her emotions unraveling, her body shaking and fresh blood pouring from a gaping wound in her thigh that T’Alon hadn’t noticed before. “It won’t change your role in all this. It won’t change the blood on your hands. You condemn me. You judge me, but it was your mother who started the war. It was she who first went into the west and brought the one who would call himself King back with her.”
Brega glanced at Asha as the old woman spoke. The muscles and veins in his forearms shifted like snakes in a coil, but he was as uncertain as T’Alon had ever seen him. 
“She only brought the one King to depose of another,” Brega growled. “To dispose of the one you and yours had propped up: the Pretender to replace the tyrant you lost. He is no Sage.”
“No,” she said, and her eyes were suddenly downcast. “No, he is not.” Her gaze drifted, and T’Alon did not know if it was the effect of memory or blood loss. “We paid enough for our mistakes. Now, we follow one of our own. One blessed with the power of a Sage.” She looked up. “But he is not one of them.”
Asha took a step forward, and T’Alon shot her a glare. He looked from her to the old woman, thoughts spinning.
“Not like us,” Brega said, his voice quiet and calm. “You didn’t suffer like we did under the Sage of Center. And now you would prop up his heir?”
The old woman looked up at him, and much of her anger had blown out. She looked crestfallen, if not defeated. “You say much,” she said, “for one who walks with the agents of Balon Rael, as your mother did. As Maja Cohr did.”
She looked down after that, in a move that signaled acceptance, and T’Alon was certain the killing blow would fall. It did, though not in the way he had thought. Brega’s entire being seemed to pull him to do it, his teeth grinding, jaw working, muscles bunching and flexing. 
In a flash of black steel, the old woman’s head fell from her shoulders with a thud, and as it rolled, those white eyes stared up at the sky beyond the canopy, the shine fading to be replaced by the emptiness of death. 
T’Alon didn’t feel the pang he had thought he would, but his heat rose on the back of an irrational anger. He whirled on Asha, and his eyes must have told the story along with the popping sounds the atmosphere made around him. Her soldiers crowded in, each forgetting their concerns over hollows and underground rivers in the face of an Ember’s wrath. 
T’Alon eyed the lot of them as they fanned out around him, judging the distance between each of them, his heart pumping furiously even as he attempted to cool it. His form-fitting armor shifted, the metal-clad leather breathing and sending up twirling strings of steam as his sweat turned to vapor. He heard the wind moving through the trees, heard the branches creaking and sighing as if in anticipation or encouragement. 
Brega shifted beside him, blading his body toward Asha and her soldiers. If T’Alon had needed the support, it would have been a reassuring presence to have. As it was, Brega’s move only served to snap T’Alon out of his building state before it reached its peak. Killing Asha and her men would gain them nothing. In fact, it would only expose them as enemies to Balon Rael, and they would count both Sages of Center as foes before they were ready to face one. 
T’Alon lowered his hands and tried to affect a disarming smile. He received a grimace from Asha that was so severe, he could spy it through her narrow visor. She relaxed, though her blade remained free of its sheath, black metal glinting in the kaleidoscopic light. The men and women around her—one less than the half-dozen she’d arrived with—seemed more than willing to let the affront slide now that they had felt his heat bake the metal they were walking in. 
What they didn’t know was that T’Alon was carrying no weapons aside from his palms. His gesture of peace could well be taken as a declaration of war, and would be by those who knew what he could do. As it stood, he was no longer in a killing mood. 
“You have a problem with slaying the enemy?” Asha asked, finding her voice but unable to fully suppress the quiver that crept in. 
“In battle, no,” T’Alon said. He did not glance back at the split form at his heels. As far as he could tell, Brega was in no rush to look, either. 
“There are many more where that came from,” Asha said, and T’Alon furrowed his brow. She gave him a cold killer’s smile and sheathed her blade, not bothering to wipe the blood from its glassy edge. 
She turned to the east, and her company turned with her, though they did so hesitantly, with some of them tossing shaky looks at the pit that had swallowed their compatriot and more tossing them at the Landkist pair. 
“We go to meet your Sage, now,” Brega shouted after her. 
“No,” Asha called back. “Not yet. You’ll come to my camp. He’ll find use of you through me, for now.” She paused midway up the tangled, root-choked rise and looked back at them, and T’Alon knew she was wearing a cocksure smile beneath that blasted lid. “You are friends now, no? Perhaps you’d like to see what it’s been like on the front lines.”
With that, she climbed the last few steps onto the ridge that separated this rootnest from the next and moved off.
The wind picked up, and it sounded so sudden and unnatural that T’Alon looked up. He saw the last of the soldiers doing the same before he disappeared over the next rise. What he at first took to be the dancing leaves of a wind-blown canopy resolved into the flitting shadows of birds taking wing and beasts swinging out of sight. 
Brega had been prepared for a fight, then. T’Alon wasn’t sure if he felt better or worse because of it. 
He turned back to the other man as his eyes lost their green glow and found him staring down at the lifeless form of the Landkist at their feet. His face was pained, though T’Alon could not tell if pity played any part in it. 
“What did she mean when she called you ‘Raith’?” T’Alon asked, feeling more blunt than usual, given the circumstances. 
Brega spat. 
T’Alon was getting tired of people doing that by way of response. He stared until the yellow eyes met his own, then raised his brows. 
“You all have words for your Landkist,” Brega said, sweeping his hand out toward the general south. “Embers, Skyr, Faeykin. Center is no different. My kind are known as Raiths, since we inhabit the minds of lesser beings.”
T’Alon nodded slowly and then tossed a quick one at the body. “And her kind? What is she called?”
“Enemy,” Brega said, all fangs. He moved past T’Alon in a huff and would have knocked into him if T’Alon hadn’t stepped aside. “Willows, if you prefer.”
“Willows.” T’Alon tasted the word, shaking his head as he turned to follow Brega to the edge of the rootnest. “Is that what you want?” he asked, speaking in a harsh whisper though Asha and her men had already moved well out of earshot. “Executions. Slaughter. You heard her.”
Brega would not meet his gaze, though T’Alon saw enough of his face to know he had struck a chord. 
“What did you think we were getting into, here?” Brega asked, breathing the words out as part of a long, resigned sigh. “This is war.”
“A war between Sages,” T’Alon said. “Their war.”
Brega paused atop a thick root, loose gravel sliding down into the basin as he rested his weight atop it, and now he did look back. 
“Then, what are you doing here? What are any of us doing here? You want death, Rane. You just want it for the Sages. But death has a hard time finding their lot without a host of those below feeling it first.” When T’Alon didn’t answer, Brega let lose a barbed laugh and turned back toward the ridge. “We are what they’ve made us.”
T’Alon watched Brega scramble up onto the earthen wall between rootnests at the Center of the World, playing out at some long-ago hate that had cooled too much to trust and burned too much to let go of. 
He tried to shake the thought but couldn’t, and as he made his way toward the lowest of the overhanging roots, he paused and looked to the south, and a question he had forgotten in the excitement resurfaced like fresh dread.
Where had Shadow gone?




Kole thought sleep would find him easily when they made camp in the first clearing at the edge of the plateau. As it turned out, he caught only what a restless mind and new surroundings would permit, decidedly less than any of the others in the company, aside from their guide. 
He stood and stepped over the slumbering form of Linn and between those of Jenk, Baas and Misha. Shifa raised her head and gave the limpest of wags when she noticed him, her tail thumping on the dirt. He raised a hand, and she settled back down with a sigh. 
Kole spied Wend through a copse of threadbare trees at the southern part of the clearing. The old hunter was standing with his back to the group on the zenith of the slope overlooking the black plains they had crossed during the night. The sun was up, but it was a weak light, the clouds having come back in to cast a light drizzle that turned the lands stretching to the southern ridges into a hazy curtain of gray with only the suggestions of peaks beyond. 
As Kole approached, he saw Wend’s ears twitch and his shoulders rise. 
“We’ll be moving off, now,” the hunter said without turning. “They’ve slept long enough.”
‘They’ve barely slept at all,” Kole said, coming to stand behind him. 
“Right,” Wend said. “Long enough.” He turned to Kole, and his brilliant, icy blues caught him off guard, seeming even more striking in the gray half-light of dawn. “I’m sure life in the Valley had rules.” He tossed a nod at the still forms behind Kole. “The Emerald Road does, as well. You can spend a lifetime learning them and still break a fatal one if you’re either too careful or not careful enough.”
Kole settled for a nod over an argument. Life had not been kind to the Emberfolk, and while the land never outwardly betrayed them, the woods and ways of the Valley were not paths to be walked idly, no matter what Wend thought. 
“Nothing this grand,” Kole said, “but we had our own wilds in the south.”
“We’re still south,” Wend said dismissively. “We’re still those lands, far as you can be concerned.” His gaze shifted back to the north, darting between the shadows in the trees. “It’s north you’ve got to worry about. Center is not a place to make friends with, to seek to understand. It’s a place that wants to kill you. Every day. Every hour. It wants your body to fall down, slow or fast, to rot in that soft underbrush. It wants to add your bones to the tangles between its roots. It’ll sooner use your blood for nourishment than the too-frequent rain it’s already granted.” He looked back. “I was a hunter of the Emerald Road, but I never grew to love the place. Those who did were killed by it. Make an enemy of the woods, but never fight them. See how life moves beneath the canopy, but never trust it.”
Kole searched for signs of bravado from the elder, but while he’d been full of it earlier, across the short plains to the village below the ridge that he made a point not to look toward now, he was deadly calm. His personality had shed one skin to reveal a more bitter truth beneath, and Kole swallowed in an attempt to wet a throat gone dry. 
“I suppose we’ll just have to follow your lead,” Kole said with a smile that Wend did not reflect. 
The hunter stared at him hard, searching for something. And he truly was a hunter, now. While he had seemed to be an old man beyond his ranging days just hours before, he now carried himself with the air of one who knew he was just the same as any other thing beneath the trees. 
“I know you didn’t want to come, Wend,” Kole said. “But I thank you for it.”
Wend did smile at that. “I’ve seen your like before,” he said. “In the east, leaders pride themselves on doing good things for those they rule.” When he saw Kole’s eyes widen, he matched them. “Yes. We fled the same sort of Kings your people seek to get back. We’ve seen where their promises lead. We chose exile.”
Kole frowned despite himself. “Doesn’t sound like much of a choice.” 
Then he looked back at the others. He saw one of them stirring—likely Misha, who seemed rarely to find restful sleep, no matter the circumstances. 
“I’ve seen what’s between you and the archer,” Wend said.
“Linn,” Kole said, an edge entering his tone.
“Linn, then. The archer. The hunter. The soldier.” Wend paused and leaned in a little close for Kole’s liking. It was as if he was trying to loom, but Kole felt less threatened than annoyed. “The Sage, if you will.”
Kole felt a stirring within him at the mention. “I don’t trust the Sages,” he said, his tone low. “We’re akin in that, Wend. But Linn is no more a Sage than I am. We came here to do a thing, and that’s to find the one we seek. I can promise you, whatever it is that T’Alon Rane wants, it’s wrapped up in the Eastern Dark. And whatever he wants is not something any tribes of man can abide.”
Kole stepped forward so he was nearly nose-to-nose with Wend. The old hunter stood his ground, but Kole could hear his knuckles cracking as his hands balled into fists at his sides. 
“Are you a villain, Wend?”
Kole left him no choice but to laugh at the absurdity of the question or confirm it. Wend settled for something in between, enacting a snort as he moved back toward the clearing with enough noise to rouse Shifa in a half-panic, which was more than enough to get the others up and tripping. 
As Wend showed Kole his back and the others his front, Kole watched him go, wondering at the true state of the man and what had brought it about. Leaving one’s homeland was never easy. Wend had come out of the east as a young man, but not so young that he could forge another life entirely. It was clear that the Gray People considered Center their home—a refuge in the wilds away from the Sage of Balon Rael. For Wend, however, it seemed the place was made up of the stuff of nightmares. 
Kole tossed a final look to the west, picking out the white smoke as it rose below the edge of the jagged plateau. He couldn’t see anyone moving between the homes beneath it, but he knew they were there. 
Shifa perked up as Kole entered the clearing, but her mood was anything but playful. Something about their surroundings had her tapped into the mode she had often adopted before the Dark Kind made for the timber walls of Last Lake. 
Given the circumstances, Kole wouldn’t have had it any other way. 
The Embers stretched like cats, easing their tired muscles and letting their heat ebb and flare as they fell into their martial movements absent thought or intention. While Jenk was straight, precise, sending his hands out like blades and lancing knives, Misha’s movements bordered on erratic. Kole knew from experience that her kicks and flashy spins disguised a calm amidst the chaos. Embers moved much the same as their flames burned. 
Linn, for her part, stretched like the bow she carried, her balance seemingly perfect as her center remained steady and rooted over the sway of her hips and the roll of her shoulders. Her steely eyes met Kole’s as she straightened after a bend.
“Why do you not reach like the others, Reyna?” 
The voice was like granite over dry grass, and Kole turned to see Baas looking down at the hound he was stroking. The Rockbled’s gray eyes moved up and framed an inquisitive face that stood at odds with his presence. 
“My heat doesn’t need any excuse to start running,” Kole said, and though he said it with a smile, he felt the eyes of Jenk, Misha and Linn skirt away from him. Baas, for his part, looked at him steadily before nodding. 
The Rockbled bent to retrieve the great stone shield and the pack that would rest over it, and the others readied their own supplies as Shifa moved toward Wend. The old hunter stood with his back to them, staring into the deeper pathways beyond. 
“What should we know of the creatures of the Emerald Road?” Jenk asked him, and Kole noticed his ears twitching beneath the silver hair that was like an unwashed and unkempt version of Iyana’s. 
“When you see my hands stray toward the yew across my back,” Wend said, turning to show Jenk the sharp corners of those icy blues. “And even then, don’t let that fire go unless I tell you so. Center is damp and full of as much rot as life, but there’s plenty that can go up in these lands, and I’ll not have you deciding what.”
Kole tossed Jenk a wink, and the other Ember shrugged as Misha gave him a punch on the shoulder, spinning her spear in arcs that were somehow lazy despite their speed.
“Ready?” Wend asked, turning back toward the path. “Emerald Road isn’t close. Plenty of black and green to go through before we get there. Maybe even a touch of gold.”
“Gold?” Linn asked, coming to stand beside Kole and Baas. 
“Aye,” Wend said. “The sun fights a losing battle with Center most of the time, but it’s managed to win out a few patches.” He turned back toward them, and Kole could swear he saw the hint of a smile. “Makes quite a sight in places, and we’re not far from one of them. Gold has a way of splashing when it meets green.” 
Seeing their upraised brows, Wend cleared his throat and moved onto the trail. Shifa took that as a signal and tore off into the woods, her white tufts and matching tip soon indistinguishable from the diamonds of light playing off the roots and leaves farther in. 
“Plenty of bigger things than her in these lands,” Wend said, his gruff tone returning. “Plenty of smaller things more deadly.”
Kole shared a look with Linn that Misha spied and laughed at. That set Wend off at a pace that bordered on uncomfortable in the choking underbrush, but Kole thought it was better that way. The sooner they left the black plains of the south behind them and the farther they got from their Valley home, the closer they were to whatever reckoning the future held. And Kole had never been one to shy away from those. 
None of them had.
“I like our chances against most men and all beasts,” Misha said, confident enough to flirt with brazen. 
Wend only shook his head and turned northeast, picking his way up a path that was far steeper than Kole had at first realized. 
The morning passed into what must have been late afternoon, and though the land was ever-changing, its very variety began to form its own sort of pattern. The ground would level off before they came to rises alternating between modest and steep. What had started as a series of pathways made of earth and scrub turned to solid oak the farther north they ventured, with the roots of the ever-growing trees themselves serving as walks above the tangled brush, sodden pools and trickling waters below. 
Once or twice, each member of the party slipped and fell into the veritable swamp beneath them and found out just how deep it went despite the plants choking the dark, leaf-laden surface. After a time, Shifa was the only member of the group aside from Wend not sporting a coat of muck up to the knees. Linn walked ahead of Kole, and though she had slipped shortly after he had, he noted the way her drop had slowed and marveled at the ease with which she pulled herself out of the sucking mud. The air that had been sticky and slow had picked up as she wavered, the sweat standing out on her skin drying through a combination of the conjured breeze and the heat he produced. They shared another of their looks as he reached her too late to help her out of the mess, and Wend paused up ahead, looking back at them.
Linn moved off without making anything of it, and the others did the same. 
The only life they encountered that was separate from the plant variety were the insects that bred among the leaves. Misha, predictably, was the first to heat the atmosphere around her hot enough to bake the pests in mid-flight before they could draw close enough to alight on her skin, and Kole and Jenk mirrored her. Soon, it became apparent that the heat was taking its toll on Baas and Linn, both of whom were miserable in the stuffy confines. 
“Opening up soon,” Wend called behind him, and Kole dropped his heat, urging Jenk and Misha to match him. 
“Thank the gods,” Jenk said. “Sages. Whoever you want.”
The path opened up at the top of the next rise, and Kole was too taken with the sight before them to speak. They fanned out, eager to have something to look at aside from the backs of one another, and Wend let them stand and admire the giants that loomed above them, the flat land that stretched out before them and the shafts of amber pre-dusk light that filtered down through a canopy that was high enough to trouble eagles. 
“Is that water?” Linn asked, shielding her eyes from the glare. The rest were doing the same, Kole included, as they adjusted to the relative gloom of the lower woods. 
Wend nodded but made no move to explain further. Though the land appeared both more hospitable and more navigable than it had before, their guide seemed to have recovered something of the tension with which he had first greeted them on the southern plains. Kole watched him scan the trees and what he now saw as glittering pools collected below them, and his heart quickened as the old hunter roved up as often as down, likely searching for signs of ambush.
“Good visibility here,” Kole said, coming up to stand even with him. 
Wend spat. “In the morning, maybe,” the hunter said. “Trees are taller than on the lower ridges and with fewer branches.” He tossed his head to what Kole took to be the southeast. “In this light? Anything can hide in the glare, and it’s going to get worse before twilight settles.”
“What sorts of things might be hiding?” Linn asked, and they all turned to regard Wend, whose knotted shoulders tied themselves tighter under the scrutiny. 
“The occasional cat,” he said. “Big cat, that is. The occasional ape of the carnivorous variety.” He spat again. “Here, mostly wood elk. Aggressive if they feel threatened, and a group like us would certainly do so. Still, most of those will have turned into their glades for the night.”
“Elk?” Baas asked, nearly laughing at the imagined threat before a cutting look from Wend disavowed him of the notion. 
“That’s right.”
Baas shrugged and looked back to the myriad pools before them, and Kole did the same. For an instant, as the amber light turned red on the backs of his lids, he thought the leagues before them might look a lot like the peaks above the north Valley, with the pools below not at all dissimilar from the sort Larren Holspahr was resting beneath now. It was a beautiful sight, but not all that went along with it was so.
Kole looked back at Misha and saw that her eyes were locked on the glittering surfaces between the serene patches of earth of brown and green. He guessed the direction of her thoughts and made as if to speak. When she saw him looking in her direction, she smiled and then blushed because of it, shifting uneasily as she worked to clear the thoughts. 
“What sorts of things might you be afraid of?” Kole asked, his tone direct. Before Wend answered, he added, “Aside from elk, ape and cat.”
Wend considered him and switched his eyes back to Linn. “Too many birds and beasts in Center to count,” he said. “And most of them can kill. That said, we’re still a day’s travel from the more densely populated lands. The Emerald Road is full of things armed to the teeth, and it’s also full of people who are a sight more deadly than the things that sometimes hunt them.”
“You’re worried about the tribesmen,” Kole said, nodding. 
“Raiths, in particular,” Wend said. “Weren’t many left when we made for the southern plains. They were losing the war then.”
“Raiths?” Jenk asked. 
“Raiths,” Wend said, his tone flat enough that it was obvious he was trying to hide the fear beneath it. “Landkist of the Emerald Road. Some of them, at least.”
“How will we know if one of those is near?” Kole asked. 
“You won’t, unless they want you to. But, then, you already know what that feels like.”
Kole raised his brows and looked at the others. 
“The beastmaster,” Baas said gravely. 
“I’ll admit,” Wend said, “whichever one set that particular collection of beasts on you had a rare talent. But his or her fellows can still turn the odd bear. And whichever of those beasts you met in the south is nothing like the ones that grow beneath the branches here.”
“We believe you,” Linn said, and Wend regarded her doubtfully. “Before the one they call Brega Cohr sent the birds and the horned runners after us, he came against our greatest city with one that made tinder out of the stoutest gate in the Valley. It did the same to many of our own.”
Wend’s gaze swiveled to take them all in. Misha was the only one of them from Hearth, and the memory of that carnage was more pronounced for her as a result, despite the fact that she hadn’t been there, or perhaps because of it. 
Wend nodded. “We’ll cross the pools and make camp once we get to the other side. Should be twilight by then. We’ll take refuge in one of the nests below the giants.”
“Giants?” Kole asked. He was beginning to feel as annoyed with himself as Wend seemed to be. It seemed that everything coming out of their collective mouths was in the form of a question fit for children fresh to the World. 
But, then, they were children in their own way. Wend might grumble his way through most responses, but Kole noted that he answered every one. 
“If you think the trees here are large, you’ll think those on the Emerald Road are fit to house cities in their branches.” Wend shook his head at some distant memory, and, judging by the ghost of a bittersweet smile he covered as quickly as it appeared, it was a pleasant one. “Legend has it, they used to do just that.”
With that, he was off, and Kole could not help but marvel at the endurance of one whose age likely doubled that of his father, the only other traveler he had seen possessed of the same poise and confidence of movement. Everything about Wend’s steps was practiced. Everything about the set of his shoulders belied the quick action the bone and sinew beneath was capable of. Every shift of eye and ear betrayed the presence of some sound or false presence in the forest around them. It was as if Wend was transforming, turning movement by measure back into the young hunter he had been when his people had clung to a living in the vast closeness of Center.
They followed Wend across the first of the narrow streams that parted one mossy embankment from the next, and Kole had to take care not to let Wend’s presence put him too much at ease. The trees were widely spaced and the waters flowing between them shallow, but the land formed a latticework of miniature islands and inlets, and it was difficult to see far in any single direction. 
And while the land itself was as beautiful and alien as any Kole could imagine in the shifting amber light, the browns and greens accenting the glittering and serpentine rivers below and beyond, he could not help but feel that they were not alone in the woods. 
“What do you know of the Emerald Sage?” Linn asked, and Kole could tell that Wend wanted nothing more than to ignore her. 
“I know he’s not a Sage at all,” Wend said. “At least, not what he used to be.”
They leapt and landed across trickling streams and on beds that squished beneath their feet and sent ripples out across the flowing pools between them. Each of them was busy minding his or her footing, so they did not share glances, though Kole could tell Wend had them curious. 
“Who is he, then?” Kole asked. “We heard the Emerald Sage was the most deadly of all, save the Eastern Dark.”
Wend seemed almost to choke as he squatted at the edge of a particularly small ring, half of his body obscured by the tree whose roots held it up. 
“More powerful than that one, I’d say.”
He said it as if it were obvious—as if he were explaining to a child what might happen if a vole challenged the hawk circling overhead. 
Baas landed on the same ring with only the most mild of disturbances to the water around it, and Wend turned with an annoyed expression that soon morphed into one of shock when he recognized the source of the minor impact. The Riverman smiled down at him in a knowing way. 
Kole leapt to the bank opposite the two, and Shifa greeted him excitedly before continuing on her bounding path. Kole tracked her and then looked beyond her, and though the light was fading, he thought he could see the last of the glittering surfaces before a wall of tangled vines and creepers obscured the rest. 
“More powerful than the Eastern Dark,” Misha said, landing on the pad in front of Baas and Wend. Linn and Jenk joined her a moment later. Though the Ember was hardly one to mince words, she did seem to hesitate before saying the next ones. “Strange for you to say, given what you’ve seen of that one’s power, and recently.”
She stood facing Wend, and he rose slowly and methodically, his eyes locked on the red-haired warrior, the towering Rockbled forgotten behind him. 
The lot of them seemed to breathe in, awaiting the hunter’s reaction. Would he leap across the span and meet his death at the end of the Ember’s spear? Would he forsake them and leave them to wander the woods and ways, to discover the secrets of the Emerald Road without him?
As it turned out, he had nothing in mind but to set Misha Ve’Gah straight, something Kole knew each of them could respect in his or her own way.
“The power I saw on the southern plains,” Wend started. “The power that took our sons and daughters in darkness only to raise them back up to serve it was not something born of the Sages. That was a power taken from the World Apart, or guided. The Eastern Dark may be the eternal enemy of the Emberfolk. Perhaps the Gray People now count him the same. But he is nothing but a conjurer. He is one who courts power or sends others out to collect it for him.”
He regarded Misha evenly and then turned to meet Kole’s eyes. 
“It could be that the Eastern Dark is destined to win the War of Sages if for no other reason than the fact that he continues to hide—to fester, while the others war openly. The way you tell it,” he said, nodding toward Linn, “he didn’t even mean for all that business in the Valley that sent you lot spilling out like bees from a swatted hive. To me, that is no power.”
“And what of the Sage of Center?” Jenk asked, his tone earnest, either naturally or in some attempt to put Wend more at ease. 
Misha bit her tongue, and Kole was glad for it. 
“I wouldn’t pretend to know,” Wend said. He said it with a hint of challenge, as if he expected them to shout him down at any instant. Kole thought it curious how defensive he was when it came to the topic of this particular Sage, but he held his peace. “All I know is how deadly his heir-apparent is.”
“His heir?” Baas asked, coming to stand even with Wend. “You speak of him as if he were royalty.”
Wend scoffed. “Did yours not act like the King you lost?” He looked at each of them in turn and shook his head at their questing reactions.“The Emerald Blade is not a Sage,” he said, his tone dropping back to even. “Not completely. He is a warrior, but he possesses the latent power of the Sage who departed these lands. The Sage of Center.”
“How?” Linn asked, incredulous. “Where did the Sage go? Was he defeated?”
“I won’t pretend to know,” Wend said. “I know that he’s not coming back. And I know that the one who took on his name is not the same as the others. He is a mortal man. No doubt your burning blades hold a power not to be taken lightly”—he nodded to Misha’s black spear—“but I wouldn’t wager on it in a clash with what he’s said to carry.”
“That’s it?” Kole asked, and he was surprised to hear the question leave his own lips. The others turned to him as Shifa came trotting back to his miniature island, her tongue lolling and her fur soaked through from her ranging. “Why would the other Sages fear such a man? What would Rane want with him?”
Wend’s face seemed to twist a bit, contorting in the golden light of dusk that was growing redder by the minute. His ears twitched as he looked up at the trees whose leaves had been disturbed by a rushing of wind. Kole looked up as well, peering into the shifting branches. He could see nothing beyond the lowest canopy, which was still far too high to climb, though he could swear he had heard a faint popping sound, like faraway thunder. 
“A sword, if you need to know,” Wend said, bringing Kole back down. “The man carries a sword that is his namesake.”
The old hunter was still tense at the disturbance in the trees and waters around them, but if he felt comfortable enough to let it go as a trick of the wind, Kole would as well. Still, Linn and the others began moving on knees half-bent, their shoulders tensing as their hands strayed toward their weapons. They relaxed the more Wend spoke. 
“And this is some relic left behind by the absentee Sage of Center?” Jenk asked, and was rewarded with a look that showed a bit of the fear Wend had kept well-hidden. 
“Depends who you ask. I’ve heard that the Sage used the same blade in the great battle on the Yellow Plains to the west.” Linn met Kole’s eyes without thinking, and Wend caught it. “Yes, the same lands your folk are crossing now. Long before we got here—long even before your great-grandparents passed out of the deserts—he fought the Sage of the Red Wastes, the only one to give him near as good an accounting as he got.”
“We’ve heard he had no shortage of clashes with the other Sages,” Jenk said.
“We’ve heard the same.” Wend nodded. “Even in the east, they spoke about him in hushed tones, as if he might be the hero we needed to rid the world of his tyrannical brethren. Of course, he was long gone by the time those tales reached my ears in youth. His last great clash, far as I know, was with the Twins of Whiteash.”
“Never heard of them,” Misha said. 
Her tone might say otherwise, but Kole knew she was as curious as the rest of them. No matter how new their current surroundings were, there was so much the folk of the Valley did not know of the wider World. They had grown up on tales of the Sages, and while some part of Kole knew there had been more, he had never thought to ask. It could be there were none in the Valley who would’ve known.
“You think they’d call occasional tiffs something as grand as a ‘War of Sages’?” Wend asked dubiously. “Their conflict’s been raging longer than most. The Sage who took Center didn’t do so without spilling plenty of blood, and even in the lands owned by Balon Rael—my Sage, if it please—it was never argued that he did any more bad than the rest.”
Baas spit into the trickling water, and Wend nodded as if it were a confirmation. 
“Now, each owns his or her own piece of the World,” Wend said bitterly. 
There was a short silence as each of them turned that over. After a time, Kole broke it. 
“You said that was just one of the theories—that he uses the same weapon that made the Sage of Center such a potent enemy to his own kind.” Wend regarded him stoically, or at least tried his best to look it, and Kole asked, “What are the others?”
“Too many to count,” Wend said, waving them away. “The newest one is that the blade itself is the former Sage, boiled down like redroot and crushed with mortar and pestle.”
“They made a weapon out of the Sage himself?” Linn asked, her tone reflecting the obvious disbelief they all shared. “How?”
“How does he move the ground beneath our feet?” Wend said, jabbing a thumb back at Baas. “How do they call to the fire of the earth itself?” He hesitated only the briefest of moments before pointing right back at Linn. “How do you move the trees above us like the Sage you helped throw down in the south?”
Kole bristled, but Linn held her hand up. She looked up at the canopy, which had stilled. “That wasn’t me,” she said. She looked as if she wanted to say more, but she settled for a piercing look that Kole could almost feel, though it wasn’t directed at him. 
Wend broke before he could wilt, coughing and clearing his throat as he stumbled back onto his train of thought. 
“I don’t know how they’ve done it or if they’ve done it,” he said, nodding toward the wall of tangled vines to the north, a green wall that rose twice the height of the pearly whites surrounding Hearth. “Some say it was a gift from the Sage of Center himself—that he was laden with guilt and chose a successor to continue the war on his brothers and sisters without him.” 
He scoffed as if that was ridiculous, though Kole noted a certain glimmer behind his eyes that suggested a lost hope, even a disappointment. 
Then he sighed. “Others claim this new warrior—this general—threw him down in single combat and claimed the weapon for himself, or turned him into it.” He shrugged. “Far as I know, he’s no Landkist. I don’t know how he’d kill a Sage, or, even if he managed it, how he’d forge a weapon from his blood. But, then, the Sage had been gone a long time. If he was found, maybe he was in a state too far gone to fight back.” His voice grew rougher and coarser as he went on, clearly growing tired of the vain explanations. “Either way, it’s not so much the blade that’s begun to earn back the reputation.” He met Kole’s eyes again. “It’s the one who wields it.”
“That good?” Kole offered. 
“Better.”
“You seem to know a lot of the goings-on here for one who was never a part of it,” Misha said, and for once, Kole was glad of her challenge, if for no other reason than the swallow it produced from Wend, enough to betray that he knew far more than he was letting on. 
Those blues shifted back to Kole, caught his look and then turned it inward. Wend’s face contorted sharply, his brows drawing together until they formed a thin line that ran parallel to the one his lips had taken. 
“We’re no enemies of yours, Wend,” Kole said. He said it slowly and evenly, and while there was a war being waged behind the lines on Wend’s face, it looked for the moment as though peace had won out. 
Wend sighed, and Kole took it as much as an admission as a resignation. He looked as if he might plop down in the middle of the plateau and dangle his feet beneath the clear, mirrored surface of the water that was flowing past him. He scanned the rest of them, his eyes shifting from Linn, Misha and Jenk to Kole before settling last on Baas, whose look never seemed far away from the steadiness that made him up. 
The branches shifted with a creaking that reminded Kole of the ropes that constantly pulled on the docks and moorings by the shore of Last Lake, though he felt no breeze. Perhaps it didn’t reach this far down. 
“I know what I’ve seen,” Wend said, blowing it out like a sigh. “And while I’ve never come across the man who leads the Greenfolk now, there are plenty I’ve known who have.” He looked up and met Linn’s eyes before any of the others. “They think him a great man possessed of great power, and not the other way around.”
Linn did not fidget under his attention, though Kole could see she wanted to. 
“Who—” Jenk started, but Wend cut in.
“Hunters,” Wend said with another wave. “The young. The restless. Those clinging to a past they never knew because it must be better than the present, which, for us, has been scratching a living out of the black soil and gray slate that Center counts as crust.”
Surprisingly, it was Baas who spoke next. 
“They joined with him?” He stated it as much as asked, and while Wend’s tone had lost all semblance of accusation, the Riverman’s veritably dripped with it. While Kole had tried to set aside his blind hatred for the Sages on account of Linn, Baas let it flow like the Fork that had given his people their name. 
Wend eyed him with an odd mix of emotions. “They were young,” he said. “The Emerald Blade—blast if I know his true name—has managed to throw back the wilder tribes at Center. He’s strong. He’s aggressive. And he’s doing something to stay the incursions of Balon Rael.” He looked down at his feet. “Much more than any of us could promise them, and that was before the Corruption took hold.”
Baas did not blush but looked as though he might. He settled for a curt nod and let the matter drop.
“The wilder tribes,” Misha said, and could not help but glance around. “Those include the Raiths you mentioned earlier? The beastmen?”
“Beastmasters, if you ask them,” Wend said. “The Emerald Blade is on the side of the Willows, the other great Landkist of Center.” He grunted something unintelligible. “The young think they’re joining the winning side because they call themselves the Kin.” He looked up, his eyes shining in the red-gold light as he considered the kaleidoscope of branches and twisting leaves above. “They were all the Kin once—Willows and Raiths. Even the Gray People. Well, never quite so close, but we weren’t far off.” He looked back down. “It was live and let live at that time, until Brega Cohr’s mother tried to take it all for herself.”
Wend looked as though he wanted to say more but couldn’t find the words. He seemed to come back to himself as Baas laid a hand on his shoulder, a gentle gesture so at odds with his stature that even the old hunter looked more surprised than threatened by it. 
Wend cleared his throat and rolled his shoulders up and forward, checking the position of the bow that hung across his back. “Whoever this warrior is,” he said, “he’s a reaction. No different from Brega Cohr or his mother before him. No different from you lot.” He eyed them each in turn. 
“Sometimes, that’s all we can do,” Linn said.
“Sometimes,” Kole said before Wend could. “But now it’s time we turned it around.” 
Wend eyed him, taking the measure of him and—Kole thought—coming away with something better than before. 
“This the Emerald Blade, whoever he is”—Kole met Linn’s gaze as he spoke—“he could be worth meeting.”
“Better us than Rane,” she said.
Wend laughed at that, and Kole sensed real mirth in it. He didn’t know how he felt about that. 
“Not one for talking, far as I’ve heard,” Wend said. “But, then, I’m just a humble hunter, and no Landkist. No hero of yore.”
He dipped into a bow that was impressively low and well-executed for one of his age. Kole had a flash of him doing the same in his youth, back in the east under the yoke of Balon Rael. He wondered if Wend had always been a hunter and came away with the impression that he had not. 
“Not so far,” Kole said with a wink. He earned a smile for that one, but Wend’s face turned deadly serious soon after.
“Center’s named for more than just its locale,” he said. “There are things happening here that go far beyond a blood feud between tribes, deep and wet as it’s been. And no matter the meddling of the Eastern Dark—the Sage you fear or hate above the others—the true lord of the east is behind it. If you find a string, chances are you can trace it to that one.”
“Balon Rael,” Jenk said.
Wend adopted a slighter version of the previous bow. “The very same.” He looked at Baas. “If you’re going to kill anyone at Center,” he said, “anyone in particular, that is.” And then those icy blues flashed deadly. “You make sure it’s that one.”
Baas nodded as if it were a solemn vow. 
“If there’s anything more dangerous than a Sage who fancies himself a god,” Wend said, “it’s one who fancies himself a man.” He looked at Linn before Kole could, and this time his stare held no hint of challenge or accusation. “That cuts both ways,” he said. “Be the exception that one’s not.”
After a slow moment, Linn nodded, her lips uncreasing from the hard line they had been. 
A sudden splashing had them turning on their triangle of green islands to see Shifa bounding toward them, her white-tipped tail rigid and matching the direction of her gaze. The hound was navigating by feel, wading through the shallow pools and rivers as often as she stumbled across the overgrown roots and crumbling clods of grass and dirt. Her jaw was clenched tight, teeth showing. 
“What is it, Shifa?” Kole called, following her eyes. 
The hound made a low growl as she climbed onto the island across from him, and there she stayed, staring up. 
“She’s looking at your tree,” Kole warned, his eyes shifting from the hound to the canopy and back down to Linn, Jenk and Misha, who were standing closest to the edge. 
Wend moved for his bow, and Kole felt an unnatural breeze stirring. The pools themselves seemed to swirl in the red-gold light that seemed like nothing if not a portent. 
“That you, Linn?” Jenk asked. He was looking up into the branches like the rest of them, but Kole saw that his hand was clenched tightly around the hilt of his Everwood blade.
Linn didn’t answer, and that was answer enough. Kole set his feet and let the heat that was ever-burning at his core out like a leak. He let it seep into his blood like a welcome poison and closed his eyes as it spread through his arms and legs, settling at the tips of his fingers and toes before curling back in like a licking flame. The blades that were strapped tight against his back began to thrum with leeched energy, and Kole shrugged his pack off and deposited it with a rattle onto the moss beside him. He thought about donning the black armor, but knew it was a task better done before. 
“Damn,” he cursed, doing his best to pick out the shadows between the thicker branches above. It was like a system of trails—a second ground above theirs, but Kole could not distinguish one from the other in the tangled mass that resembled the ceiling of some titan’s abode. “Can you see anything, Linn?” 
“I …” she started, and then stopped. 
“What is it?” Misha asked, still staring. “Wend?”
“Not Raiths,” Wend said, his tone careful, his bow held and ready in a move Kole hadn’t seen him make. “Willows, maybe.”
“And what can they do?” Misha asked, taking her eyes away from the canopy in a moment that nearly cost her her life. 




“There!”
The sky went from red to black, and everything else followed. The trees around them flashed like bleached bones in a storm. The interruption only lasted a blink, but its effect was like a lightning strike in reverse and left the lot of them reeling. There was a crack that echoed off of the trees around them, assaulting their ears with a cacophony of splits and splinters. 
When the temporary blindness cleared, Kole saw that the great tree under which Linn and the others had been standing was split down the middle with a black scar that exposed the yellow, sap-soaked flesh beneath. While Linn and Jenk had managed to dart across the fast-flowing stream to where Baas and Wend were crouching, Misha was now planted firmly in the shallow river beneath, the current buffeting her as she reached for her spear in a daze. The shelf had crumbled beneath her, the water stained brown as it swept the loose soil away to the east. 
Kole glanced to the left and saw that Baas had his hands out, palms forward, and his eyes locked on the broken earth. 
Above and in front of Misha, at the narrowest end of the split in the great brown trunk, was a shadow. At first, Kole thought it was one of the Corrupted clinging to the bark and leering, but as the effect of its blinding charge dissipated, he saw that the black ink was already muting itself to reveal pale flesh beneath. It possessed eyes of the most striking lavender, and Kole had never seen their like in another. 
This must be a demon, or something close. 
The only other color that stood out on the otherwise diminutive form was the sharp white of her angled teeth, which were caught between a snarl and a grin as she eyed Misha, her almost-prey. 
And ‘almost’ was the right word. Where Misha’s head had been was a blade that seemed to pulse with an energy Kole couldn’t begin to guess the source of. It was small, no longer than one of Kole’s own blades, and what at first looked to be a solid length of cold obsidian began to sway and turn like the milky, black vapors it was trailing from hilt to glittering edge. 
Everything was slow, and the shadow tensed to spring, but Kole could see a strain in the feminine features, which began to contort as the atmosphere seemed to draw in, like she was a pulled stopper at the bottom of a vase. 
Misha scrambled and splashed in the muddy water, reaching with a desperate anger for her soaked weapon.
“Is that a Willow?” Jenk asked. “Wend?”
A white-fletched arrow thudded into the trunk where the shadow had been, but all it caught was the same ink that that sinister blade had trailed. Kole followed the arc back to the old hunter, who grimaced and reached for another. 
That answered that question, then. Whatever this devil was, it was not one of the Landkist native to Center. 
Kole reached for his blades, but a shifting of light behind Wend had him pointing and making as if to leap. The shadows swirled and birthed the assassin again, and the old man turned quicker than Kole would have thought possible, but still too late. 
A blast of air that now had to call itself wind launched the black form and all its swirling smoke away to skitter and splash across the pools and plateaus. Kole’s eyes widened as he took in Linn, panting and with her palms outstretched in much the same way Baas’s had been moments before. 
“That’s a new trick,” Jenk said before he leaped across the breach. Kole made to follow, but the splashing had stopped and he heard another popping, like the static in the clouds of a summer storm. 
“Wait!” he called, and Jenk halted, blade out and ignited to herald the first Ember to bring his power to bear. 
They separated, keeping as much distance as possible between one another so the shadow couldn’t attack them in pairs. Kole felt dizzy as he spun in slow circles, staring up into the thick branches and dancing leaves of the sunset canopy, which now resembled a blaze. He held his blades firmly out to his sides, steaming with the anticipated ignition. As much as the fire drove him, he kept the heat reined in for now, allowing the swell in his blood to ebb and pulse, matching its alien rhythm to that of his heart. 
The light shifted behind Linn before the pop and sizzle that sounded like meat over a grate. 
“Baas!” Kole screamed, and the Riverman twisted as Linn dove to the side. The shadow blade lanced out in an arc like a crescent moon, and as Linn splashed into the stream, Kole was certain the mark had been found, the water catching the rays of the dying sun and turning them the color of blood. 
When it cleared, she was up, fingers questing toward her neck, which was unmarked. She had a wild look and rushed to Kole, bow bouncing along with the silver arrows held tight across her back. 
Behind her, Baas swung at the coalescing shadow, his shield taking its own violent chunk out of the neck of the great tree as the shadow leapt away across the span to the tree closest to Misha. 
A simple question sprang to Kole’s mind as he watched her leap and skitter, dodging a jet from Misha’s flaming spear and twisting like a bird to avoid another white-fletched arrow from Wend’s yew bow. 
Why did she not phase?
The shadow was one of Rane’s, and that made her one of the Eastern Dark’s. Her magic was unlike anything Kole had seen in another Landkist. It seemed … otherworldly, and he could guess easily enough where it came from. He began to feel a certain comfort in the chaos, thinking of their quarry as nothing more than a spawn of the Dark Kind he had been fighting since he could hold a stick. 
“She’s wasting energy,” he said, at first to himself and the mad, barking hound beside him, but then he repeated it louder, and the others set their jaws and continued their assault. Hunter had become hunted. 
The shadow made for Misha, and the spear-wielder sent her staff into a spin that took on the colors of the red-gold sun and then some as the clear water at her ankles sloshed and churned, bubbling with foam and reflecting her fire at those lavender eyes. They blinked as she did, her body disappearing back into the milky smoke, but they knew the signs, now, and each of them whirled, looking for the next pocket that was sure to open. 
The coming was quicker this time, as Kole had thought it would be, the shadow’s energy burning at a faster rate than any Ember’s flames. The air behind Baas swelled, the colors of the brown and green foliage behind him seeming to shimmer and bend. Kole was about to call out, but the Riverman caught him in his gaze and winked, and Kole held up a hand so Linn stayed her bow as the Embers stayed their flames. 
The black blade lanced out of the pocket first, but Baas was ready for it. His shield spun twice as quickly as he did, his boots pivoting and digging up clods in the moss-covered soil. There was a clang as the stone shield met resistance, but a peal of laughter echoed off of the trees around them as the shadow turned to mist once more, and Kole stepped back in confusion as an arrow—this one with flecks of green and red—bounced off of Baas’s shield. 
The missile was not one of Wend’s make, and the hunter was now spinning toward the north. There, Kole saw the forest come alive. He thought it was the work of Raiths at first, but as they drew nearer, he noted that they were men and women and not beasts with emerald jewels for eyes. They were wearing the barest forms of armor—sashes and leather coils to protect their wrists and necks and to cover their hearts. Their skin was a mix of brown and bronze, and it seemed to match the light in the trees that was now in the golden throes of the day’s dying. 
Kole glanced to his left, across another of the thousand streams, to see Linn crouched on one knee, readying her bow. 
“You’re bound to lose those silver shafts at some point,” Kole called over. He turned back to the approaching pack. “Might as well make it now if it gets us out of this.”
She said nothing, but he’d seen the look she was wearing. 
Linn loosed one of the silver shafts, an unnatural gust shooting it faster than should have been possible. Kole watched the lead runner—a female wearing a mask of white and red—and thought she would surely split in two. And yet, she dodged. Somehow, she anticipated the twisting path of the lance and altered course as the string twanged, spinning out of the way. The arrow and its violent tail took several of them off of their feet but found nothing to strike, and Kole heard more than saw the carnage the bolt wrought in the woods to the north. 
“Willows!” Wend shouted, as if that explained it all. Kole found him and saw that the hunter was pointing up. He followed and saw slimmer shadows than the one that had first attacked them flitting from branch to branch. They peered down, and Kole thought their eyes were the moon-white of owls on the hunt. 
They were out of reach. 
He turned back to the north. The warriors were closer now, and just as Linn was about to let loose another deadly shaft, Wend shouted over the roar of Everwood. 
“Don’t kill them!” 
Kole cursed, and the other Embers shared his frustration, Misha and Jenk sparing desperate looks toward him before turning back to face the oncoming charge. They were standing on opposite banks, flaming sword and burning spear angled and flaring, but the woodland warriors did not slow. 
Kole saw Misha angle her spear to throw. There was a sharp whistle from above, like the trill of a panicked bird, and Misha launched a jet of red flame at the lead warrior. She dodged quicker than she had any right to. Kole studied their movements. They didn’t seem to possess any sort of advanced speed, and he doubted if they had any real strength he hadn’t come across before. 
He wondered what made them Landkist until another sharp call rang from the canopy above and had another pair of them ducking a crescent of yellow fire before Jenk had even begun his swing. Kole looked to Wend and saw that the hunter was looking up, bow clutched tight but refusing to let loose on those watching from above—the Landkist, Kole now knew, though he could only guess at their power. 
Kole brought his steaming blades up in arc. He was positioned on the island directly behind the gate framed by the twin Embers before him and meant to time his ignition with their attack. Baas was standing with his shield held tight to his chest. He was up to his knees in the intersecting currents between them, alternating between the Embers in front of him and the trees above. He spun in slow circles, wary of another surprise attack. 
Kole judged the cold intent in the eyes of the approaching warriors and decided to ignore Wend’s frantic cries, his blood warming to the task. 
Shifa yelped as the first of the dozen reached Jenk’s plateau, and Kole only caught the first bright clash before he realized that the hound’s warning had been meant for him. That now-familiar pop echoed an instant before the black appeared, but this time the pocket was so close, Kole had to dive as the black blade gouged a rip in his shirt collar. 
He twisted, expecting to land on his back and instead crashing onto the sludge-covered roots beneath the shallowest part of the stream between his and Linn’s posts, and the lavender-eyed shadow materialized directly above him. He saw the white teeth flash as he tried to ignite. His blades, fully submerged, exploded in a torrent of steam that obscured the area around him, and he dove and scrambled, feeling the pain as a delay after the razor edge found a piece of his left shoulder through the chaos he’d made. 
He came up in a roll and saw Linn out of the corner of his eye, caught between aiming in his direction and to the north, and the shadow shot out of the falling white smokespray quicker than one of the Eastern Dark’s Sentinels. The little beast cut low, and Kole hopped, blades flaring hungrily to life as he came back down and carved black smoke where his attacker had been. 
He spun and slashed, earning a nick on the brow to match the deeper one in his shoulder as the shadow spun and laughed. Shifa judged her attack better than Kole had, hitting the form as it alternated between pale and dark. They came down in a tangle of teeth on the splashing border between the water and Linn’s mossy bed, but soon enough, Shifa came away spitting as she realized she was fighting with the trailing vapors of the retreat. 
“Kole!’ Linn screamed, and he charged onto her platform, looking wildly around at the trees that had seemed sparse a little while before and now formed a chaotic maze he wanted to bring down. 
She was caught looking north, and Kole nearly forgot the sometimes-presence of their shadowed foe when he saw the brilliance of the fight across the way. Jenk and Misha flared in the breach between two of the wider trunks, the former’s yellow crescents temporarily blinding while Misha’s sharper cuts expelled flares that burned hotter and vanished quicker because of it. The woodland warriors dodged around and between them, angling in for cuts the Embers deflected and whistling as they tried to evade the fire brought against them. 
Booted feet splashed into the water and thudded across the plateaus, and the larger sprays turned molten, sandwiched between the conjured fire of Kole’s people and the dying rays of the setting sun that still found a way in between the lowest branches. All of it sparkled and glowed like the workings of a furnace that fashioned violence instead of petty jewels. 
To Kole’s surprise, and despite the dizzying array of colors at play, there was little he could see in the way of blood and less he could smell that heralded burning flesh. The Embers were heeding Wend’s pleas, using their blades and the flames they birthed to keep the people of the Emerald Road back like spitting jackals rather than smiting them where they stood. 
But they couldn’t keep it up for long. 
Linn searched frantically for a way out. She had placed her bow and remaining shafts back in the sling across her back and balled her hands into fists. 
“Any chance of a storm rolling through?” Kole asked without looking at her. 
“No,” she said, sounding at once deflated and happy to be. 
“Our only way is through them,” he said. 
Wend splashed over, angling around Baas, who had decided to abandon his hunt of the shadow and was now marching steadily toward the melee. The hunter’s look was wild, and he kept glancing up into the canopy. Kole followed and saw the white eyes staring down from heads that looked grotesque and inhuman in their rhythmic swaying. 
“Behind!”
Wend jutted a finger, and Kole brought his burning blades around to intercept the attack of two bronze-skinned attackers, male and female. He bladed his body to avoid the cut of one and sent a gout into the face of the other. It was enough to scorch him on the hairline, and he dropped back, screeching, though Kole had managed to keep the worst of the fire back. The female leapt back, her angled features sharp in the light. She snatched her partner by the wrist and pulled him up, and the two moved away. 
“The Willows are coordinating their movements,” Wend said, readying another shaft, his look turning steely as he settled to the task and abandoned his futile calls for peace. He nodded up at the trees, but Kole was too intent to follow the look. 
“How?” Linn asked. Her voice was strained, and Kole only now noticed the air swirling around him, mixing the spray of the rivers and streams with the leaves that littered the plateaus. 
“Their eyes,” he said. “They can pierce the trunks themselves. It’s how they hunt. The Willows are the spies and their birdcalls the signals for the fighters below. Even if we get away, we can’t escape.”
“We’re not the ones who need an escape,” Kole said, swallowing as he felt his heat rising. The two young warriors leering at him on the edge of the plateau sensed it well enough. 
The pop heralded their ends before his flames had a chance to choose, their heads falling before the shocked expressions had fully settled, and Kole launched himself at the coalescing smoke behind them and the blade it produced. His momentum helped the tumbling bodies reach the ground quicker, and the lavender irises widened as his twin blades brightened on contact. 
The shadow girl pulled away from the plane, as he had known she would, but he’d scored a hit. Judging by the rapid-fire pops that sounded immediately after, he guessed it to be a solid one. 
Kole spun and shouted a warning at Baas as the next pocket opened on the platform nearest him. He roared and sent his shield like a cold meteor, and the shadow beast shrieked as she folded back into the black. The shield passed through the milky vapor and slammed against the trunk behind with a violent echo that sent shards of wood flying. The Riverman charged over and yanked it free with a grunt, whirling to time his next attack. 
The next pocket opened behind Misha, who was now putting more fire into her attacks, driving her assailants back far enough that their offense had been reduced to limp prodding. 
Jenk caught it out of the corner of his eye and put a bit of the killing heat into his next strike, which scorched a young fighter across the chest and sent him splashing into the foam. The Ember twisted and carved the black portal with his yellow blade, and the shadow girl tumbled out, smoking with a bit more than just her black vapors, now. 
Her look was wild as she landed in the mess, and it only grew more so when Misha whirled on her, spear held aloft and red hair dancing to match the fires she was raising. She brought the spear lancing down faster than the shadow anticipated, but the shadow still managed to melt away as the burning tip pierced the muddy edge where she’d been and made cracked clay out of the slop. 
Jenk pressed the advantage he’d created by felling one of the fighters, and Kole, Linn and Baas were caught dumb. They hesitated, spinning and craning beneath the boughs and lengthening shadows as they left the other Embers to deal with the dozen warriors who were now two fewer. 
Just as Kole was about to give up the search and join them, Wend jutted a finger to the east. There, the atmosphere bent sickly in the red-gold light, looking like something corrupted. Kole turned in that direction and took off at a charge, but he knew he’d be too late to catch the shadow. 
As soon as the lavender irises appeared, widening as they took in his meteoric charge, they began to melt away. But Kole could see the strain. He cursed, but just as the black arms flickered to expose the pale flesh beneath, something slammed against his side and sent him veering off course. It was all he could do to keep hold of his blades, which guttered as the wind tore into the black pocket and rent it apart, slamming the shadow against a trunk that nearly split under the impact. 
The shadow flickered again, turning as white as the moon all over but for those purple eyes. Her mouth opened in a silent scream of agony as the air buffeted her with a continuous assault, pinning her as surely as shackles to the moss-covered roots. 
Kole saw Linn fall to her knees just before her torrent ceased, and he put the fire in his legs and leapt. The shadow saw him, her white form darkening as she regained her breath. He knew he would be too late before he landed, but he angled his burning blades and sent a comet of flame down with deadly intent. 
The shadow girl, dark once more but flickering like a candle in the wind, jerked to the side, but the fire still caught part of her face and ear, and Kole reveled in finally drawing a cry of anguish as she melted away once more, her conjured blade sinking into the moss and dyeing it brown as he landed with an impact that would have made Baas proud. 
Kole heard another pop, and then another. They sounded rapidly, like a small stone kicked loose and the quickening cascade that followed it. The beast retreated, but it left none of the trailing laughter it had brought with it. 
The whistles and hoots of the Willows took on a new cadence that had more urgency to it than Kole would have liked. He looked up and saw a flash of green—another figure darting between the white-eyed Landkist who crouched and hung on and from the greater branches. This one was fast and trailed long, dark hair, and Kole saw another glint of emerald as he cleared a span to the west that would have given an Ember trouble. 
The retreating figure passed through the branches of the tree beneath which Linn and Wend were crouching, the former short of breath and struggling to rise. Kole judged the newcomer’s direction and took off at a sprint, sending up white foam to frame the burning orange trails his blades left behind. 
“Jenk!” he shouted, aware that the new Landkist would surely beat him to the fight and amazed at the prospect. “Misha! Baas!”
But they didn’t hear him, and they were too caught up in the melee to respond. The Embers had managed to corral the group into a hissing bunch despite the attempted meddling of the Willows above, one of whom hopped down behind Baas. 
The Riverman heard the splash and the ring of metal as the knife was drawn and sent the wiry climber tumbling in the wash with a backhand before resuming his steady march. He timed a great stomp with a low sweep of Misha’s spear. The fire scorched shins and sent others leaping, and Kole skidded to a halt as the ground shook around them, the pools and twisting rivers thrumming with the shock of it and sending up a temporary rain in reverse. 
Baas, legs rooted and muscles bunching beneath his soaked shirt, reached out with either hand, fingers splayed. There was a sound like ropes pulled past taut and straight to ripping, and two of the great trees on either side came down in a violent tearing of earth and redirecting of water. They crashed together in a tangle of brown limbs, white splinters and green leaves that the twin Embers beneath turned red with a sudden torrent that split the warriors into panicked retreat. 
As the great boughs came together, several of the pack went down beneath them. The rest scattered, leapt and climbed to nearby plateaus, backing away with wild and fearful looks. The whistles and hoots from the Willows above faded, and as Kole looked on at the damage—at the bouncing branches, burning leaves and half-dammed stream—he was oddly comforted by the writhing forms he saw trying to struggle free under the wooden cages the fallen trees had made around them. 
“Enough!” Wend shouted, and while Kole and his Landkist heard him, staying their burning blades and ringing shields, the newcomer announced himself. 
He landed on the fallen twist of trunks like a dancer, long dark hair framing darker features. His torso was bare but for swirling red markings that stood out like blood, and his feet were shod only in leather thongs. His pants were cut off at the knees and tight-fitting, and all of him was adorned with an impressive degree of sinew, like a cat on a swaying deck. 
But it was what he was carrying that drew the eye even over the burning Everwood. 
The blade did not hold the living glow of fire, nor did it shine with the Faey light of the Valley—the light of Iyana Ve’Ran’s eyes and Mother Ninyeva before her. No, this was a green as deep as the red of the blood it had spilled. As it turned in the loose hand of its wielder, the colors swirled like smoke, the black rivers tricking the golden light and trapping it on the emerald facets baked into its core. The blade was a full hand taller than Jenk’s sword, straight as a mould on the backhand and tapered to a curved sickle on the front. 
The Emerald Blade swung his namesake like a pendulum, eyes moving over the Landkist who were fanning out around him like hunters having cornered a wolf. Only this wolf was unharmed and undaunted. This wolf, Kole remembered, had cubs to protect. 
The fighters of the Emerald Road—all full of bluster and spitting aggression at the outset—now crawled and scraped their way out from under the tangle of broken branches, and the Emerald Blade kept steady watch on Kole and his allies, relaxed and ready for any perceived attempt on the lives of his fleeing fellows. 
Kole heard the quick steps of Shifa as she padded into the water beside him, finally convinced that the shadow had fled. She growled, the sound lower than the crackle and popping of Kole’s red-orange blades, and the sound fed some of that deeper fire in him that he tried to curtail. The Willows were quiet now, and Kole did not bother looking up to see if they were still looking down at the tense and silent exchange. 
More steps entered the water, which was now flowing over the crumbled banks of the miniature islands, the calm serenity of sunset now turned to a thing of violent discord in the tumult. 
“Wend,” Kole said, not taking his eyes from the warrior on the trunk, who continued to survey them as if it were he who was the hunter and they the pack of milling elk. “Does he speak our tongue?”
“How should I know?” the hunter shot back, but Kole had seen him frightened, so the effect of his bluster had blown out. 
“You’re here because you know,” Kole said evenly, as unmoving as the hound beside him. He saw Linn angling off to the side, perched on the edge of her island on the tips of her fingers and toes. 
Wend swallowed loudly enough for them all to hear, and the cold eyes of the warrior who might be a Sage swiveled his way, pinning him so that no current could move him from the spot. Kole had at first taken the eyes for dark browns bordering on black, but now he saw flecks of yellow that gave the impression of the last vestiges of the sun they sought to imitate, along with the reflected glow of the triad of Embers burning before him. 
“Tell him we mean—”
He shot forward faster than Kole could have imagined. Faster than the Sentinel who had nearly plucked him from the World and placed him in that bitter darkness on the borders of Last Lake. Faster than the streaking hellions in the north passes of the Valley. Faster even than the shadow girl he had just chased into a sound retreat. 
Fast enough that Kole knew the only thing that saved him was a sudden burst of air so strong it felt less like wind and more like gravity pulling from the wrong direction. Kole flew as his blades did, and he and the warrior skipped across pools, streams and the roots that formed their edges like hurled stones. 
He came up more quickly than a mortal man had any right to, and he knew it was owing to the heat in his blood that charged his body with a vitality that couldn’t be born of the womb. The emerald cut for him and would have taken the crown of his head above his eyes if he hadn’t wrenched himself backwards, shooting beneath the surface of a deeper inlet. 
He opened his eyes and saw a tangle of roots above him. The blade of his adversary caught a ray and spared him the pain of running through him as he reached up and pushed away from the mud of the submerged inlet, dodging the plunging weapon by the hair it took in its passing. 
Kole came up and spun, igniting the one blade he was holding and catching the next slash on its burning edge, the water on the length of Everwood turning to a pocket of searing steam in the flash. He pressed forward, and the warrior nearly smiled, pulling back so as not to match the Ember strength for strength and dancing away. 
There was a furious commotion, and Kole feared that his warriors had returned until Misha’s burning spear and the jet it sent came in from the corner of his eye. The warrior was unconcerned, blading his body like the weapon he was carrying and—Kole thought—even reflecting some of the questing flames with the flat edge. He spun around the first jet and lunged at Misha, almost spitting her despite his weapon being half the length of her own, but she leaned back, bending awkwardly and stumbling as Jenk jumped in to intercept the next attack. 
Shifa barked, and Kole snatched his other blade from her mouth nearly on instinct, flared it to life and joined Jenk in his assault. With the two Embers pressing, the bronze warrior was forced back, ducking and dodging more often than attacking, though he still managed to lunge back at each when they overstepped. Kole crossed his blades in front of his chest as Jenk pressed forward, building the same sort of charge he’d sent at the shadow. 
Jenk felt the heat blistering from behind and dove to the side as the god’s blade made for his chest, and those yellow-flecked eyes widened as Kole’s torrent erupted, crisscrossed jets of fire shooting forth with all his fury behind them. There was no time to dodge, and Kole didn’t have time to feel sorry for killing before the blade turned up and neatly carved the fire from the air, the flames passing around each side of the warrior’s shoulders and doing little more than leaving red streaks to match the tattoos that already covered him. 
Misha cut back in—rather, her fire did—and put the Emerald Blade back on the defensive, and Kole felt his blood go molten. 
He roared as Shifa howled, and he was not sure the two sounds were far apart as the fire on his blades went from amber to blue. Jenk went down in a tumble, losing his footing as he followed a desperate yellow arc with a more desperate lunge. Misha sent her spear into a spin and turned the pool in which they were fighting to a mirror of a red sun. 
Kole found the wherewithal to look to the south, where he saw Baas standing protectively over a fallen Linn. Even from this distance, her face looked ashen as Wend turned her over and dragged her back up onto the bank from which she’d fallen. 
And then the fire took him. Rather, he let it. 
The Emerald Blade and its wielder came in with a fury that fed his own, and they danced a dance that was both thrilling and sickening in its intoxication. Kole flooded his body with heat, his heart pumping hot blood into his chest, where it swirled and swelled before passing into his arms and legs. The balls of his feet were fresh tinder, and he moved with the speed and agility of the cats that called this dense jungle home. His hands took on the same red-blue glow as his blades, and the fire that drank in the Everwood and redoubled its killing power edged hungrily down, brushing his knuckles and curling around his wrists as he fought. 
With both blades in hand and his blood peaking, Kole knew the warrior could not hope to match him for long. He was faster. He was stronger. He had the fires of the sun buoying him and sending jets, arcs and scythes of blinding heat at the dodging nomad. Their contest was so furious, the Embers at Kole’s back could find no opportunity to join the fray, and Kole didn’t mean to show them one. 
And yet, the green blade lanced out like a serpent, re-opening the forgotten scar on his cheek that Linn had given him. The wielder’s movements were deadly in their measure, but Kole realized soon enough that he could not anticipate their pattern because there was none. Skilled as he thought he was, Kole learned soon enough that he could not match the warrior cut for cut lest he end up speared on the end of that brilliant blade. 
The sword came straight on, aiming for his head, and Kole ducked and rolled, slashing toward the warrior’s midsection with one blade and using the momentum to carry him into a spin. He brought the other around in a downward arc, and the warrior had to turn sharply to dodge the razor edge of Everwood. 
But now Kole had him where he wanted him. 
He followed through on the spin and planted one foot firmly on the soft soil below the shallow pool in which they were fighting, extending his hip and lancing the opposite boot into his opponent’s side. The hit scored, sending the warrior down in a tumble that Misha was primed to take advantage of. She brought her spinning shaft down and its cyclone with it, the flames questing forth like a many-headed snake. Kole squinted through the blaze, his heat falling as he saw the warrior spin with a wild look. 
The blade flashed like a star, its glittering edge emitting a light that was blinding in its intensity. For an instant, Kole was sure the blade would drink up the flames and leave nothing but wisps behind. Instead, the warrior flashed a smile and leaped into the air at a height no Ember could match. 
He somersaulted, his green blade trailing smears across the dull orange curtain of dusk and standing stark and ethereal against the dense canopy above. He landed behind Misha, and Kole and Jenk rushed toward her in a panic. She spun, but it would be too late. And then the warrior surprised Kole again, blitzing forward and shouldering Misha aside, angling directly for Kole once more, and this time Kole spent his reserves, or came near to it. 
The leaves fell like comets as he sent more fire than blade at his adversary, but that white smile gleamed against the bronze curtain of his soaked skin, and Kole thought both of them were reveling in the attention of the standing Embers, the wounded hunters of the Emerald Road and the white-eyed Willows watching from above. 
As the water churned and turned to billowing plumes of steam around them, Jenk and Shifa shouted and howled alike. Kole spun, cutting and slashing as he went, his twin blades seeming to double as their glowing arcs left imprints in the mist. He felt the heat in his blood reach a crescendo, and then Linn’s face flashed in the churning mist. He pulled back from the edge, though the star at his core beckoned him, and reined in the fire, pushing it away from his arms and hands and back into the white-hot lengths of Everwood he was working. 
He stopped all of a sudden, losing the warrior in the chaos, blood pumping and skin baking like one of the braziers that sat atop the walls of Hearth and Last Lake. He felt the current shift in the cool spray and whirled, and then he felt the kiss of stone against his throat, and all became still, the warrior’s smile melting away to reveal something of a winning glare. 
The mist turned to droplets that fell in a miniature rain over the pool, and the only sound other than the steady sizzle of moist Everwood was the growl of Shifa. The hound edged closer than Jenk or Misha dared, and the warrior rewarded her loyalty by pressing the point of that alien blade up under Kole’s chin. 
Kole took the point well enough, extinguishing his blades. His eyes roved to the left, and he nodded as best he could at Misha and Jenk, who reluctantly dropped their own fire, though they kept their weapons poised, hands wary. The warrior studied Kole’s face and then did the same with the others, letting his attention drift. 
Wend splashed up between the trees and their verdant beds, his poise all but forgotten in the aftermath of a clash that had turned the bark of the surrounding trees black with fresh char, wet and dripping lines that swirled in the lazy currents. 
What struck Kole more than having been defeated—and soundly—was the youth he now saw reflected in the yellow-flecked eyes that stared back at him. The muscled torso, red tattoos and plentiful scars suggested stories that must have been close together. This one had lived a life that ran beyond its years. 
Kole felt the blade bite enough to draw blood, which hissed on contact with the razor surface. He tensed as Misha and Jenk tensed beside him, and just as he was about to reignite—and likely lose his throat in the process—the pressure relented, and the warrior lowered the sword to his side. Only then did it lose its glow, quick as a firefly blinking. 
As it dimmed, Kole could swear the corded worms of muscles beneath the warrior’s skin shrank ever so slightly, as if the fibers themselves were exhaling. As his own blood cooled some, he thought it might feel similar, and his eyes tracked down reflexively to the weapon at the warrior’s side. 
“We don’t know you.”
The warrior’s voice was calmer than should have been possible given the situation—given the energy he had just expended. His accent was not nearly as thick as Kole would have thought, the shock of his fluency in the language of the south passing quickly, given the circumstances, though it seemed to take Wend unawares. 
Wend swallowed when the cats’ eyes turned on him. 
“I have some who know you,” the warrior said, nodding up toward the branches above. “Or did.”
Wend and Jenk looked, but Kole and Misha kept their eyes fixed on the warrior, searching for signs of betrayal. The roots of the surrounding trees were still smoking in the dusk, the smell of char overwhelming the fresh growth and faint rot of the labyrinth. It was difficult to reconcile the current scene with the one that had just raged, for Kole and—he knew without looking—to those above and about. He could still see them slinking between the shadows, watchful of their leader and his would-be killers. 
At least, those who had not fled entirely. 
Wend did not answer. Kole saw that he was holding the yew bow loose in his hand, no hint of violence on the horizon. 
Kole looked through the trees and winding rivers to the south, where the fallen trunks had created a battlefield of their branches, torn-up roots and dislodged islands creating sinkholes that disrupted the ordered chaos of the streams and rivers there. Linn was up and leaning on Baas’s arm as the Riverman, shield slung across his back once more, began to trudge wearily toward them. He couldn’t see her face in the falling gloom, but he thought she looked more exhausted than hurt. 
Shifa had relaxed some, which had the effect of putting Kole more at ease in the present company. She was padding in an impatient circle. 
Remembering himself, Kole looked back at the red-marked warrior. Kole rubbed absently at the deep bruise that was spreading across his elbow, the most significant wound he had received in the tumult aside from the reopened gash below his eye. 
“You’re a Sage.” Kole said it like an accusation that fell flat when those yellow eyes refocused on him. They widened slightly, as if their owner was amused. “You’re the Sage of Center? Or the one who killed him and took his power.” He nodded toward the blade that hadn’t so much as swayed since the warrior had withdrawn it from Kole’s throat. 
Kole half-expected him to smile. Instead, he grimaced, his face locking into something that was a mix of pain and anger. It passed quickly enough, but not so quick that it didn’t have the lot of them tensing once more. 
“The Emerald Blade,” Misha said. “Isn’t that what you called him?” She shot a glance at Wend, entirely unimpressed, and the hunter shifted and grumbled, his eyes still trying to pierce the lengthening shadows between the upper branches. Misha worked a lather between her tongue and lip, but a sharp look from Kole had her swallowing it promptly. 
“Is that your name, or its name?” Linn asked. She sounded even more exhausted than she appeared. Kole gave her a questing look, but she waved off his attention as she released her grip on Baas’s arm. 
“Does it matter?” the man said. He met each of their eyes in turn. The soldiers they had battled slunk in from the shadows, emboldened or put at ease by his calm demeanor. “This is the Emerald Blade, and I am its wielder. One cannot be without the other.”
“But it wasn’t always,” Jenk offered, probing. 
“Nor will it always be,” he said evenly.
“As I was trying to say before you attacked me,” Kole said, voice rising as his remembered heat rose with it. “We did not come here with any intention to—”
“To fight?” he scoffed, nodding toward the lengths of razor black still held out to Kole’s sides. “I am not the only one with gifted blades, it would seem.” He made sure to note each piece of Everwood in the company, taking in Misha’s spear and Jenk’s curved sword, the closest thing to the weapon he was holding. “Such things are not brought with thoughts of peace in mind.”
Kole nearly chewed his lip. “You attacked us,” he reminded the Emerald Blade. 
“Our warriors attacked you,” he said, nodding toward those behind him. Some of them puffed out their chests, while those who bore the fresh blood and bruising of their recent fight seemed to fold in on themselves. “Had I, you would be adding your own pool to the mix.” He swept his hands out to encompass their surroundings, and Kole felt a coldness steal over him that clashed with his base nature. 
“Then what—” Jenk started and was cut off.
“We tracked the shadow here,” the Emerald Blade said, pointing the sword due east. “She is with a powerful company.”
“We know them,” Baas said, stepping forward. Now, the warriors behind the Emerald Blade did step back, and even the man who stood as an example of poise shifted slightly. “They are few.”
The Emerald Blade appraised him and came away more aloof than impressed. Kole found himself alternating between respect and ire for him, but it was quickly trending toward the latter. 
“They are with many,” the Emerald Blade said, and would not be argued with. “More than you know.”
“What do you want with the shadow girl and her company?” Linn asked, searching. Her eyes kept flicking down to that brilliant blade. 
“Our Willows,” the Emerald Blade said, hesitating as he matched her look. He seemed to search her out then. Kole did not know what he found, but whatever it was, it didn’t dissuade him from speaking. “Our Willows are lost, and we think the shadow knows of it. It and Asha.”
“Asha?” Wend asked.
“A new sycophant of Balon Rael,” the Emerald Blade said. “You knew the former, hunter.”
“Maja.” Wend said it in close to a whisper. “Maja Cohr.”
“Maja Cohr is dead,” the Emerald Blade said in a way that left no doubt in Kole as to who had killed her.
“If this Asha is the same—” Wend started, swallowing and shaking his head. The Emerald Blade’s brows drew closer together. “Your Willows are dead.”
Kole followed Wend’s gaze up into the branches. In the falling lavender light of dusk, he could see that most of the white-eyes had moved off, slinking back east, but a few remained, staring like owls on the hunt. It was an eerie sight. 
The warrior took a step toward Kole, who held steady. 
“I saw your black armor,” he said, and Kole remembered his pack. “I’ve seen a lot of black armor lately.”
“Not armor like that, you haven’t,” Misha said, looking back south for her own pack. She seemed suddenly conscious of the traveler’s pants and brown leather doublet she was wearing. 
“They’ll have taken it by now,” the Emerald Blade said with a shrug. “We will see what it is or is not.”
“Back at Center?” Jenk asked, leading. 
“It is important to you? This armor that resembles the armor of our enemies?” the Emerald Blade asked, his tone less accusing than his words. 
“We are not your enemies,” Kole said. “Not unless you make us such.” They eyed each other steadily, and Kole could see the hunters speaking in signs behind their leader.
“We heard stories about the devastation to the south,” the warrior said. “Black magic.” His eyes widened as he said it, and Kole nodded slowly. 
“Sages’ magic,” Kole said, trying not to look down at the weapon the other was holding. 
“Not all Sages’ magic is dark,” the warrior said, and the blade lit up in that iridescent green once more, pulsing like a heartbeat. Kole had no trouble guessing whose it was emulating. He wondered how far that connection went and could not help but replay the incredible feat of acrobatics he’d only just witnessed from the man before him. “We have some of that darkness here, though.”
“Not as dark as in the Valley,” Baas rumbled, and Shifa growled as if in answer. 
“You will see.” The yellow eyes shifted from Baas to Misha. “Your armor,” the warrior said. “Not important enough to wear into battle, was it?” 
He showed her his teeth, then spun on his heels and began to walk toward the sheer green wall of vines and creepers and the white moonflowers opening in the spaces between. His warriors stepped away but did not follow, waiting for Kole and the others to take up his wake. 
“Where are you leading us?” Kole asked. 
“To the Emerald Road,” the warrior said without turning, the blade swinging easily at his side. “Wars do not stop.”
They followed.
“He had you,” Misha said in a whisper as she passed Kole. 
That he did. 




T’Alon felt pain. 
And though his skin had been torn and blistered by the unnatural frost the Witch had sent against him, it was the pain on the backs of his eyes he still remembered. It was the pain of his own fire reflected back from the melted and iced-over surface of the snowy terrain on which they were fighting. 
Was this what it was like to burn?
The combatants—his shrinking band and that of the Witch and her followers—had coated the snow with red. What had been a sea of glittering, pristine whiteness only that morning was now something ugly and stained. The soft fire of the distant sun that had greeted the rises and eddies to begin the day had given way to the judging eye of dusk, and T’Alon had brought his own sun with him of a much harder sort. 
For many, the way of dreams took them by winding pathways to revelations, the roads twisting and turning back in on themselves, creating circles that illuminated. It was not so in his dreams. In his dreams, the focus drew steadily, piercingly inward until there was little difference between then and now. 
He remembered the thrill of meeting a foe worthy of his challenge. He had delighted in it, knowing he could feel the shame for having enjoyed it later, after the killing was done. And though the killing was at the behest of another, he had played his part long enough to believe that the endless War of Sages was as much his as theirs. 
He remembered her face. Though they had called her a witch, she had shown none of the weirdness that defined them in lore—histories passed into fables told to children in the night. Her face stood out like a peach, a rush of life and color against the blank backdrop of her lands. Her eyes were the blue of the azure water found nestled in the tallest of the black crags in the western deserts, so deep they obscured the black at their center.
And all of it was framed by a shock of yellow T’Alon had never seen imitated among any of the peoples to the south—least of all his own swarthy, sun-baked folk. 
In truth, he remembered her face because it reminded him of the one he’d taken from her. And though she had ducked and darted behind the frost-spiked walls she had conjured and the endless bottoms she had opened in the snowy plains, his fire had been concentrated on the one who called her consort—on the Northern Sage himself. 
Resh had led the charge. She was fast. Faster even than Shadow, though she never left the World to find it. She was fearless, too. And cunning. 
She was Landkist, blessed with a weightlessness she turned at will and gifted with the unbending and unbreaking skin of the river peoples to the south. Where the Eastern Dark had found her, T’Alon had never learned. She was the last, likely. They were, each of them, different sorts of lasts in that company, and it was a company grown less bitter by margins when she joined it. 
He saw her spin the Northern Sage in circles. She darted and dove, rose and rolled, cutting as she went and sending him into a frothing rage. His power was not of the land, T’Alon knew, but it was taken from it all the same, and as T’Alon melted the sheets he raised and the sickles he summoned, Resh worked toward the killing they needed to get done. 
She was close. T’Alon could see that through the summoned walls of ice the Sage put up. Before long, T’Alon was walled off entirely, his palms closed into fists that shot forward with the speed and power of small comets trailing their own blue trails. They tore through the ice like a fox through the cover of a rodent’s den, but each one he shattered saw another take its place. 
Now it was T’Alon raging. He put more of his heat into the press, but the twin images formed by Resh and their golden-haired, silver-armored quarry grew more warped by the second as the ice thickened faster than he could melt it, its many walls forming a single and solid one with the help of his flames and turning the shattering to a slow bending. 
T’Alon cursed and leapt, meaning to go over and instead landing on top. The Sage was clever, as it turned out, more clever than T’Alon had given him credit for. He put the heat into his legs and ran across the slick surface, following the smudges that moved beneath it like running fish in a frozen pond. The edge glinted ahead, its sharp angles catching the rays of the white sun and turning them up. 
He leapt over and landed with a pack and a sizzle, whirling to the open side of the massive box the two were fighting in, Sage and Landkist parrying with iron and steel. No more tricks for Resh. Not here. Not trapped as she was. But the Northern Sage had a few left, his palms frosting over even as T’Alon reduced the tails of fire framing his and concentrated the heat into a thin, dense membrane that ran over his knuckles, fingers and palms like water. 
Resh and the Northern Sage were before him, as clear as the watered clay of a painting setting into its final form. Beyond them, through the foot-thick ice barrier the Sage had erected, he could see the smudges of the rest of their company taking their turns falling to the blue-eyed Witch, Shadow the only one still moving with any semblance of threat. 
T’Alon saw the desperation on Resh’s hard face, and though it was an emotion made of cutting, jagged things, it looked soft and out of place on her. He made as if to shoot toward her and heard a crack that echoed like a beast in the World’s core and froze. He felt the ground tipping and felt the kiss of the wind greet the nape of his neck, where the sweat turned to steam even as it crawled loose from his pores. He hadn’t seen it before, but the land behind him was open, the whiteness of the snow-covered plains giving way to clouds that rested over the foothills they’d crossed the week before. 
The Sages had led them here, to do battle on this plane of illusion. The ground tipped, and T’Alon felt his weight tip with it. There was hard permafrost under his boots that had grown slick under his heat as the powder melted around him. He tried to leap but wound up scrabbling like a desperate animal, and the dueling pair disappeared from view as the shelf tore loose from the rocky face of the mountain beneath. 
His horizon changed, the ground ahead of him going up and blocking them from view, tilting sharply and sickly above the melted open box and the slick, glass-like roof across which he’d sprinted like a fool. His heat betrayed him, his white-hot hands sinking in and finding no purchase in the cold hardness that turned to liquid at his touch. It was as though he were trying to swim up a river that angled toward the sky and the heavens it held. 
He remembered how he had stopped struggling, digging in with the tips of his leather boots and wishing his spiked, red-tipped armor went down to his elbows so that he could it as a climber uses anchored gloves. He saw the sun in all its glory and remembered how it had looked like a moon in a pale blue ocean. 
And as even that bright orb vanished behind the jagged bow of his tilting ship of ice and snow, he sighed as his boots began to give way, the ground far below pulling at his back now and prizing his soaked and hissing hands free of the burrows they’d melted into the sheet above his face. 
Resh came for him when no one should have. As his weight betrayed him, pulling him unerringly toward a death sharp and sudden, she soared over the edge like an eagle on the wind. She twisted, brown hair thrown back like a feathered crown, and dove. 
“Reach!”
He did, feeling the panic hit his chest as he extended his hand behind him as she hurtled past. 
Even in the unreality of the dream, he could never tell how she did it. Perhaps the air gave her the last push her gifts could never manage. She grasped him firmly as she went over, twisting and catching the bottom lip of the ledge as it began to slide away from the gray rock of the now-distant shelf that had betrayed it. She swung him down, and he saw the blue, iced-over pools below. They looked like marbles from this height, though he knew them to be great lakes whose edges spanned leagues. 
She shot him toward the shelf with a strength she should not have possessed and didn’t make a sound as she slipped. 
As he clung there, arms and shoulders shaking, he thought how foolish it was to have thought she could fly. And though his falling had stopped, he still felt the drop in his chest, like his center falling out. He supposed it was her falling he felt. 
There would later be a sorrow at his core that awakened the pain of the people he’d lost—the people he’d left behind on his fool’s quest to bring down the dark itself. But at that moment, there had only been a match taken to fresh tinder. 
He had climbed the gray shelf, his hands turning it black where they left their marks. It even melted in places in a macabre imitation of the ice it wore like a cloak. He reached the top and saw the Northern Sage leering before the tangle of the ice he’d raised. He resembled a king standing before a confusion of diamond pillars. 
T’Alon had burned him away. He had burned half that shelf away, but he never saw that in the dream. 
He hadn’t laughed as he did it. He hadn’t raged. He had felt the pain of the Sage’s blasts and shrugged them off. He’d fought better, and he would fight better still. The pillars shone like mirrors that had witnessed the Sage’s death. 
There hadn’t been any smoke in that burning, just a whiteness to overtake the rest. But he smelled smoke now. It filled his lungs and set him to coughing. He opened his eyes and in the confusion of waking took in the black towers around him as perverted versions of the icy pillars from his dream, the rising smoke as the gouts that rose from the bogs and bowls in the earth to the southeast. 
He reached for the blade he’d discarded long ago on instinct, his breathing rapid and uncontrolled. His palms glowed a dull red in anticipation, matching the burning embers around him. They curled like worms in the dirt, red, orange and yellow filaments streaming off and dissolving on the nighttime breeze. He felt a presence and turned over onto his hands and knees, rising into a crouch and preparing to meet the attack. 
Brega was standing before him, his black hair falling in a tangle around his uncovered shoulders. He considered T’Alon with a strange expression, whatever amusement rested on the surface covering the fear he always hid beneath it. Behind him, black-armored soldiers had gathered, some with weapons drawn but most rubbing the sleep from their eyes or strapping on belts and greaves as they tumbled unceremoniously from their tents like startled ants. 
T’Alon rose and took in his surroundings, the closest of which were on fire. His tent was gone, the single post that had supported it blackened at his feet. He recognized the writhing glowworms as the remnants of the hammock in which he’d rested and saw the frayed ends of the ropes that had suspended it between two trees that—while massive in their own right—were little more than saplings in this place of giants. 
He took it all in and then laughed long and full-bellied. What started out as an act became real enough, his pain numbing away as it always did. His palms dulled and then went out entirely as he stopped, and while his laughter seemed to disturb the great majority of the soldiers arrayed before him, he saw that it had come close to catching on with Brega. 
T’Alon straightened. He did not clear his throat. His voice had always carried. 
“If I had decided to take the camp,” he said, “you’d have needed a good sight more.” He adopted that dark look he’d been forced to wear in the early years of his changing but had eventually shed like a second skin. He smirked and tried to take special note of the soldiers who grimaced and frowned. Those were the ones who might make a play for him if it came to it. When it came to it. 
A gruff man in the front, his gray stubble coated with ash, shouted something at a clip, and they dispersed in a rattling of weapons and armor that reminded T’Alon of a nest of desert snakes. He watched them go, imagining them like the shifting black scales of a single serpent. 
“They are too loud,” Brega said, coming over. He turned and watched them go back to their tents and fires, his yellow eyes roving. 
“They make no attempt to hide,” T’Alon said with a shrug, and Brega spat. “You think they should?”
The warrior looked at him as if he were daft, and T’Alon felt it in that moment. Brega had not been there in the northern snows, against the witch. He had come to them shortly after. He had come of his own free will to the lands of the Eastern Dark, seeking counsel. Seeking power. Seeking revenge. The man who was standing before him now was donning the skin of Brega Cohr of the Emerald Road. 
“Where is Asha?” T’Alon asked. 
“I saw her take the path through the rootnests we crossed this morning. But she circled around, heading east. Straight east.”
“You saw her?” 
Brega shrugged. “Ones I trust did. They led me to the trails before they’d gone cold.”
T’Alon could imagine the odd sight of Brega following some great jungle cat along a fresh-cut trail. The irony of his powers was not lost on him. He knew how Brega valued freedom and wondered how he might reconcile that with the wills of the lower creatures he so easily bent. 
“There is a camp in the east,” Brega said. “I have not seen it, before you ask, but I know of it all the same. It is large. Larger than this one by some measure, and with walls. It isn’t meant to be permanent.”
“That’s where she was supposed to take us,” T’Alon said. 
Brega shrugged again, and T’Alon had the thought that the repeated motion was in part responsible for the impressive musculature of the warrior’s shoulders and neck. 
T’Alon picked up the rolled packs that contained his armor and water skin and stepped over the small wreckage of his tent. 
“The dreams are getting worse,” Brega remarked, staring at the charred stick that had been a thick post when T’Alon had first lain down. “The next one will bring the forest down around us.”
“Even my flames aren’t enough for that,” T’Alon said, ignoring the first part. If there was one thing he liked about Brega above anything else, it was that he did not pry. 
T’Alon looked out over Asha’s camp. It was difficult to see much, the canopy growing thicker here than it did above the pools and their silvery streams, the trees wider than the giants they’d passed that morning but their branches hanging lower. They looked more like bridges to him, and he could only guess what stalked them in the reaches of the night.
Brega seemed to guess the direction of his thoughts. 
“I haven’t had to do any work,” he said as T’Alon scanned the black web of twisting branches and trails. “Too much commotion. Too much metal. The creatures of Center are large and deadly. But they are also cunning. Unlike the Sage of the East.”
T’Alon nodded absently as his thoughts turned.
“Balon Rael wants the blade,” Brega said. 
T’Alon regarded him, brows raised. “The man or the tool?”
Brega did not answer, but his yellow eyes seemed to flash with an inner fire that was all wild and no tame. “This is my home,” he said, low and level. “I intend to take it back. To remind them, by any means. The Wielder will fall. The Emerald Blade … I don’t care what happens to it.”
“Even if it ends up in the hands of another Sage? What do you think Balon Rael will do with it? What do you think the East—”
Brega’s eyes widened at the almost-mention, and T’Alon felt his chest go tight. There was a whispering without wind, and they both felt it as clear as the falling dew from the midnight canopy above.
“I don’t care,” Brega said. “The Sages fight. Someone has to win.”
“Whoever it is,” T’Alon said, “we lose.” He tried to ignore the dread still clinging to the valves of his heart. 
Brega was through talking. At least about the future. He was a man of the present, and T’Alon knew not to push him. 
“You didn’t come over to act as a soother for my dreams,” T’Alon said, steadily eyeing Brega, who shifted. “Well?”
“Shadow is back,” Brega said, seeming reluctant in a way that struck T’Alon as odd. 
“Where?”
“On the trails,” Brega said, nodding behind them, away from Asha’s camp and back toward the southwest. 
“Good,” T’Alon said, shouldering his armor-filled pack and the only bedroll that was unburned. He’d have to sleep on the ground now that he’d destroyed his only hammock.
Brega caught him by the crook of the elbow, and T’Alon’s heat flashed, free of intent. The warrior pulled his hand back sharply and fell into a crouch as T’Alon’s amber eyes moved his way. In that moment, he felt like a hawk staring at a mouse grown too bold for its own good. He felt like the King he had been. 
T’Alon sighed, and whatever light had gathered on his palms dimmed. Brega straightened, and the whites of his eyes went from half-moons to shining slivers on the borders of the yellow. 
“What is it?” T’Alon asked, his words too level to be anything but a cover for the rage that had boiled up without warning. He had reined that fire in, or so he had thought. How suddenly it could return. 
“We should wait for it to clear,” Brega said. 
“Wait for what to clear?” T’Alon said, his anger cooling. 
“They speak,” Brega said, and suddenly T’Alon knew why he had felt that black grip on his heart. It did not take a great leap to consider why he had been so quick to anger with a man he now counted as an ally, if not a friend. He had been ready to smite Brega on the spot, adding his ashes as fresh and fertile seasoning to the forest that had raised him. 
“He is here,” T’Alon said, nodding as if it all made sense. 
He could not remember the last time the Eastern Dark had ventured from the lands to the southeast. He had not even gone to the Valley, where his former brother had torn gaps into the World Apart large enough to bring a legion through. 
The lands that sheltered him were far away. Traveling the ways of the World would not get him to Center so swiftly. 
“He’s using the pockets,” T’Alon said, knowing that the fear in his voice was well-founded. 
Brega stared dumbly. He had sought out the Eastern Dark precisely for his power—and for the allies it brought. He had no need to understand where such power originated or what it could bring. 
“The World Apart,” T’Alon said, stepping back. He looked to the south. “Were he to court its power—travel its roads during the Dark Months—he’d risk bringing the whole of it through.”
“It is the Bright Days,” Brega said, pointing up at the sky and the position of the stars above. 
T’Alon shook his head, heart thudding as he worked to calm it. “No,” he said. “No, no, no.” 
Brega nearly laid a steadying hand on his shoulder and thought better of it. 
“He’s growing reckless.” He looked to Brega. “He wants this war over quickly, so he can move on to the others.”
“Then, he should do it himself,” Brega said dismissively. “We are only three, unless he finds more.”
“He doesn’t have time,” T’Alon said. “I don’t know why. I don’t know what he fears, but if the Eastern Dark fears it, we’d be wise to.”
T’Alon placed a palm to his forehead, feeling the heat transfer from crown to waiting hand. He felt lighter and tried to slow his beating heart. When he looked up again, he caught a stream of moonlight coming in through the overhanging curtain of branches. He was standing in it without knowing, or else it had just found him in its slow arc across the night sky. When this light hit him—all silver and soft blue—his body did not drink it in like the sun’s rays. This was a cool light, steadying and full of a mother’s comfort. 
“Take me to her,” T’Alon said.
Brega’s hands brushed the leather gloves that rested in their sheaths on either side of his belt as he moved off. 
The air was close in the dense forest, and the shadows were long. T’Alon reined in his thoughts as best he could, aiming straight as he followed Brega into the twisted corridors that seemed nearly impossible to memorize. 
To call it a clearing would be an exaggeration, but it looked as though the tangled mess of creepers, fallen trees and reaching branches had made a go of it. The canopy above was covered even more so than it was over Asha’s camp. Or maybe it only seemed that way without the constant presence of the fires. 
There was a tree in the center of the dried and broken brush that looked as though it had been split in two long ago, the leaning ends continuing on as if nothing had happened. Shadow was tucked in the bend between, indistinct but lounging as she always did when she wanted to appear in control. She was black in the dim, filtered light, and her lavender irises were turned away so that T’Alon could only see the faintest glimmer of the strange light reflected off of the larger leaves around her. 
Brega walked with a slow, silent gait, as if he expected an attack at any moment, and T’Alon could not blame him. There was a dread about the air. It was one he knew as well as Shadow, and it was one Brega had only experienced in part. 
“He’s gone,” T’Alon said, stopping a few paces from the slope that led down to the split tree where Shadow was lying.
The purple eyes turned his way like dark flowers blooming in the night. 
T’Alon knew the Eastern Dark would not stay to address him, though the air was still thick with his near-presence. The longer he could put off their inevitable meeting, the more work T’Alon would do for him in the interim. 
He should stop. He told himself the same every day now, it seemed. And yet, here he was. The dark was still deepening around him. He could still hear the whispers in the back of his mind, if not the screams. But he was himself. 
Shadow’s lavender eyes widened, always seeming to be in tune with the turning of his thoughts. He shut them out and focused on the present, and she shifted, rubbing loose wet plates of mold-covered bark, which slipped and fell into the mesh below. 
A smell that could only be the aftereffect of burnt flesh assailed his nostrils, and T’Alon took an involuntary step backward, his heat flaring, his skin lighting and making his arms and uncovered shoulders translucent in the night. 
Brega’s nose wrinkled in disgust. 
“What is it?” T’Alon said through something that was a mix of gasp and gag. He resisted the urge to place a hand to his nose and mouth. 
“Me,” Shadow said. Her voice sounded raw, and as she spoke, the stench met him full-on. 
“What happened?”
Smells, no matter how potent, could only have a temporary effect. The cloud that hung around Shadow was already beginning to loosen its hold. 
She slithered down from the split trunk with less grace than usual—now she looked like a sick thing making for the shadows to hide rather than to hunt—and landed in the knee-deep mess and tangle below it with a squish. Steam issued up from her footfalls, however light, and T’Alon had no illusions that he would fail to sink into the unseen bog in seconds if he tried to mimic her. 
He and Brega watched her approach, the other Landkist blading his body instinctively. 
“Enough,” T’Alon said, his voice level and low but containing all of the majesty he knew it could project given the need. “What happened, Shadow? Why did your master come calling?”
She summarily ignored him, as he had known she would, but her laborious pace did quicken by the slightest of margins as she worked to free herself from the muck. T’Alon nearly flared, knowing she could have cleared the gap between her bowl and their rise in less than an instant if she had only used her power … and then his eyes widened. 
He looked down to her feet as she freed herself from the latest pit and found that they were covered in the stuff. It was impossible to tell with Shadow whether or not she was clothed at any given time. Her skin was the black of midnight, the contours of her childlike body fluid like the faint smoke that hung around her as if she were a kettle left to cool and never able to manage it. 
But it was what T’Alon saw beneath the muck that surprised him. There, where the black met the skin that must be beneath, he saw the faintest flicker, like the flame that ate at the last drops of wax on the wick. Her whole form seemed to shimmer. She seemed more solid than usual, and when she reached him and looked up, he saw a pain in those lavenders that he hadn’t seen in a long time. 
Shadow’s skin was as smooth as a river stone, but he could see the bubbles and boils on her chest, her neck and half her face, from chin to nostril. Her hair was plastered to the top of her skull like that of a child left out in the rain, and her right arm hung more than moved. She was as unsteady as a calf fresh-born and never fed. The pale, white flesh he knew was hiding beneath the black peeked out in places—the source of the flickering. 
“You’ve had a time of it,” Brega said, seeming to revel in their companion’s disheveled and pitiful appearance. 
To their mutual shock, Shadow mustered little more than a faintly annoyed stare in his direction. When her eyes returned to T’Alon, he caught the fear in them. In her fatigue, she was slower to cover it up than usual, and her shoulders slouched as if she knew it. 
If it was all an act to make him feel some semblance of pity, it was well-played. The trouble was, T’Alon only left room for the pity once the fire had run its course, and his was only mounting. 
“Speak,” he said, and she did, the words tumbling out before she had a chance to compose herself. Brega’s eyes widened, while T’Alon kept his own ambers fixed firmly, searching for signs of dishonesty—either from Shadow or the one who was pulling her strings, who could not have gone far. 
“I made for them,” she said, her voice coarse and ragged—far from its usual birdsong. “The Valley children and their old guide. I’d have had them. I did have them, Embers and all.” Her gaze flicked up at T’Alon, and though he regarded her steadily and unmoving, there was a glint of that familiar mischief lighting her eyes as she recounted the fight in the pools. 
“The Willows watched it all from above,” she said, and Brega grumbled something unintelligible. “When the warriors of the Emerald Road joined in, it was chaos.”
“You thrive in chaos,” T’Alon said. 
She ignored him. “I’d have had them,” she said, and then said it again, lower. “The Sage-girl is getting powerful. She sent the young Ember you dueled and the Emerald Blade himself through a dozen pools and the borders that broke them up with a gust unlike any I’ve seen before.”
She searched T’Alon’s face as she said it, but he kept it a blank mask, which seemed telling enough for her. 
“You were followed,” T’Alon said, looking off into the middle distance. 
Shadow scoffed and tried to wave him away with the undamaged hand, but he shook his head. 
“The Embers, the Rockbled and the White Crest’s Legacy.” He paused at the last part, giving her a look. “Whatever you want to call her. They came up from the south. The Emerald Blade won’t have been watching those roads for some time, now. His concerns are to the east. Here, where Balon Rael’s forces are gathering in earnest.” He paused. “It was you the Emerald Blade was after. You led him right to Reyna and his band.” 
Shadow shook her head, her frown deepening. She did not like the idea of being followed so easily. T’Alon knew the Willows were sharp and cunning. Brega counted them as cowards, and if a Raith of his caliber could not find them easily, it was no wonder they had been able to track Shadow. 
“Why don’t the Embers of the Valley concern you?” Shadow asked, her eyes flicking to Brega for the barest of moments. “Why doesn’t the Sage-girl, who hurled you across a god’s chamber by calling the lightning down? Why doesn’t the brute who can move mountains beneath the soles of his boots, who stopped Brega’s charging herd with a hard step?”
T’Alon felt his heat beginning to rise but got hold of it and bade it surrender. He closed his eyes for a long moment and then opened them. 
“Chaos, Shadow,” T’Alon said calmly. “We sow it with them. We sow it with Balon Rael. And we come out the better for it. There’s enough power on both sides now to concern the Sages at Center. With us here, the Valley children, Asha and her war band and the Emerald Blade …” He let it linger a while, then he straightened. “The Eastern Dark gets what he wants. Brega Cohr”—he indicated the other man with a nod—“gets what he wants.”
“And you?” Shadow pressed. 
T’Alon sighed. “I won’t pretend my aim is the same as your master’s.” 
The darkness seemed to swell around T’Alon. He felt it even before he saw the lavender and yellow eyes of his companions quiver to behold it. It felt like the threat of suffocation, but he pretended not to notice, or if he did, not to care. 
He took a step back so that both of them were standing before him, and to be sure that he still could. 
“Our reasons are likely as varied as those of the sun and moon above,” T’Alon said. “But in one thing we are agreed: the Sages must fall.”
“All of the Sages,” Brega said. 
“All of them.”
“Even the White Crest’s Legacy?” Shadow purred, her voice already smoothing out as the scars in her throat set to patching. 
“I don’t appreciate the stunt you pulled,” T’Alon said, leaning forward and letting his heat ebb out, leaking and slithering through the moist air to prod at the burns that marred her. He leaned back. 
“What did he want?” Brega asked. 
“To see how things moved,” Shadow said. T’Alon thought she might stop there, but she continued. “And to speak of the Emerald Blade as if he was a thing lost.” She looked off into a distance that wasn’t there. “A thing changed.”
“You saw him,” T’Alon said. “What do you make of it?”
Shadow shrugged, coming back to herself. “He was as powerful as the next,” she said. “Undoubtedly skilled. The best I’ve seen up close, even if I only caught a few fleeting glimpses—”
“As you ran,” Brega had to put in. 
She ignored him. “The man is unremarkable,” she said. “But the blade is anything but.”
“He wants it,” T’Alon said, sussing it out. 
“There is no consideration in this,” Shadow said, and T’Alon had to respect how steadfast her devotion—her slavery—was, to embolden her so. “The Eastern Dark will have the blade, or Balon Rael will.” She raised her brows, and T’Alon’s own mirrored her. 
There was an exchange in that silent stare. Each knew the other would go for the blade when the time came: the one to bring it to her dark master and the other to keep it from him, perhaps to break it. He did not trust something forged by or of the Sages enough to wield it himself. 
T’Alon felt both unnerved and bolstered by the Eastern Dark’s visit, however fleeting it had been. As long as that one was uncertain, there was hope to stop his ends. 
“We can figure out the details when we have the luxury,” T’Alon said, eyeing them each in turn. 
Brega nodded deferentially, while Shadow only tilted her head in the way a dog might, her old humor returning at a disturbing rate even as her flesh continued to rot in the thick night air.
“Balon Rael will be making his push soon,” T’Alon said. He lowered his voice. “He won’t let us close. Not yet. He’s testing us with Asha. Seeing how far we’ll push for the common goal. Seeing if we’ll break ranks and forge our own path before he sets us on it.” 
“Balon Rael is a Sage,” Brega said. “Same as the rest.”
“We know the rest,” T’Alon argued. “We knew them before we fought them. We knew their power in all its forms and permutations, from the Twins of Whiteash to the Sage of the North.”
“And the Red Waste?” Shadow put in.
T’Alon swayed them from that path now, as he had for a generation. “What of Balon Rael? How does he control the vast empire in the east? How has he kept the others from his lands and even pushed into theirs?”
“He is cunning,” Brega said, considering. 
“The World is full of cunning men,” T’Alon said. “He is something more to be called a Sage. And his followers. Asha and the men around her. Have you felt it?” Shadow and Brega looked to one another, a confirmation. “They go to him to pray, leaving us in their camp unguarded.”
“Plenty of guards about—”
“Not like Asha and her retinue,” T’Alon cut in, silencing Brega. “You’ve seen them. They’re larger than the others.”
“They move like boulders,” Brega said, and spat. “And they’re nearly as strong.”
“Does Asha seem the pious type to you?”
Brega did not answer, but rather sank into a crouch fast enough that T’Alon nearly ignited. Shadow was slower to react, but soon her lavenders were glowing in a dimmer version of the bright green lights that took the place of Brega’s eyes as the Raith tapped into his power. 
They waited, muscles tensed and ready to spring. And then Brega’s cords relaxed and his eyes lost their glow, striped and spotted yellow coming back to the fore as he straightened. He looked to the north, near the path they had come in from. 
“What do your watchers tell you?” T’Alon asked, relaxing slightly, though Shadow kept her guard up, blackness seeping back over the bleached white of her patched shell as she prepared to kill or flee. 
“Friend or foe?” T’Alon pressed.
“You make those decisions,” Brega said, keeping his eyes focused on the tree line, which had begun to shift. 
Asha was the first through the brush, her armor making easy work of the moist and brittle branches. She had not brought the usual guard with her, but rather a slender form that moved as if she were part of the night. Her eyes glinted in the deepest shadows, showing off the same sort of yellow as Brega’s, and they only shone brighter when she stepped into the filtered blue light of the tangled bog.
Brega snorted as he took her in. She was thin but well-muscled, her body lithe and barely covered. She was wearing a leather belt with many pouches and handles, each displaying a blade of varying make, size and—T’Alon guessed—poison at the bottom of its iron-stopped well. 
“Brega Cohr,” she said, her filed teeth smiling. 
These did not shine in the moonlike like those of Asha, who was holding her helm out to her side. No, these teeth had been yellowed with blood drunk too steadily—unwashed and rotten. 
“One of yours, Brega?” T’Alon asked, and the newcomer eyed him with a predatory intensity. 
The newcomer hissed. She moved with the elasticity of a jungle cat, as if she welcomed Brega’s ire. 
“Timelines move,” Asha said. “Caern came to us months ago. She holds the …” She paused and nodded to the watching Raiths. “The true Landkist of the Emerald Road under her sway.” She looked back to Brega, smiling easily as Caern attempted one of her own that came off as a grimace. “You’ve been gone a long time, Brega.”
“To do what your mate could not,” he said, speaking to Caern. 
She grimaced true, now, and it was ugly enough that T’Alon knew the previous look to be as close as she was likely to come to charm. 
“He died fighting the fight,” Caern said, failing to mask her anger and then letting it show plainly. She stepped forward menacingly, her eyes shifting from yellow to verdant green and back again. 
“I’ve got plenty who remember me,” Brega said, his own eyes going through a similar sort of dance, though the shifting there was faster. It was enough to make T’Alon dizzy. “Those who remember the Prince of Center.”
“Prince of less than nothing,” Caern said, nearly growling. 
T’Alon had not seen Brega like this before a fight. Usually, there was no posturing with the warrior, but then, what did he truly know of the man? What could anyone truly know of another gone from the place that had made him?
For her part, Shadow seemed rightly amused by the exchange, her eyes having lost their luminous glow. How she would love to see the two tear each other limb from limb. She might even help, if T’Alon let her. 
There were snaps and cracks in the trees around, and T’Alon found himself spinning in a slow circle. Heat poured from his heart on the ways it had carved. His palms glowed with the promise of oblivion to any that tried for them, man or beast.
“You have any more coming?” he asked, facing away from Asha. 
“None who know what’s good for them,” she said. 
It was the animals, then. Something was happening in the woods around them, in the burrows beneath them. The canopy was broken in the would-be clearing in which they were standing, but the branches still bent and snapped back with the passage and posturing of the private, hidden armies of Caern and Brega. There was a sound louder than the rest—a ripping, as if tall trees were bowing under a great weight—and there was a roar as if from a great distance that could have been as close as a stone’s throw given the echoing ways of the labyrinth that was Center. 
T’Alon turned to see that Caern had taken a step back. Sweat stood out on her neck, sticky with salt, and he could see her heart beating from several paces. 
“Enough, Brega,” T’Alon said. 
Asha placed an ungloved palm on Caern’s wrist, and the green was replaced by that shocking yellow. The Raith turned a look of wild fury on Asha that the armored woman returned with the confidence that came of some hidden power. 
“You can figure out the next war after this one,” Asha said, and Caern settled a bit, sticking her tongue out at Brega in the way a snake might. 
Brega’s hands had drifted to the leather-bound gauntlets at his sides. His look was far from playful, and T’Alon could not help but imagine a kitten in the presence of a jungle king. 
“Right,” T’Alon said, trying to break the tension. “What are you about, Asha? What’s our next move?”
“Ours is due north,” she said. “Northwest, as it were. Yours, I would imagine, is to follow and see what aid you can offer.” Her look changed. “Aside from that, who’s to say what your next move is?”
“Your Sage knows,” Shadow said. “Your master knows. That’s as far as knowing needs to go.”
Asha smiled at her in a profoundly condescending way. “What is that smell?” 
She looked at the others, but Shadow’s stance had changed to suit her mood, and T’Alon knew her mood was a killing one. That was how quickly it could change. 
“Why do you work for a Sage?” Asha asked, directing the question at T’Alon. “From what I hear, you consider them a scourge. Or did, in another life.”
“And yet,” T’Alon said, smiling, “here we are. Why try to work out the minds of gods?”
Asha smiled at him, but something in her eyes did unsettle him then. There was a burning behind them, a fire at the edges of the whites. She believed in something to a degree T’Alon had never believed in anything. 
She looked to Shadow, her nose wrinkling in an act that was no longer comical. 
“We heard of the clash between the Emerald Blade and the Landkist of the Valley. Troubling though their presence is”—her gaze flicked to T’Alon—“we can turn it to our advantage. You’ve managed to stir them up, little shadow. And however calm the Willows might be, their leader is anything but. Especially when lives are on the line.”
She took a step toward the trail T’Alon and Brega had taken and then paused. 
“We move at daybreak. I don’t like leaving Willows to wallow any longer than is necessary.” T’Alon looked toward Brega, and she caught it. “Did you not know?” She looked back to Caern, who showed that sharp, toothy grin once more. “We caught a pack of them straying east, searching for their lost sister. Hunting with bait is hardly fair.” She tossed her blonde hair, the yellow catching like a struck match in the light. “But, then, we are at war.”
She stole out of the bog that now seemed more rotten than T’Alon had thought upon entering it, Caern moving after her with a twitchy gait. She tossed glances back at Brega, and he showed her something that had her moving quicker. 
The three of them stood there, each watching the twin outlines merge into the thousand trees to the north, all of it turning black in the backlight of the camp beyond and its many fires. There was a tightness in T’Alon’s chest that felt like foreboding. Try as he might, he couldn’t swallow it. 




“Where are we going?” Jenk called up. 
The Emerald Blade, whose name still eluded them, deigned not to answer.
“Answer him,” Kole said, stopping. 
Linn’s heart froze in her chest as the Emerald Blade ceased his advance and turned, calmly and slowly. He regarded Kole with an expression that toed an uneasy line between suppressed violence and bemusement. Seeing him thus, she did not expect that smiles came often to those unlined features. 
“To the Emerald Road,” he said as if speaking to a child. “Where you wanted to go absent invitation.” 
He looked to Wend, who stiffened, stroking nervously at Shifa, who had taken to him in the midst of Kole’s simmering. 
Linn found it at once unsettling and curious how succinctly Wend’s manner had shifted since discovering and being discovered by the warriors of the Emerald Road. Their guide had adopted the air of an unwilling follower in short order, and Linn did not know if they should follow suit. Kole, for his part, seemed unwilling to do so, which was why she had positioned herself between him and the man he had so recently fought.
Kole looked to Wend, and the old hunter smiled weakly at him. The Ember sighed and nodded up ahead, passing the Emerald Blade so close that Linn felt the tinder between the two nearly catch once more. Luckily, it didn’t, and the Emerald Blade raised an eyebrow at Linn as Kole passed him, the corner of his mouth quirking up ever so slightly. He relaxed two rigid fingers on his right hand as Linn passed by him, and she only realized then that the creaking of the swaying branches overhead had ceased as the Willows stopped to sight their target. 
“Kole,” she said, catching up to him. 
His mouth was set in a hard line, and his shoulders were thrust forward. The heat was leaking off of him as though he were still fresh from the fight, and she recognized the strain that marked his struggle to hold it in. 
The Emerald Blade passed by them, retaking the lead and veering more north than the east Kole had been leaning toward. 
The light had turned from the brilliant red-gold of sunset to the soft, blood-tinged lavender of dusk. Linn was still amazed that any of it could reach them at all in the never-ending rush of green and brown, but, then, their trek seemed to take them upward at steady intervals, and she was reminded that Center was as much a massive hill as it was a plateau, the dips and valleys it contained forming a world unto itself. There was a close sort of vastness to it all; what it lacked in obvious scope, it made up for in sheer variety, and soon enough its differences took on a sort of sameness that was too dizzying to consider as the trees grew taller and thicker, the roots more twisted, and the trails and pathways between at once wider and more thick with life both obvious and hidden. 
Linn was uncomfortable with being at the head of the line, though having warriors like Baas, Misha and Jenk at her back took some of the sting away. She still felt weak from her expulsion but had refused the help of the others, preferring instead to regain her strength through the act of movement rather than the staying of it. 
Though she knew she should be vigilant, she could not help but drift back to the fight among the pools. She had sent a pair of gusts from her palms in the chaos, and the experience had left her reeling. 
She looked down at her palms as she walked and saw the metal fletches on the end of a silver shaft swinging in time with her steps. She had used the arrows to focus her newfound energy and had found the task manageable. She had not stopped to consider that they might be acting as both conduit and crutch. 
When she imbued the arrow on the southern plains and sent it through Misha’s flames, the energy had left her like a shock. Unleashing the current from her body into the air was like breaking a dam. It was as if all of the latent wind at Center—all of the wind in the World, for that matter—had coalesced at the point of her being. When she sent Kole and his opponent skidding and skipping, she had done so with a force that frightened her. 
How quickly the wielder could become the wielded. How quickly archer could become arrow. 
As she studied Kole, walking beside her with his armor-filled sack rattling along with his thoughts, she knew the fire in his blood was as difficult to rein in. She knew how far a thing it was from the stoicism Baas displayed when he brought his own power to bear. She knew the particular look Kole got that the other Embers in their company did not. 
For all her bluster, Misha did not revel in the act of burning. The flames that ran along the length of her Everwood spear never drifted to her waiting palms or snaked their way up and around her elbows. For her and for Jenk, the fire was called up and sent out. For Kole, it was held in—an unwilling prisoner that was as much a part of him as those smoldering amber eyes. 
Linn had been a fighter for most of her life, but she had rarely stopped to consider how much more she could have offered had she been Landkist. She had never considered what she could have done if she had had the powers of one of the Sages themselves, never mind the one they had called guardian. She could not call the full power of the storm in this choked place of giants; at least, she had no desire to try, but it seemed that the White Crest’s power extended wherever there was air to be harnessed. 
Every light breeze was now an invitation to her, every wisp of the wind the potential herald of a maelstrom. A power that should have been humbling had strayed too near to intoxicating, and Linn found herself feeling thankful for the reminder of her mortal coil. She had spent much of herself in the fight—more than Baas, or Kole, or any of the others realized. It was all she could do to keep herself upright and walking straight over the rolling, moss-covered hills and the winding, root-choked trails. 
Linn saw Kole’s eyes darting between their alien surroundings and the alien company that shadowed them on either side. The Emerald Blade’s warriors were far enough away to avoid conversation and close enough to serve as a constant reminder. And then there were the Willows. 
She could see them just as plainly as her companions could feel them, flitting from branch to branch. She had stopped looking because they were unsettling to look upon, their eyes showing the white of dead moons, or skulls. For all she could see, Linn had no doubt that the Willows could see more, if not farther. 
Her eyes shifted to the man in front of them. The Emerald Blade was walking with the predatory calm of a master of his domain. The sword that was his namesake was swinging at his side, unsheathed and throwing off the brightest green when the last rays of the setting sun caught it. 
The man did not carry himself like a Sage. Wend and the Gray People had said as much. She had seen what he was capable of, and yet, walking before her as he was, close enough to touch, he seemed no more a god than she did. 
“How do you feel?” Kole asked. He said it gruffly, his eyes still trained on the Emerald Blade’s red-marked side. 
“Drained,” she said. 
He met her eyes then, and the anger he was struggling to suppress seemed to go out. He smiled weakly. “It’s no easy thing.”
He said it as though it might be a question, but Linn knew what he meant and that it needed no answer from her. She smiled back and then turned to the others. 
Jenk caught her immediately, and that bright golden smile that was never far from his face broadened her own.
She looked to his right, where Misha was walking. The Ember’s right hand drifted close enough to brush the haft of her Everwood spear. She looked like a hare caught in some hunter’s trap that was slow in springing, and it seemed as though she was ready and willing to revisit the fight at the pools rather than face whatever trial awaited them at the end of this path of no resistance. 
Behind her, Baas was striding with a nonchalant air. Even Jenk, for all his good-natured bravado, was nervous. Linn could tell by the tightness in his neck and the rigidity of his shoulders as he walked. But the Riverman—the Rockbled who had become so much more to them than an ally—was striding with the air of one who welcomed friend and foe alike with the same crushing embrace. 
For his part, the Riverman rarely looked up at the Willows, just as he ignored the warriors beside them. His eyes were down, but they were far from downcast. He was speaking to the earth, Linn knew. In their own way, it seemed the Rockbled were more in tune with the World than any of the other Landkist. 
The Embers might be the mightiest of the gifted peoples of the World—and that was an argument the Rockbled would and had disputed—but the Rockbled had something else in them. Something of river and rock, of soil and all the treasures it held. 
Linn felt a sorrow looking at her companions. It had been strongest when Iyana was there, and she had given it up as a natural thing—the protectiveness any older sister felt toward the younger. Now that Iyana was gone, however, she found that the feeling had only changed form. 
A green glint caught the corner of her eye. Though the blanket of dusk had begun to lose what little light it held, the blade still seemed to glow with a radiance all its own. 
As night fell in the deeper forests, she stepped closer to Kole, drinking in his heat and reveling in the comfort it could bring, like a hearth in the middle of a rainstorm. 
They had left the pools far behind. The ground, which had been covered by a thick carpet of moss, had grown patched before dissolving completely. Now, they were walking on hard-packed dirt, the trails well-worn. The trees loomed like the shadows of giants, making those to the south look like saplings by comparison. They had a weight to them, their branches thick enough overhead that the passing Willows made no sound to announce their travel. 
Their path, which had passed up as often as down for hours, now seemed to be trending steadily upward. The stars came out as the sun’s rays faded, and the moon lit glades and miniature valleys in the tangle of brush to either side. The air was thicker and warmer, the shadows longer and more plentiful beneath the dense canopy. 
But it was the sounds that made Linn feel as though she were in another land. Excepting the Untamed Hills, she knew the creatures of the Valley. She knew them by sight and sound. 
Linn knew that the birds to the south had already turned in for the night. Not here. Here, at Center, the forest was alive with songs that ranged from harmonic to panicked, the sounds of mating interspersed with the discordant echo of death and betrayal. The Blackwoods were the only section of forest in the Valley to give even the smallest trees here a run for size, their roots gnarled and rotted with age while those here were fresh with small gardens all their own, each pool, patch or thicket its own kingdom. 
Despite the exhaustion she felt, Linn marveled. It was as if every living thing, including the stoic warriors who were guarding and guiding them, was a part of a larger whole. 
Kole, it seemed, was not entirely of the same mind. 
“Why were you in the south?” he asked, lengthening his strides so that he was even with the leader. 
For a space of time, the Emerald Blade did not answer, and Linn feared that he would not. She feared it because she knew Kole’s blood had taken a long time cooling, and that it didn’t take much to set it alight again. Apparently, he took the Ember’s boring ambers as a hint, glancing at him with a look that managed to be sharp and dismissive as he hopped up and over a fallen log that was more green than brown. 
“Why were you in the north?” he asked. 
Kole hopped up onto the log, Shifa joining him, and man and hound looked back at the others. While Shifa was as excited as ever, tongue lolling and tail wagging, Kole’s look was an entreaty. Linn offered him a shrug. It had the effect of making him bristle more, and Linn found herself falling back in with the company of Jenk, Misha and Baas as Kole and the Emerald Blade traded feints and barbs. 
“We jumping in when this gets real again?” Misha asked, making no attempt to lower her voice. 
Jenk laughed nervously as he scanned the trees around them. The Emerald Blade’s warriors were not as close as they had been, but Linn had caught enough glimpses to know they were still there. 
“Yes,” Baas said. 
He had a knack for unintentional humor, and Linn would have laughed if she didn’t feel it would incite the opposite response from Kole or his new adversary-turned-guide.
“Just don’t let them out of sight,” Linn said, picking up her pace. 
Wend offered a grunt of agreement, staring at the two in the lead with something like abject terror. 
The moonlight, which had been plentiful just a short time before, was now difficult to come by, the trees having closed their branches. The ground had grown steeper. On the whole, they seemed to have left the dirt behind, and the ground creaked and gave every once in a while in a way that had Linn feeling unsteady. It was as though they were in a sort of tunnel. White flowers sprouted along the edges and hung down low enough to brush the top of her hair, and she was reminded of the final climb they had made out of the Deep Lands. 
“I told you. We were tracking a shadow,” the Emerald Blade said in a loud voice, his tone making it clear that Kole had been pressing him. “A shadow and those she brought with her. Meddlers from the south.”
“From the southeast, you mean,” Kole said. “We’re after the same.”
“So it would seem,” the Emerald Blade said. “The only reason you’re still living.”
Linn gulped, but Kole seemed to take it in stride, intent on getting as much information as he could now that he had the stranger talking. 
“I saw your fight with her,” the Emerald Blade continued. “She is a tricky one. You almost had her.”
“She’d have been burned away in a flash had I wanted it,” Kole said. “But we need to find the others she’s with. One in particular, an Ember like me.”
“Why?” the Emerald Blade asked, his suspicion bare. 
“We’re looking for the Eastern Dark,” Kole said, and when the other man elected not to respond, he added, “Your brother, after a fashion.”
That stopped the Emerald Blade dead in his tracks, and in a moment that had Linn reaching out unconsciously for the clouds above, she thought she saw the green blade at his side pulse, lighting the sides of the closed-in trail like a lantern. It faded quickly enough as the man studied Kole, searching him out. It was a mutual exchange, she saw, holding out a hand as Jenk made as if to move forward. 
“Leave it,” she whispered, hoping that she was right. If she and the others were going to interfere every time Kole and the Sage at Center nearly came to blows, they would get nothing done here. 
“He is no brother of mine,” the Emerald Blade said, speaking each word as slowly and carefully as he could. 
He seemed to be working to suppress a fire similar to the sort Kole carried, and Linn found that she very much wanted to know where it came from. 
“Wend and his people said you were not the Emerald Sage,” Kole said, tossing his head toward the old hunter, who shrank back under the attention. “And you’re not Landkist—”
“How do you know?” the warrior interrupted. 
“Because we are,” Kole said, indicating Jenk and the others. “Tell me, does the blade power the man or the man the blade?”
“You tread dangerous ground.”
“We tread where we tread because it leads to where we’re going,” Kole said evenly. “There’s no reason for us to come to blows again. Accepting that, there’s also no reason we can’t help you. We’re both interested in the shadow girl and the Landkist she’s with, including the Ember. And if you’ve got a feud with the other Sage at Center, chances are that we can play a part in that as well.”
The Emerald Blade considered him for a long moment, and then he turned and considered the others. 
“He doesn’t want to speak of such things with his soldiers so near,” Wend said, his tone a reprimand. He received a cutting glare from the other. 
“My soldiers have already moved on,” the Emerald Blade said. “Willows included. Our words are our own, unless they want to spy. And if so, let them.”
There was only the faintest of blue light sneaking in through the cracks among the twined branches that formed the tunnel’s walls and roof, but Linn could see Wend’s face coloring. 
The Emerald Blade turned back to Kole, who was waiting expectantly. 
“I am no Sage,” he said, his gaze flicking to Wend as he said it. The old hunter’s own eyes widened considerably, as if he’d suspected it all along but couldn’t fathom the truth laid bare before him. 
“But you carry the weapon of one,” Kole said. 
“In a manner of speaking,” the Emerald Blade replied, looking down at the blade as though it were a faraway thing. “You could say the blade and he were one, or are one. Either way, he is gone, and I am here. Better I use it than another.”
“What happened to him?” Jenk asked. 
“He killed himself rather than face the horror of what he had become.”
“What had he become?” Baas rumbled. 
“The same as the rest of them,” the Emerald Blade said, meeting Kole’s eyes and holding them. 
Something passed between them that Linn caught. She hoped they did as well. 
“It holds no sway over you?” Kole asked, his tone holding less accusation than the words it carried. 
The blade seemed to move of its own accord, and Kole took a measured step back as Shifa whined. The warrior pointed it toward Linn, and it began to pulse once more, brighter this time so that there could be no mistaking it. 
“No more than the White Crest holds over her.”
Kole looked at her with that expression she hated. It was part fear, part pity, and all protectiveness. She felt her hackles rise like the hair on the back of a cat and realized too late that the tunnel had been filled with a sudden breeze that carried with it the low moan of the wind. She worked to quell it, but the others had stepped away from her. She turned an apologetic look on them, and while Jenk and Baas smiled, Wend and Misha did not. 
The Emerald Blade smiled too, and though Linn hated him in that moment, she could see that there was no wickedness in the look. Just a knowing. 
“Brother recognizes brother,” he said by way of explanation. It didn’t help, and Linn felt a strange stirring as the blade continued to pulse, flashing its alien light. “But we are not them.”
He said it as a statement of fact, but Linn sensed the question hanging at the end. She caught his eye, or he caught hers, and she wondered if it had been meant as a question after all. 
“Do you have a name?” Kole asked. “Or just a title out of legend?”
Now, the Emerald Blade looked at Kole with a considering expression, his eyes almost vacant for the briefest of moments. For some reason, it made Linn sad to see it. In that moment, he looked like a child and not a warrior king. 
“I did.”
He said no more, and Linn was glad that Kole did not ask him to. 
“You said he was a horror,” Misha said. 
The Emerald Blade looked her over. “He thought so. I never knew him.”
“Then how—”
“You have many questions,” he said. “Most of them are irrelevant, and some may be answered in time. I do not know you, but I have seen enough to trust that your intentions are plain. As you said”—he turned to Kole—“we want the same thing, at least in part. The Landkist you seek are aiding my enemy. Brega Cohr is a pawn in schemes beyond anything he could imagine. He will bring ruin to Center if I don’t stop him.”
He turned toward Linn and the others. “The Landkist do not choose to be powerful, but they are.” He nodded to Linn. “Just as we did not choose. But the Sages did, and we’ve seen where that leads. It has led one out of his stone towers to the east and into this domain. We mean to send him back or kill him in the effort.”
“And what of the others?” Kole asked. “What do you mean for them?”
“Nothing,” the Emerald Blade said shortly. “I expect that is where our alliance ends.”
They considered one another as Linn and the rest considered them. 
“Trust need not have any place in it,” the Emerald Blade said, scanning the group before settling back on Kole. “Not yet.”
With that, he turned and continued on the path, which had grown steep enough so that walking it took considerable effort. Within a few minutes, they were veritably climbing over the green-covered roots and snatching at hanging vines along the low ceiling and closed-in walls to help them along. 
Misha grumbled behind Linn.
“We’re close to the end,” Linn said. 
“How do you know that? I can’t see anything but that damn sword.” 
“I can feel the air up ahead,” Linn said. 
And she could. Though she could not see the night sky beyond the curve in the tunnel, she could feel the air moving in the tiny gaps in the growth to either side. There was a static in it, like the building charge of a storm. 
Linn heard a buckle pull. 
“Tell our new friend I’m going to light my spear.”
“No,” he called back, stopping up ahead. 
Linn sighed and rose, balanced somewhat precariously on a jutting mount of tufted grass and fresh growth. She looked back at the party behind her and nearly lost her footing, seeing how the ground dropped away. 
Seeing it, she also understood how they could see beyond the light of the Emerald Blade’s weapon. It was subtle enough to miss close up, but now that she could see the curvature of the tunnel far behind them, she could also see the iridescent green glow emanating from the floor, ceiling and walls alike. It was as if they were moving inside the body of a glowworm, and though it was strange to see, Linn found herself wanting to reach the top to see what other sights this land had to offer. 
“No?” Misha asked, holding her spear out in one hand. Linn could feel the heat building in the closeness. 
“Ve’Gah …” Kole drew it out in a low warning, but the Emerald Blade merely smiled. 
“I have known you all the better part of a day and night, and I hardly count you as friends,” the Emerald Blade said. “Those above only know that you bring fire from the west into a land of growth and plenty. Fire is death, and there are few enough of these pathways left to us.”
“Where are we going?” Misha asked, her tone almost pleading as she looked from Linn to Kole. “Did it not occur to you that he could be leading us into a trap?”
“Trust that I have no need of that,” the Emerald Blade said. 
“I’m getting close to letting you test that,” Misha said, taking a step forward. 
A new wash of heat flooded the glowing chamber, and the walls seemed to pulse in anticipation as Shifa whined, looking between Misha and the Emerald Blade. 
“Let’s go, then,” Misha said. “Everwood against Emerald.”
Linn looked back and saw the glint of desire in the Emerald Blade’s eyes. But that was a pale imitation in comparison to the sword at his side, which burst into a green light bright enough to act as a caught star in their nest of roots, vines and miniature meadows. 
The thrown light nearly forced Misha down in a tumble, but Jenk steadied her, his own look turning as he reached for the Everwood blade at his belt. In the light, Linn could see that his arm was still shaking from the cut he’d suffered earlier. Dried blood had formed small brown rivers along his arm, and though the gash was knitting, she saw it glisten in the light. 
She took it as a chance. “You’re hurt, Jenk.” 
Jenk glanced at his shoulder but shifted into as close to a fighting stance as he could, given the steep incline. He eyed the Emerald Blade. “I’ve suffered worse.”
“You will, if you keep this up,” the other man said, and now Kole bladed his body toward him. 
“Enough!” 
Surprisingly, it was Wend stepping between the two groups. The old hunter had seemingly left his newfound subservience behind in favor of his former persona. His hands, hanging at his sides, were balled into fists, and his piercing blue eyes swiveled from Jenk and Misha to the Emerald Blade. 
“Look at you lot,” he said, exasperated. They all eyed him steadily, considering, and the green light dimmed ever so slightly. “Would-be gods.” He spat. “Would-be heroes.” Another glob, this one sending some spray. “If my people had that sort of power, I can only pray we’d have used it long ago.” He looked at the Emerald Blade, and Linn felt the accusation dripping like the spit among the roots. “If I had that sort of power, I’d never have lost my boys and girls to you.”
Despite Wend’s tone, the aggressive air of the company had shifted to one of quiet shame. 
The Emerald Blade stared him down, brows raised. He lowered the sword. “They came because they believed.”
“In what?” Wend asked. “Besides killing and dying.” 
“Balon Rael is no weakling. His forces are considerable. His attacks are frequent and cunning.”
“Then, be more cunning,” Wend said. “And be more frequent.” 
He looked around, catching the eyes of each of the gathered Landkist. A mortal man with nothing but a bow and a clutch of fletched arrows. Linn could have been looking at herself not long ago, and she felt a misplaced pride because of it. 
“I don’t know anything of who the Emerald Sage was,” Wend said, his voice going soft. He looked down at the uneven ground. “But I knew life under Balon Rael. You lot can figure out who’s friend and who’s foe between you and the rest of them after, but if you’re going to do something about the Sage at Center, do it and live with the results.”
“Spoken boldly,” the Emerald Blade said, and added, “for a man who watched his young go.”
Wend took a step toward a man he could never hope to match, and whatever look passed between them had the warrior at least considering a backward step. 
“I’m here now, aren’t I?”
There was a silence that was broken by an unlikely source. 
“Egos,” Baas rumbled, moving past Jenk, Misha and Linn. 
He moved around Wend, Shifa taking up his wake, tail wagging, and pushed through the pair formed by Kole and the Emerald Blade. The sword flashed as he did so, and for a moment Linn feared a confrontation, but the warrior stayed his hand, tossed a glance back at the others, and moved ahead, following the Riverman’s path around the bend. 
Linn blew out a sigh and tossed a glare at Misha, who shrugged and moved off.
“Thank you,” Jenk said, and now Linn saw that he was holding his hand at his side. It was quivering in the soft glow. “I’m fine. Just need to build a fire up ahead and get some rest.”
“Good,” she said. “We don’t want another incident like the one in the Deep Lands. We don’t have Nathen Swell here to save us.”
“Pity,” Jenk said. 
He might’ve meant it lightly, but Linn felt a sinking when he said it. 
As she moved off, taking up the rear as the confines narrowed further still, she thought of the young hunter from their Valley home—the fisherman’s boy who had saved her and had had his head dashed upon the black rocks beneath the White Crest’s keep as thanks. He had survived, but he had been changed more so than the rest. But, then, the transition from innocent to killer had been done early for them. 
They were dark thoughts to carry on a new and unfamiliar road. Luckily, the land ahead would have none of them. 
Linn rounded the bend and felt the rush of the air before the others reacted to it. She breathed in and nearly swooned, smelling the freshness and feeling the crisp northern winds. She hadn’t realized how thick the air below had been until now, but this was something airy and wild, winds carried from far-off lands. 
Ahead, she could see the hulking outline of Baas with the rest behind him. And beyond, she could see the twinkling of white stars against the backdrop of a dark blue night sky. The moonlight slid across her shoulders as she stepped out of the opening, like a nest of roots, twigs and curling flowers tipped on its side. 
And she beheld the greatest beauty she had yet seen in the World. 
The ground stretched out before her, green and brown with twisted roots that rolled like waves caught in time. It went far, but she could see the ending, where the meadows angled sharply down to the north and east. This must be the Emerald Road, the path above the canopies of the gargantuan trees below, whose branches formed the roots they were walking across. Soil was packed between the branches, and Linn reached down and sank her fingers in to the knuckles. It smelled of fresh-rotted leaves and sweet decay—a second ground formed far above the first. 
Trees dotted the surface. They grew in clusters, twining together to form small cloisters that recalled the obsidian stalagmites of the northern Valley. Between and below the gentle boughs and thin, tangled branches were the lights of homes, many of them built into the bark. They shone like lanterns spread across a rolling plain, a sea of green with spots of yellow fire, stars of humanity reaching up toward those shining down from above. 
And now she looked up into the sky she had beheld a million times before. But never like this. Never so close that she felt as though she could reach out and touch it, pluck a passing comet out of the dark curtain and send it with her silver bow into the dark lands to the southeast. 
She stepped around the tipped nest that marked the entrance to the tunnel and gazed to the south. They were too high to see the tallest peaks of the Valley. Too high to see the red sands to the west that would appear blue like an ocean from here. Instead, she was greeted by the faraway presence of clouds ripe with storm. They were drifting lazily on the midnight winds, forming an ethereal realm all their own that stretched to the place where the sun met the seas Linn hoped one day to sail. She felt their buzzing and drank it in as a welcome. 
In truth, she felt that she belonged up here. 
“The Willows can see all of Center from up here,” the warrior said. 
His blade had gone out completely, content to let the white stars and the closer moon light the glades, eddies and meadows of the dreamlike place. 
“This is the Emerald Road, now,” he said, looking to Wend as he said it. The old hunter looked as shocked as the rest of them, as if he had had no idea of the truth of the place. “The lands below—the road you knew—are nearly lost to us. This is where we watch. Where we plan. But the time for watching is over.”
“You haven’t only watched,” Wend said, but his voice was still laced with the awe he felt as keenly as the rest of them. Perhaps more so. 
“Maja Cohr is gone, as it should be,” the Emerald Blade said. “Now, the would-be Prince is returning, determined to right the wrongs, and in so doing, doom his people and mine by delivering them to the Sage of Balon Rael.”
Ahead, a group was approaching them.
“Our land is splintered. Our people are fractured. We are as new and as vulnerable as you folk of the Valley.”
“Not so much,” Kole said, and the other man looked askance at him. 
“The Dark Kind do not hunt you each year,” Baas said. “They do not bring down your brothers and sisters only to raise them up against you, coated in darkness.”
Wend shifted uneasily, his trance broken by the memory of the Dark Hearts. 
“Not yet, perhaps,” Wend said. “But Sages will conspire, and while your Valley may mark some sort of beginning, there’s no telling where the ending will take place, or when.”
The Emerald Blade looked to Wend, then, and for the first time, it looked to Linn as though he had dropped his guard. 
“I am sorry we were not there,” he said. 
Wend shifted uneasily. “You couldn’t have stopped it,” he said. 
The Emerald Blade nodded and looked ahead. 
“All the same.”
The group approached, moving over a small hill that Linn had to remind herself was only attached to the ground below in the loosest of terms. It was difficult to believe that the entire plateau on which they were standing was held up by the trees that grew out of the one below. 
Still, as she looked out over the expansive ground, Linn found it hard to believe that all of the people of the Emerald Road resided here. If they did, there were fewer than she would have imagined. 
The white-eyed Willow in front—female, like the rest had been—stopped a few paces from the Emerald Blade, eyeing him first before taking in the rest of the company. Her eyes shifted in their sockets, but Linn found it impossible to tell whom she was regarding at any given time. When she looked in Linn’s direction, it felt as though she was looking through her. 
The warriors behind her—it seemed no one at Center went without weapons, be they spears, bows, axes or clawed gauntlets—reacted suspiciously. They looked to the Emerald Blade, their imagined leader, who proceeded to reveal himself as something less.
“I ask the Willow’s permission to bring this company into our nest,” he said. 
She regarded him with a blank expression, stoic and unmoving. Her gaze roved over them again, settling on Baas, who returned the look with—if it was possible—even less emotion. Linn wondered what sort of game they were playing at. 
Was this not one of the Willows who had tracked them from above? Had she witnessed the fight at the pools? The Emerald Blade had said the Willows could see all from this place. 
There was movement to the north, and Linn turned to see the group they had fought making their own way over a neighboring hill of grass-covered branches. Some looked in their direction, but most averted their gazes, unwilling to draw the attention of the Embers who had summarily dispatched them, or the group who had likely witnessed it from afar. They moved on, heading for the nearest yellow light that rose out of a cluster of thin trees to the east. 
There were no Willows among them. 
Linn regarded the one who stood before them now. She wore her hair cut close, after the fashion of a male. It was gray bordering white, but she did not appear much older than any of the others. 
“Who are these, that you bring them to Center?” she asked. 
Her voice displayed no obvious alien qualities, but something about it felt off to Linn. It was as though she spoke with a voice that was not entirely hers. There was no emotion in it, good or bad. No judgment. No curiosity. 
She waited for the answer with a patience the milling soldiers behind her lacked. They bent and whispered, pointing at the weapons Linn and the others were carrying. 
“They are Landkist of the south,” the Emerald Blade said. Linn expected him to smile in an attempt to put the Willow at ease, but he remained upright and serious. “From the Valley core.”
What made this one so special?
“The Valley,” the Willow said, her head swiveling toward Linn, who nearly took an involuntary step backward before catching herself. 
“We mean no harm to the peoples of the Emerald Road,” Linn said. 
Judging by the look the Emerald Blade turned on her, it would have been better to keep her mouth shut. 
The first hint of emotion Linn had seen on the Willow’s features came across as an odd mix of amusement and surprise. One brow rose into a small hill of its own, and a corner of her mouth tipped upward ever so slightly.
“That is a lie,” she said, somehow doing so without the accusation feeling like anything more than a statement. She looked at the others. “You did not come with blades of fire or bolts of wind”—she glanced at Linn—“without the thought of doing harm to some.”
“Fair enough,” Misha said, stepping forward. “But let’s cut the act. From what we’ve seen, you and yours are more than willing to do harm when it suits you.”
Now, the Willow truly was amused, and Linn noticed the metal spikes glinting along her leather belt for the first time. They were as straight as arrowheads, but rather than being attached to fletched lengths of yew, these simply curled into semicircular finger-holds behind the head. Perfect for throwing.
She looked about to respond to Misha, but something in her expression shifted. Her head tilted as if she was listening, or seeing something that wasn’t there. 
“What is it?” the Emerald Blade asked, his sword pulsing lightly in the soft light of the night sky. 
The Willow frowned. “We run short on time. They have found the others.”
“Who has found whom?” Kole asked, looking to the Emerald Blade, who cursed. 
“The Willows.”
“Have been found or did the finding?”
“Both.”
The Emerald Blade ignored further questions and turned a cold look on the Willow standing before them, who was now eyeing Kole with something approaching suspicion. Her eyes roved, taking in the handles of the Everwood blades that jutted above his shoulders and the canvas pack that hung from his back with its spikes of black armor protruding. 
“Fine armor,” she said. 
“Thank you,” Kole answered, making no move to hide it. 
“They are friends,” the Emerald Blade said, and now it sounded like something close to a command. “For now, they are friends. Powerful ones.”
“We have enough power,” the Willow said, and the warriors at her back grumbled in what sounded like agreement. 
The Emerald Blade closed his eyes, shutting them tight against the anger that threatened to boil out of him. “If you want to kill them,” he said, waving a hand toward Kole and Baas, “have at it without me. I think you’ll find them a bit tougher than Asha’s black beetles, and a good sight hotter.” 
He began to move off, heading in the direction the others had gone. 
“We must go to them,” the Willow said, turning and yelling it back. He did not slow. “We must!”
Linn marked the sudden outburst as an opportunity and took a step forward. The Willow spun toward her, settling on her back leg, her lead hand sinking toward the closest of the knives along her belt. 
Linn held up her hands in as much a sign of peace to the Willow as to stay the quick hands of her companions. Misha, either out of loyalty to Linn or—more likely—a desire to put the Willow in her place, had already taken a step forward. 
The Willow relaxed slightly, straightening and regaining some modicum of her former composure, but now that the veneer had been broken, Linn saw how young she truly was. 
“What’s your name?” Linn asked, earning a confused look from the Willow and nervous laughter from the gathered warriors behind her. 
“Willow.”
“I know what you are,” Linn said. “I’m asking you for your name.” 
The Willow looked to the milling group at her back. Many of them looked young as well, and she glanced sidelong at Wend, who was studying the group closely, likely in an attempt to see if he recognized any as being from his own tribe. But these had skin that was bronze more than pale, a shade lighter than Linn, Kole, Misha and even Jenk, who was the lightest among them, and the old hunter came away disappointed.
“What’s her name?” Linn asked, nearly pleading. 
“Willow,” a young man said, pointing at her with the butt end of his spear. He made a face that Linn took as an attempted imitation. It was not flattering. 
“We are Willow,” the Willow said. 
If nothing else, the awkward exchange had lessened some of the obvious tension. 
“You saw us at the pools?” Linn asked. “You can see everything from here, he said.” 
She inclined her chin toward the Emerald Blade, who now stood waiting by the nearest patch of trees. She-half expected another smattering of laughter, but, instead, the Willow nodded sharply.
“Good,” Linn said, at once relieved and amazed. “You might not know which side we’re on. But if you saw, then you know which we’re not.”
“The shadow,” the Willow said. 
Linn met her gaze.
“You carry the power of a Sage,” the Willow said, nodding at the bow hanging across Linn’s shoulders. “There are no Landkist who command the air itself. Not anymore. Can you call the storms, as the Sage of the South could?”
Linn stiffened under the attention. She was acutely aware of the clouds swirling in the distance, along with the energy they contained. It called out to her, reaching with fast fingers and buzzing waves that washed over her at even intervals. She had never felt it so close, not even in the open, storm-wracked plains to the south. 
“I am Linn Ve’Ran,” she said, extending her hand. The Willow eyed her and turned the same look on Kole and the others. “And I come as a friend.” 
She drew their eyes to the place where the Emerald Blade was standing, his sword glowing even in the presence of the yellow light beneath him. 
Her hand hung as though suspended in a chasm of untold depth. Eventually, the Willow offered another of her curt nods, turned on her heel and moved toward the trees. The others took up her wake.
Linn turned and looked to the others, who regarded her with a mix of expressions ranging from Jenk’s ecstatic to Kole’s forbidding. 
She shrugged. “We’ll get no answers standing here,” she said. 
She did not stick around to argue, nor did she turn to see if they were following. 
She squinted as she neared the clutch of trees by which the Emerald Blade was standing. Her vision was not so adept at penetrating such distances in the reaches of the night, but, as she drew closer, she knew they had not deceived her. The warriors who had come here had disappeared, and now that she was close, she could see that the Emerald Blade was standing at the entrance to another tunnel made of branches reaching up and roots spinning down. It twisted out of sight, down into the dense canopy that sheltered Center from the daily storms Linn could feel building like a tickle along the nape of her neck. 
The yellow light she had taken for the glow of a small fire was revealed as the combined glow of insects. Flies, beetles and crawling things were cutting their paths along the green bark of the small trees that sheltered the burrow. 
“They only grow here,” the Emerald Blade said. “Insects and branches. Only here at the top. After you.” 
He held his hand out. He was still clutching that glowing sword in the other. 
“Do you ever put that down?” she asked as she stepped down. 
She heard the others drop down into the tunnel behind her, and while she had expected another twisting corridor into the trees below, she was pleasantly surprised to see another plain of uneven growth stretching far out of sight, lit by the things that made this land their home. The ground of the upper canopy dipped and rose, but the tangled branches that formed the top stretched high above their heads. It was as if they were walking into the mouth of some great beast, a world between worlds, all green and brown roots and tough flowers. 
The supports were all around them, thicker branches from the greater boughs below that supported the floor and ceiling. Linn minded her footing, watchful for patches in the growth that might send her tumbling. 
“Don’t worry,” the Emerald Blade said, passing her in a quick stride as Kole took up her other side. “The floor is thick. Any holes you find just lead to another.”
“How far does it go?” Jenk called from behind, his voice echoing in the cavernous network. 
“Come,” the Emerald Blade said, ignoring the question. “Eat.”
“She said your Willows had been found,” Kole said, leading.
“Willows see much, but where their own are concerned, they can be as blind as the elders among them. I’d imagine the ones they have are dead already—or are soon to be. I’m trying to prevent the rest from following.”
“Balon Rael,” Baas said. 
The Riverman was keeping up, but Linn noticed him brushing his hands along the walls on the sides of the cavernous nest. He looked as awed as the rest of them. 
“The Sage of the East is responsible for a great many things,” the Emerald Blade said. “But this particular trap has the makings of his sword.”
“Who is that?” Kole asked. 
“Asha.” The Emerald Blade looked over his shoulder, catching Kole’s eye. “Chief zealot. Brega Cohr and his Raiths will likely be used. If they are, I’ll break him along with her. Finish what I started years ago.”
He stopped talking then, and they stopped asking, letting the beauty of a strange land wash over them. 
They caught up with the other warriors—and a cloister of Willows—in a roughly circular chamber the ceiling and floor of which seemed suspended by a massive trunk that grew through the middle. As they drew closer, Linn could see that it was not a singular trunk, but rather a twisting cluster of them—the questing branches of the giants below that had joined together to climb higher. There must have been thousands of the bright insects making its nooks and contours their home, as the pillar shone like a dancing flame, all soft green and bright yellow. 
The bowl they clambered down into was full of people of all ages, from the young warriors they had met in the south to more grizzled veterans who eyed them with little more than a passing indifference. Most of the Willows averted their gazes as Linn and the Landkist of the Valley spread out in the root bowl. 
“Eat,” the Emerald Blade said. “Sleep.” He looked to Kole in particular, who sat beside Shifa, stroking her mane as she settled down on a patch of moss. “Ask what questions you will of each other, and then decide whether or not you have come to Center to effect change or to be swept along in its wake.” 
And he left them.
Kole and Linn looked at one another over the assortment of wooden bowls that had been set out for them. Jenk and Baas settled quickly, taking up their portions—rooted vegetables and an assortment of other things Linn could not begin to guess the identity of. Even Misha sat down, pulling her spear from around her back and laying it across her lap. She chose to forego the meal for now and closed her eyes, her breath going rhythmic almost immediately. 
“Nothing hunted,” Wend said, sitting down cross-legged with his own bowl. 
“Not what you expected?” Jenk asked. 
“I’ve never been a guest of the Emerald Road,” he said, biting into a dull red thing that might have been a potato. “Nothing big enough to hunt up here, I’d guess.”
Kole said nothing, and Linn didn’t prod him, letting him work through whatever it was on his own. The warriors of the Emerald Road left them alone for the most part, only the youngest among them passing close enough to draw attention. Shifa’s warnings were enough for these to keep moving. That, or the heat they felt from the combined presence of three Embers. 
Linn lay back against the bedroll that was tucked beneath her pack, watching the Emerald Blade from the other end of the chamber. He was sitting with the young Willow and two of her companions, and the thought struck Linn that every one of the strange Landkist she had seen at Center had been female. A small collection of warriors—old males—were among them, some nodding while others argued in their native tongue. She caught plenty of words that were more or less the same as her own, but the meaning was sometimes lost to the acoustics and the foreign words between. 
As she watched, the bright pillar in the center of the chamber dimmed. It started there and then spread like a retreating wave. A green-backed beetle was crawling near her, and as the wave reached them, it, too, went out in some sort of solemn agreement with the rest. 
Linn reached out and brushed it along the back, causing it to scuttle over the roots and patched moss. She tracked it longer than anyone else could, seeing the fur on the backs of its legs as it reached the midpoint point of the chamber. There, it stopped, unfurling its wings and buzzing. Those beneath it did the same, and the plants seemed to follow suit, until all of it lit up again. 
Linn raised her head with a start, looking around as the chamber pulsed with a light that was not dissimilar to that of the blade their new ally was holding. Her companions reacted similarly, and Shifa whined softly. But the folk of the Emerald Road continued to eat, sleep and plan without batting an eye. 
“Wend?” Jenk asked, and the old hunter shrugged, going back to work on the core of whatever fruit he was chewing.
“Strange land,” he said. “Always has been.”
“It is beautiful,” Baas said. He was sitting cross-legged, which looked somehow strange to Linn. He was studying the roots at his knees, watching the insects pulse with their soft, fluorescent fire. 
“Always been that, too,” Wend said absently. 
Kole regarded him and then looked at Linn, who was propped up on her side. 
“What is it?” she asked. 
He rewarded her with one of his half-smiles, but it might as well have been a frown. 
“Go to sleep,” he said, and then looked at the others. Misha was already lounging idly beside Shifa. “I think they mean to be off soon.”
“And we’re going with them?” Jenk asked. 
It seemed obvious enough, but the last two days had passed in a blur since they’d left the Valley core, and it seemed things were only going to get more hectic from here. 
“We’re here to find Rane,” Kole said. “That hasn’t changed.” He looked across the chamber, ignoring the looks of the gathered warriors that came back his way. “I don’t think our chances of doing that improve any by leaving this group. Power seeks power.”
“That,” Linn said, “and we might do some good.” She settled back and closed her eyes with a sigh. 
“That, too.”




“He’s testing us.”
Linn didn’t answer. She made a show of checking her gear and strapping leather greaves to her forearms and shins—the latter offered by one of the young hunters of the Emerald Road. She picked up her bow and gathered up the great silver shafts that looked out of place to Kole as she looped them through the catches she had fastened to her canvas pack. 
“They’re like spears,” he said, and she regarded him questioningly, craning over her shoulder and adjusting the array with her opposite hand. “Unwieldy.”
“That’s not what you mean by it,” she said, not looking him in the eye. 
“No?”
“No.” Now, she met his eyes. She was wearing a vacant expression that made Kole self-conscious. 
“No,” he admitted with a sigh. 
“I can’t control it,” Linn said, voicing her fear for the second time in as many days. 
She looked around to make sure no one was eavesdropping. Jenk was conversing with some of the veterans, trying to make friends before the inevitable clash. The young seemed drawn to the Ember—even those they had fought at the pools to the south. They did not go near Misha. 
“You sent us skittering across half a league of earth and water.” 
Kole indicated the Emerald Blade, who had been up all night conversing with the same group of warriors and Willows as he had been when Kole had reluctantly closed his eyes. Only the young Willow who had greeted them atop the canopy had excused herself. She was sulking in the corner, twirling those silver-bladed gauntlets as she observed the rest of the gathering with a seething intensity. 
“Not so far,” Linn said, testing the string on the great bow. 
“Far enough,” Kole said. “But you have a power in you now, Linn.” He nodded at the bow. “You don’t need those tools to bring it out.”
She let the bow drop to her side and looked around, wary of prying eyes and ears. 
“And do you need the Everwood blades you carry?” She nodded toward the black handles that jutted out from the black, ridged armor Kole had donned upon rising. 
“You know I do.” 
“They might,” Linn said, checking the straps on her wrists again. 
She glanced at Misha, who was standing next to Baas and Wend, Shifa lounging idly beneath them. Kole followed her gaze.
“I saw another Ember fight quite recently.” She looked at him, her eyes locked with his. “He used nothing aside from the power of his own blood. His blades were his palms and fists. His shield was his body. All of it shone like … like he was a god.”
“Or a demon,” Kole said evenly. He shook his head, closing his eyes as the images from that hellish clash in the White Crest’s keep played on the backs of his lids. “I am not him, Linn. We don’t know what the Eastern Dark did to him in the south. He is not the same man who left the deserts all those years ago. Besides, he was an Ember King. I’m nothing close.”
“No,” Linn said. “You’re not. Yet.” 
Her eyes took on a new look, then, and Kole found himself feeling uncomfortable at the odd mix they carried. He sensed an awed sort of reverence, like that of a patron at prayer. But it was the touch of fear just beneath that had him rattled. 
“I can’t, Linn,” he said, unfurling his palm and staring at it. 
He lifted the chokers around his heart and felt the heat pour out like it had been freed from a blocked dam, sighing in a mix of pain and exhilaration as it ran through veins that had cooled some in the night. It was a sensation he could never quite get used to—and one he could never quite get enough of. The other Embers felt some version of it, but to Kole’s knowledge, only Tu’Ren Kadeh felt it anything close to the way he did—like a beast being put through its paces. 
He concentrated, willing the fire into his palm. It obeyed, eager for any chance to find an outlet—a means of escape. When it found his waiting palm, the fire swirled just below the surface of his skin, pooling and buzzing in a frenzy. But there was no Everwood blade to be found. No conduit to marry blood and air. 
Linn watched his hand with an unwavering intensity as he turned it over. There were faint lights playing across his brown skin, like flashes from a battle below the clouds. 
“At first,” Kole said, “the fire rejoices. I’ve freed it. It runs and runs so that it almost flies. Sooner or later, though, it sees the freedom for what it is: a ruse. A trick. I’m not letting it out, and even if I do, I do it through those blades. If I open it too much, the fire runs so fast and hot, it ends up running me.”
The color of his palm, which had brightened to yellow like the fire of Jenk’s sword, now deepened, turning to a dull red that pulsed like a beating heart. His veins rose, and he felt his pores open, expelling steam in the form of the sweat they’d stored. Linn took a step back, and Kole blinked, pulling the fire back in with an effort he could not recall from even a year earlier. 
He looked around and saw that he had drawn no more attention from the gathered folk of the Emerald Road than he had held before.
“I know it’s a part of me,” Kole said, coming back to Linn. “But sometimes, it feels anything but. Even if I could use my body as a blade as he does, I’m not sure I’d survive it.”
“I’m not sure anyone would,” Linn said, smiling. 
She meant it as a joke, and Kole smiled to show he knew, but it felt like a morbid truth they each recognized. 
“I understand,” Linn said, and Kole felt that she did. 
“I’m sorry.” He reached out and put a hand on her shoulder. She flinched at the heat his palm still held but smiled, her eyes shining. “But we’re in a dance with gods now, Linn—or forces that consider the sun and stars their kin rather than their betters.” He gripped her. “We have to let it run sometimes. The more often you do, the more control you’ll gain.”
“It doesn’t seem like you believe that,” Linn said. She seemed earnest, as if she was confessing. She glanced behind him nervously, gripped his hand with hers and lowered it, holding it in front of her. “If you fear your power, how can I not fear … whatever it is I’ve become?”
“Because you are Linn Ve’Ran,” Kole said, his voice firm and steady. “And you’re stronger than I in all the ways that matter. You always have been.”
She looked at him as if she’d been slapped, stunned and unblinking. She searched his expression and then released his hand and studied her own. 
Kole turned and saw Misha staring. She was wearing the same black armor as he, and she was holding her spear as if battle could erupt at any moment. He waved her over, and she nodded before going to retrieve Jenk. She nudged him lightly at first and then a second time, harder, to get his attention. 
“Those two are never far apart, these days,” Linn said, nodding toward the pair of Embers. 
“Embers grow stronger in one another’s presence,” Kole said, only half-joking. 
“Right,” Linn said dryly, and Kole chuckled. 
Misha seemed as oft-annoyed with Jenk as Linn used to be, but there was a camaraderie there built on the back of what this group had seen together—what they had done together in service of their people. 
Shifa rose and stretched tiredly, tail wagging, as Kole beckoned her. Baas and Wend followed soon after. When Misha and Jenk joined them, locked in some small argument—Jenk smiling, Misha anything but—Kole stepped back from the pack to address them and found his words lacking. 
There were none. 
“How is your arm, Jenk?” he asked, sounding a little more awkward than he felt. 
“Fine,” Jenk said, wearing that easy smile. He looked at the others and rotated his shoulder in its socket. “Hot blood knits wounds quickly.” He looked at Kole and Misha before turning to the others. “Not all of us have custom armor or the protection of the earth itself to keep us clean.”
Baas nodded gravely. He looked to Linn, who was wearing little but her traveling clothes and the leather pieces that acted more as wards against chafing than true protection. 
“Then you had better move faster than you did at the pools,” Misha said. 
Jenk laughed, but the other Ember seemed deadly serious, forcing him to dip into a mock bow that had her rolling her eyes.
“We’re going with them?” Wend said as much as asked. 
Kole met his glacial eyes. They were searching, and Kole wasn’t going to guess what for. 
“We came here for our own reasons,” Kole said, sweeping his gaze to include the others. He did not try to lower his voice. “But you know these people, Wend.” 
The old hunter shrugged and gave something of a half-nod. 
“You know them to be as good as they appear?”
“What is good, anyway?” Wend asked. 
He turned and looked out over the gathering. Most of the assembled had grouped up into small packs, each with a Willow at its core. The Emerald Blade was moving between the groups, speaking briefly with each. The young Willow who had been sulking earlier was flanking him, but there was a tense distance between the two that gave Kole an uneasy feeling. 
Wend turned back and found Kole and the others regarding him steadily. 
“Bah,” he said, crossing his arms. “They’re as good as the next. Never welcomed my people in, but, then, they’ve been fighting their former fellows for a while, now. Add in the Sage of Balon Rael, and I can’t be blaming this would-be king for encouraging our departure from Center.”
“Maybe he did it to protect you,” Linn offered. 
Baas grumbled something unintelligible, but it drew a sardonic laugh from Wend. Linn eyed him, and he stopped. 
“Could be,” he allowed. 
“That’s good enough for me,” Kole said. Misha looked as if she was about to offer a counter, but he continued before she could. “This man”—he nodded toward the back of the chamber—“carries the power of a Sage, and he clearly holds himself apart from them. I don’t know if he’s our ally, but for now, he’s certainly enemy to the others.”
“We’re after one in particular,” Misha reminded him. “One who’s much farther east and a sight more south.”
“We are,” Kole said. “But, then, why do you think Rane and his group are here at Center? They’ve been hunting the other Sages, and the people of the Emerald Road seem to believe he’s joined up with Wend’s in order to fight this one.”
“Why would Balon Rael need the help of Rane, Brega and this shadow creature?” Jenk asked. “The Sages are enemies, and, according to Wend, he’s a fair bit more cunning than our own Sage was at the end. Surely, he knows it’s a trap—a ploy set into motion by the Eastern Dark. From what we know, the Eastern Dark has held himself apart from the War of Sages for decades. Why would he emerge now, and why would the others accept his help?”
Kole nodded along with him and looked to Linn. 
“Whatever the reason for their alliance,” Linn said, “I’m sure it’s a temporary arrangement on both ends. The question is, why are they after the Emerald Blade?”
Linn paused, then opened her mouth to speak again but closed it, looking at the others nervously. 
“What is it?” Jenk prodded. 
She looked to Kole, who tried to look encouraging. 
“I may be something other than what I was, but I certainly don’t feel as powerful as the White Crest.”
Baas shrugged, and Misha and Jenk held their tongues. Surprisingly, it was Wend who spoke. 
“The Sages are old,” he said. “They’ve had a long time to stew in what they are, to exploit and explore it. You may not feel like them now, but they won’t see it that way. You’re a threat now—much more than any of the Landkist can be.” He cleared his throat. “Though, perhaps the Embers are the exception, given the stories.”
“You heard stories like that in the east?” Jenk asked. 
“I think everyone has heard of the Embers,” Wend said. “The Landkist the World over are strange, and sometimes”—he nodded to Baas—“powerful. But the Embers are something else. Fire incarnate. That’s power no matter how you look at it, and it’s a lot more straightforward than the rest. Makes it simple for people to mark and easier to understand.” He looked at Kole. “Also makes it easier for stories to outgrow their source.”
“Stories tend to do that,” Kole said evenly.
Wend raised his brows. 
“I only fought with the Emerald Blade briefly,” Kole said, turning back to Linn, “and I think he only used his power at the end.” He met Misha’s gaze. “Yes,” he said, “he had the better of me. He was fast. He was strong. But it wasn’t until he flared that blade to life that he reached a level that had me reeling.”
 “That’s it,” Jenk said, and the others looked to him. 
The Ember turned to see that there were no prying ears nearby. If anything, the gathered packs had moved farther away, taking the opportunity to distance themselves from the strange company of Landkist. 
“What?” Misha prodded. 
“It’s the sword,” Jenk said. “This isn’t a man bent on dominating the World.”
“We don’t know that,” Kole said, ignoring the look Linn turned on him. 
Jenk shook his head. “It doesn’t fit,” he said. “The Emerald Blade is out for his own people. He’s not playing the same game the Sages are.” The others turned that over as Jenk switched his attention to Wend. “Balon Rael is a newcomer to these lands, isn’t he?”
“New enough,” Wend admitted. 
“We don’t know where he went, but we know the Sage of Center is dead or gone,” Jenk said. “To them, that leaves Center weak.”
“Right,” Linn said, nodding. 
“We’ve been living in a Valley at the edge of the World our entire lives, under the supposed protection of one of the more powerful Sages. But the White Crest was just a puppet—a proxy for the Eastern Dark.”
“We don’t know for how long,” Kole argued, but Jenk shook his head. 
“It doesn’t matter. What matters is that he’s”—he looked to Linn and swallowed, pushing through—“gone. And he made quite a show of it before he left, using the Dark Hearts, pulling on the World Apart through the Eastern Dark’s magic. Hell, the whole mess we were in at the peaks drew Rane and the others away from their own roads.”
“The Eastern Dark sent them,” Kole said. 
“It comes to the same thing,” Misha said. “Balon Rael sees opportunity in the chaos.”
“And who knows what Rane and his little group have been doing these last years,” Kole said. “How many other Sages are there? How many were there? If those numbers have been changing, there’s a reason for it, and I doubt Balon Rael or the others were content to ignore it any longer.”
“If he’s at Center, Kole, there’s a reason for it,” Jenk said. “If Rane’s at Center, there’s a reason for it. Maybe the Eastern Dark wants to unleash the World Apart on us all at the end, but if he does, why did he go through such an effort to stop the White Crest from doing it to us?”
“We’re his precious Embers,” Misha said. “Isn’t that right, Kole?”
“Maybe,” Kole said, but Jenk’s words had him carving new paths. “But, then, if you want the World, why plunge it into darkness?”
“Remember who we’re talking about?” Linn asked. “It’s in the name, after all.”
“Kole, we all know we’re here for Rane,” Jenk said. “But it pays to know why he’s here in the first place. And I’d guess it has everything to do with the blade that just gave us all we could handle.”
“Balon Rael could use it against the others,” Linn said, nodding. 
“Any of them could,” Jenk said. “Whoever gets it first.”
He finished, and Kole made as if to answer before he caught a glint of green behind the other Ember—the Emerald Blade striding over with the young, white-eyed Willow at his back. 
“Put it out of your minds,” Kole said under his breath. “We’re in a land we don’t know, surrounded by enemies of enemies. We need to focus on the now.”
The rest nodded solemnly—even Wend, who already seemed to be one of them. Strangers together on the Emerald Road. 
“You are dressed for battle,” the Emerald Blade said, coming to stand with them. 
“We are,” Kole said, turning. 
He glanced down at the blade, and the other man caught it and twisted it so that it caught the errant rays of the sun reaching down through the twisted nest of roots and branches above them. 
“Good.” The Emerald Blade looked at the others. “Willow will be with you. We’re walking into a trap. I don’t mean for us to spring it.” 
“What is your plan?”
Baas was the speaker, and the Emerald Blade regarded him with more curiosity than suspicion. 
“To rescue our own,” he said. 
“How?” Baas asked evenly.
“Preferably without bloodshed.”
“Who will defend your settlement?” Linn asked, and Wend let loose a short laugh. “Assuming you have one?”
“Our settlement is all around you,” the Willow said. “It stretches high enough to meet the clouds and low enough to kiss the fires beneath the earth. It stretches north enough to touch ice and south enough to taste the salt of the sea. West enough to see the sands. East enough to—”
“We get it,” Misha said.
Ember and Willow stared each other down, with the Emerald Blade stepping between them almost as quickly as Linn did. 
“How many do they have?” Kole asked. “And where?”
The Emerald Blade looked to the Willow, who was still staring white daggers at Misha. 
“A dozen,” the Willow said through gritted teeth. 
“Northeast,” the Emerald Blade added. “Less than an hour.” He looked at them each in turn. “The growth is dense there, the brush thick. Our Willows can see everything in the forest, if they know where to look.”
“We don’t know exactly where they are,” the Willow said. “But we will.”
“But you can see through their eyes,” Wend said, stepping forward eagerly. “You can reach them, no?”
“No,” she said, and seemed unwilling to say more. 
“Blindfolds?” Jenk asked. 
The Emerald Blade looked to the Willow, who seemed to struggle to suppress an involuntary shiver. 
“No,” she said. 
Jenk looked to Kole. “What do you need of us?” he asked. 
“Willow and hers will get the lay of the land up close. Once they know what we’re up against, I’ll go in. If it comes to a fight, I expect you’ll have something to show.” Kole looked at the others. They were clearly with him. “After you,” he said, and Shifa offered one of her short barks.
The Emerald Blade regarded him with those yellow eyes of his and then turned on his heel and withdrew, red markings looking lavender in the filtered light of the nest. 
It was only then that Kole noticed that the chamber had virtually emptied but for a few—the very young and the very old, who had gathered together or were sitting in small groups. An elder was rocking in the center of one small cluster in what might have been a prayer. Kole held on to the image. Somehow, it reminded him of Mother Ninyeva. 
“You’re with me,” the Willow said. 
She moved off without another word, and Kole tossed one last look at the others before following. 
They crossed the massive chamber and climbed the opposite wall. It was hard going for Shifa, who needed to climb by leaping from one narrow, moss-slicked ledge to the next. The Willow did not wait for them at the top, but Linn spotted her retreating down a tunnel that looked much like the one they had entered through. To the right of it was another, wider tunnel, and Kole could see the telltale green glow that signaled their host. 
“Onward,” he said as the group paused, and Shifa led them down, catching up with the Willow and doubling back now and again until the gap had closed between them. 
“Nice of you to wait for us,” Kole said.
The Willow did not answer. She had stopped at a slope that reminded Kole of the one they had climbed to the top of the plateau the night before. Several tunnels forked off, and the spaces between the roots and branches that made it all up drew closer, admitting less of the sun in. At the bottom, it would likely be as dark as evening with the obscuring blanket of this great canopy hanging overhead. 
“You know the way—”
The Willow hushed Jenk sharply, her head tilting again in a way that made it look as though she were listening. It struck Kole then that she must be seeing, which was why she had to stop moving herself, lest she trip and find herself on the wrong end of any one of the sharp points the great, hollow branches had to offer. 
“My sisters are carving a line to the south,” she said, her voice almost sleepy. “We will go north.”
Kole did not argue. “Lead—”
She was off at a sprint that had Shifa yipping and leaping to take the lead. 
Kole tossed a look back at the others. He met Wend’s eyes, and the old hunter seemed taken aback. 
“Go on, then,” he said. “I’m faster than I look.”
“Not as fast as us,” Kole said. 
Baas leapt down from the tangled overlook and bolted down the tunnel the Willow had used, following Shifa’s echoing cries. Kole flooded heat into his legs and followed suit, easily catching the Rockbled. He looked back and saw that Jenk and Misha were right on his heels, and was pleasantly surprised to see Linn close behind. Her legs were not churning as fast as theirs, but her brows had drawn together in concentration, and she seemed to float just a bit longer between each stride. 
Behind her, Wend had adopted a steady gait. He might not be as swift as the Landkist, but he was holding his own, and there was no way they’d lose him with the mess they were making of the terrain. 
Kole gave himself to the momentum and was happier for it. The tunnel widened and narrowed at intervals, the ground slicker in some spots and drier in others. There were sharp bends to either side, but their path took them unerringly downward. 
Kole was the first to catch up with Willow and hound. She was fast, but as Kole studied her movements, he saw nothing untoward about them. Her legs were sinuous, but the muscles didn’t inflate, bunch and stretch like the Embers’. She was simply a being raised in these lands, fleet of foot by training and necessity. 
As they came to a relatively straight section that angled down only mildly, Kole looked at her from slightly ahead. Her ears twitched whenever his feet or those of their four-legged escort touched down on the crunching terrain, but her eyes darted in a way that looked too chaotic to be natural. 
Even now, at a full sprint, she was catching glimpses of what her sisters were seeing on their own paths. She must be alternating between their perspective and her own, keeping herself on track. Kole wondered if the others saw him running beside her. 
Watching her, Kole was taken by the implications such a power could have on a warrior people. There was none of the flash or substance of the Embers’ fire or the Rockbleds’ goliath strength, but there was a unity to it—a strength in numbers that would be daunting to come up against unawares. He realized then how much danger they had been in during the fight at the pools with the Willows watching. 
The Willow skidded to a halt at another fork in the hollow, and Kole nearly fell trying to stop himself. The straighter path took them down, while a smaller offshoot rose and angled to what he could only guess was north. The Willow was sweating, looking from one path to the next, her hands balled into fists. She was entirely here, now. 
“You can see through their eyes,” Kole said. 
She glanced at him and shook her head. It was not denial but disdain. 
“Can you speak to them?”
“No,” she said hurriedly, taking a step toward the wider path—the one he was standing at the mouth of. “Yes.” She paused. “It’s more like … impressions, I guess.”
Kole nodded. Of course he did not understand, but he had had enough dumbfounding conversations with Iyana to take what he could from vagaries.
“I can also see through trees,” she said. “Or from them.” Her brow crinkled in thought. “But only if I know it. If I’ve spent time with it, learned about it. Listened to it.”
She looked at him then, and for the first time since meeting her, Kole felt that her eyes were not alien because they seemed devoid of life, but rather because they were so full of it. She winced as the others came roaring down the tunnel. As soon as they stopped to catch their breath, she made up her mind. She darted north and veered off of the path they had been traveling. 
As Kole and the others followed, he had the impression she was forging her own path. 
“We’ll find them,” Kole said as he and Shifa ran parallel to her. 
“I know,” she said. “But what do we do when we have?”
He didn’t have an answer for that, so he didn’t give her one. 
“Slow!” she called, and Kole found himself tearing up another rough patch in the hollow as he did, the others nearly falling in a tangle as they tried to avoid crashing into them from behind. 
The light hit Kole as the hollow ended, the floor and overhanging ceiling breaking off, and it was then that he realized they had truly been running through the skeleton of some ancient and long-dead tree. The jagged ends of the tunnel were covered in black bark that had rotted. It was difficult to believe something so large had once been alive. 
Before them, the forest floor stretched out. There were no pools here, no rivers that he could see. The growth was dense, varied and close together. The leaves hung down and sprung up from the dark earth that was only visible clustered beneath the moss-laden roots on the banks of the largest trees. Still, despite all of the obvious life, there were no birdcalls. There was an eerie stillness to the whole affair, as if the beasts of the forest knew of the coming violence and were trying to escape its notice. 
“You know—”
The Willow shushed him, and Kole glanced back at the others, meeting Linn’s gaze. She shrugged and began to loosen the bow from around her shoulders. The others did the same, all but Baas, who required little in the way of weaponry. 
“They’re close,” the Willow said. She scanned the undergrowth. 
“Where is your leader?” Kole asked, dropping his voice to just above a whisper. 
She adopted a strange look while she was scanning, and, for a long moment, he thought she wouldn’t answer. She nodded toward the direction Kole guessed to be south. 
“There.”
“How far?” Linn asked. “We should wait—”
“We are here,” she said, her voice firm, though Kole could see a slight quiver to her lips. She looked at him and then glanced back at the others. “Stay if you must.”
With that, she leapt from the lip of the jagged hollow and landed without making a sound. She stayed low and began moving through the brush, careful not to disturb the forest as she carved a path north, swinging around a stand of trees that rose from the bank across the way. 
Shifa whined and licked Kole’s hand, eager for direction. He sighed and followed the Willow down, landing a bit harder than she had. He turned back and waved the others on, and they dropped, one by one. It should not have surprised him that Baas made the smallest sound in his descent. 
Shifa began picking her own path through the brush, making her own trails or else finding those frequented by the native animals. She adopted the demeanor Kole had known she would. It was the one she had worn when the Dark Kind approached the timber walls of Last Lake. Her back was rigid, her tail up and motionless. She moved so that no member of their company was outside of the border she made up—all except for the Willow. Shifa did not yet consider her a part of the pack.
If Kole wanted to remain on the good side of a man who could prove equally devastating as ally or enemy, he could not adopt the same attitude.
He caught up to her before she could make her way up the north side of the rise and grabbed her by the elbow. She whirled on him, wincing as she pulled her hand away. 
“Sorry,” he said. “Heat’s up.”
She only glared. 
“We weren’t supposed to come this far, were we?” 
Again, silence. 
“Willow …”
“I was afraid,” she said. 
Kole held up a hand, and the others paused, crouching, as Shifa continued her silent survey of the surrounding paths and patches. 
“Afraid of what?” he asked the Willow.
“That he would not save them.”
Kole sat back on his heels, his armor—slick with dew—squeaking as he did. “Why wouldn’t he save them?”
“The risk,” she said. 
“Because it’s a trap,” Kole reasoned, and the Willow nodded quickly. 
She had a desperate look to her that made Kole’s heart beat faster. The leaves around him curled in his presence, the steam drifting lazily from the shifting vents between the scales in his armor mirroring that rising from the fertile soil they had disturbed. He looked back at the others and saw the same mist rising along the line. 
Kole turned back and saw that the Willow was gearing up to move over the rise. He laid his hand on her shoulder, nearly causing her to hiss this time. 
“We should wait.”
“They are here,” she said. 
“And who else might be?”
Her white eyes widened as she looked from him to the others. “Why have you come?” she asked, the accusation plain. “Why have you come if not to help?”
Kole’s lips formed a tight line, and she nearly smiled, knowing she had him. And what a great company for her to have at her back—Landkist from the south. She could attempt her own suicide mission without risking the lives of any more of her people. 
“They’re over the hill?” he asked. 
“Yes.”
“Can you see?”
“I don’t know the trees here. I am too young.”
“Through their eyes, I mean.”
Again, that pained look from before. 
“Wait,” he said. He reached for her again as she tensed to spring, but she pulled away. “Wait.” She did, and Kole turned back and waved for Linn to come forward. 
“What’s the plan?” Linn asked. 
“We need your eyes.” 
He pointed to a particularly dense cluster of bushes tangled among the roots on the bank ahead, and Linn crept forward. Shifa saw her, raising her head above the ferns and scrub. She moved forward and joined Linn as she half-walked, half-crawled to the lip of the jumbled rise. Linn peered over the lip, scanning from north to south. 
Kole, the Willow and the others were still as stones as they observed her. After a few seconds, her head stilled, and her back went rigid beneath the shifting bow and spear-like shafts. 
Linn ducked down and turned, her face paling as she worked her way back to them. Misha, Jenk, Baas and Wend had made their way up, and now the group formed a haphazard circle. 
Kole let Linn say it on her own, but the color in her face nearly matched that of the Willow’s eyes. The young Landkist leaned forward, both eager and afraid to hear something Kole guessed she already knew. 
“They are there,” Linn said. She glanced at the Willow and looked away, meeting Kole’s eyes, which seemed to steady her. “I counted ten, sitting up. Their hands are bound behind them. They are naked. Two were lying down. I don’t think …”
“Dead,” the Willow said. She swallowed as Linn nodded, her expression sympathetic. “And the others?”
Linn swallowed, but her look hardened. “No blindfolds,” she said, and the Willow paled to the point that Kole thought she would surely faint. She put a hand up to her eyes, touching her lids as if to make sure they were still there. 
“Bastards,” Wend said, and spat. 
Kole felt sick, and Misha grimaced. There was a low rumble that felt like a groan in the earth as Baas stood to his full height. 
“This is what they want,” Kole said, rising with him. He turned to the others, who stood as the Willow swayed. 
“Let them have it,” Baas said. 
“They know the Emerald Blade is coming,” Jenk said. “They don’t know anything about us.”
“Unless Rane is helping them,” Linn offered. 
“You think he’d have a part in that?” Kole asked, disgusted at the possibility. Linn only shrugged. 
It was strange to defend T’Alon Rane, but Kole still found it difficult to believe there was not a method—however misplaced—to his seeming madness. Plucking the eyes from innocent Landkist at Center hardly seemed to fit with the rest. Though, if he was trying to get to the Emerald Blade, what better way to do it?
Kole sighed. “Guards?” he asked, looking to Linn. “Who watches over them?”
“Two,” she said. “Big and black-armored.” Kole raised his brows, and she nodded along with him. “They’re not hiding.”
“That’s because they want to be seen,” Wend said. To his credit, the old man seemed almost eager to join the fray, while he had done everything in his power to stop the last one. 
“We won’t go to them,” Kole said, and the Willow gave him a look like anger covered with fresh shock. “They will come to us,” he clarified. “Because you’re going to draw them out. You three.” He nodded to Linn and Wend, who regarded one another. “Get them away from the Willows so your people will have a chance to grab them. Once we have them engaged, we should be able to bend the chaos to our advantage.”
“They thrive on chaos,” the Willow said, her look haunted. She looked young, then, and Kole was afraid for her. 
“None thrive on chaos more than Embers,” Kole said. 
He did not smile, and that seemed to reassure her. She nodded stoically and sank into a low crouch, heading north. Kole looked to Linn, who was already following suit, while Wend moved in the opposite direction, waving away Shifa, who stifled the whine caught in her throat as she looked from Kole to the departing archers. 
“That makes us the vanguard,” Jenk said. 
“The what?” Misha asked. 
“The main fighting force,” Jenk answered. “It’s a term from the old wars.”
Misha did not look impressed, but Kole knew it was just how Jenk prepared for a fight. Each had his own way. He preferred silence.
“What if they do not come out?” Baas asked, saying what they were all thinking. 
“We go in,” Kole said, and the Riverman nodded solemnly. He pulled the great stone shield from around his back and moved toward the lip of the rise, keeping as low as possible as he moved through the brush. 
The Embers readied their Everwood, the steam from the black blades mixing and coalescing with that rising from the rich soil under their boots. They gathered in a loose group with Shifa pacing behind and resisted the urge to peer over the tangled roots. 
Kole caught a flash of movement to the south. He looked, expecting to see Wend readying his bow, but his eyes were drawn upward, into the deep shade of the canopy. There was another hollow there, a thick collection of branches spilling down from the sheltering trees. A Willow was crouched therein. She did ready her bow, white eyes widened in that same shocked pain their own had displayed. 
“Not yet,” Kole whispered, causing the others to look in the same direction. 
“That’s going to bring them south,” Misha hissed. “Right toward the Emerald Blade. Who’s going to get the Willows out if he’s engaged?”
“Us,” Jenk said, looking from her to Kole. “Us?”
Kole cursed but said nothing, pooling heat into his legs to match that in his arms. He waited. 
The chaos found them before the arrow left the Willow’s bow. 
There was a scream, and Kole looked south again, seeing her drop in a spray. A figure dove to the side of where she had landed, and Kole stood sharply, seeing that Wend had been exposed. 
Shifa’s fur went rigid along her back. She stood poised beside Kole, ready to intercede, as he peered into the hollow where the Willow had fallen. There, crouched among the branches, was a spotted cat that looked to be as large as the silver lions of the Untamed Hills. Sure enough, its eyes bore the green glint that betrayed it as a Raith’s slave. 
“Brega is here,” Kole said. He looked to the others as they looked to him. 
The cat leapt down from the tangled brush and advanced on Wend, who was scrambling desperately through the brush, reaching in vain for his bow. Kole took a step forward, and the beast froze, its green eyes swiveling toward him and locking there, and he knew that whoever was guiding the creature’s path had seen him as well. 
“Shifa!” Kole shouted as it tensed to spring, all pretense of cover lost in the confusion. 
The hound took off, charging toward a beast that tripled her in size. The cat retreated a step and changed its angle, leaping for the hound as she neared striking distance. 
But Shifa was a hound of Last Lake, used to fighting the darkest horrors of the World Apart. She darted away and scored a bite on the cat’s hind leg, then tore off into the brush, causing the beast to follow. She would keep it occupied until Wend was able to pick it off. The hunter had gained his feet and was now holding his bow, arrow nocked and fingers pulling. 
The Landkist had other concerns. 
The ground shook as the first of the black-armored soldiers stepped over the rise, and then there was no rise. Baas brought it down, and then his shield followed suit, shooting like a comet toward the armored head. Kole turned for the next, but a surprised sound from the Riverman had him turning back. Inexplicably, the soldier had stopped the shield’s momentum with nothing but his gauntleted hands. He pushed with a herculean effort, and Kole saw Baas doing the same. 
Strong. 
For an instant, it looked as though Baas might actually lose the shoving match, but the Rockbled shifted his feet and closed his eyes. The soldier—a woman, judging by the shriek—was swallowed up by the loose soil, with only her head and upper torso visible. Baas had all the leverage he needed now, and he dashed the black helm and the head within with his next strike.
The Embers ignited their blades, Jenk stepping back as another of the brutes—this one more slender and light-footed—angled around the north side of their cloister while Misha lunged for a third who had followed the first. Her flaming spear was turned aside, and her attacker scored a gash in her black armor, sending scales flying as she ducked a hair too late. 
Fast. 
Kole charged forward to join her, and the two of them put the black soldier on the defensive. Twice, Kole figured he had their opponent dead, or that Misha did, and both times that inhuman speed saved him, that inhuman strength pushed them back. Both Embers sent jets of fire at intersecting angles, forcing dodges that would only serve to guide the soldier onto the end of sharpened Everwood. They almost had him, and then a fourth landed, taking a swing for Kole’s head with an axe that looked to weigh as much as he did. 
An arrow ricocheted off of the black visor, leaving nothing but a scratch behind, but the next one carried enough of the atmosphere to push him back a step as Linn sent one of her silver shafts. Kole angled for a stab before noticing that the soldier was dead and falling, the arrow embedded in his chest all the way to the fletching. 
Baas intercepted the next, and another shot in from the side, obsidian blade screaming for the Rockbled’s ribs. It landed with enough of an impact to send Baas reeling, but what shocked Kole was seeing the Rockbled’s hand come away bloody. As far as Kole knew, the Rockbled were close to impervious to weapons fashioned from metals in the earth. Given the look on Baas’s face, he had figured the same. 
Misha put her spear into a spin and gave the newest soldier all he could handle, flashes of heat scorching the armor enough to make it bubble in places as Kole leapt in for the next one. He spared a glance behind and saw Jenk scoring his gouges, the armor of his opponent gored and dripping in places as the Ember’s sweat evaporated in a clinging steam that enveloped him in a twisting, twirling cloak so that he appeared a ghost. Baas rammed that one in the side, and the two finished it off before coming to join Kole and Misha. 
Three Embers and a Rockbled formed a group that moved earth and fire, but the black soldiers poured from the trees in pairs, triples and small squads. Linn and the Willow worked to keep them off, but once the silver shafts were spent, the windy gusts had little effect and the arrows of Center less. 
Kole found himself wishing he had a brazier nearby. He could already feel his veins tightening as the fire flowed. He chanced a look up and caught only filtered sunlight streaming in—barely enough to feel. As such, he kept his flames close, feeding his blades enough to do their work but reining in the jets and crescents. It made him an easier target, so he kept the heat in his body and saw Misha and Jenk doing the same. They became faster and stronger as a result, their Everwood reduced to stout blades without the range and illusion they were capable of when full. 
As they fought their way through the miniature valley between the opposite stands, Kole caught a glimpse of the Willows across the way. Dried blood was stuck to their cheeks like syrup, and loose bandages were falling over the hollows where their eyes had been. The horror nearly made him retch mid-swing, and it was all he could do to keep his fire in check as he noted a tall, black-armored figure standing behind the group, long blonde hair spilling from her half-lidded helm and falling in a tangle around her spiked shoulders. 
As he cut down an over-eager soldier, his blade finding a chink below the crease in the armored neck, Kole thought he saw the figure’s lips moving as if in prayer. They were fighting their way toward her, but the closer they got, the stronger her soldiers seemed to become. 
Movement to the north alerted Kole, and he spun to see Linn dodging the cuts of one who had broken off from the rest as the Willow abandoned her, running for her captured sisters. Kole made as if to run to Linn as Jenk intercepted the next attacker, but something gave him pause. 
The soldier attacking Linn was strong, but there was no speed. His cuts were labored, and Kole saw his breath escaping the steel grate that covered his mouth in growing clouds. Linn dodged, deflecting the closer strikes with the bow she was holding that was now working as a staff. When her attacker slowed, she dug her heels in place and exploded forward, landing one palm on the armored chest with the force of a gale. The soldier bent forward sharply, and when the delayed gust hit him, he bent sickly the other way and tumbled through the brush, sending up a spray of black soil. He did not rise.
Linn turned, sweating, and met Kole’s eyes. She pointed behind him, shouting. 
Misha caught the blade that had been screaming toward his shoulder, and Kole felt the heat of her blazing spear. He turned and drove both of his blades into the armored chest, piercing the shell like melted butter. 
“Stay with us, Reyna,” Misha said between breaths. 
Kole’s mind worked as the foursome spun and fought through the tangle, the plants withering and curling around them. The soil was moist, and soon enough they were enveloped in a moving shield of fog that gave the soldiers pause as they broke through the outskirts only to fall to the mix of Everwood and stone within. Baas brought his foot down in a stomp that had a clutch of them reeling, and the Embers made sure they did not recover, cutting them down in a glowing spray. 
There were too many, Kole knew. 
He saw Shifa’s white tail streaming through the brush toward them, the spotted cat on her heels. He squared himself to meet it, noting how the light had faded from its eyes, but one of Wend’s arrows took it in the throat and brought it to a sliding halt. 
Shifa howled as she passed Kole, and he smiled, as did Jenk. Misha looked askance at them as the soldiers paused, helms turning toward the south. 
And the Emerald Blade came, leading his warriors from high and low. The canopy came alive with leaping Willows, their bows singing as they called their signals to those on the ground. Scores of lightly-armored warriors—some wearing nothing but those red markings on their skin—dashed through the brush. They hit the black tide like a bronze ship with an emerald prow, and that god’s blade went to work in a way Kole would not have believed if he hadn’t witnessed it firsthand. 
The sudden shift gave his group all the inspiration they needed. 
But the black-armored soldiers did not fall easily, and more streamed in from the east, flowing around the golden-haired woman as if she were a savior. 
“Is that him?” Jenk called as a pair of warriors from the Emerald Road finished off the man he had been fighting. “Balon Rael?”
“I don’t think so,” Kole said. He glanced back at Linn and saw that she had moved east, shadowing the young Willow and holding herself apart from the group. 
It wasn’t going to work. There were too many, and more were coming. 
As if that wasn’t enough, another long howl from Shifa alerted him to another danger from the south. He turned, looking over the maelstrom of violence, the rising steam in the soil making them look like battling shadows from some other plane. 
Behind the Willows, who were screaming and shooting from their hanging branches, a solitary figure was standing. She was female, adorned in little but leather and braids. And behind her, the canopy was swaying and bouncing, too low for the wind to reach. Great figures that Kole at first mistook for more of Balon Rael’s soldiers resolved into the visages of great apes. Their maws opened, revealing yellowed fangs, and their bodies hardened, all sinew as they fell on the Willows from behind, rending those too slow to react. Some fell, and these were taken by more of the spotted cats on the forest floor and by wolves with raised ridges. There were larger beasts in the distance, milling just out of sight. 
Kole saw Wend running toward him. He cast about. They were winning in their small pocket, but they could not win the day. 
He looked to the east and saw the brightest spot, brighter than the Embers and their yellow and red flames. The Emerald Blade tore through the current in a way that reminded Kole of the gates of Hearth. He was an army unto himself, his movements faster than the soldiers who came for him, his cuts felling even the strongest among them. He leapt when he did not want to be troubled, dove when he tired of an exchange, and the warriors of the Emerald Road raged and cheered as they killed and died. 
Kole looked to the south. Already, the green-eyed Raith had melted into the trees, her beasts doing her dirty work. He cursed as they neared, and even the soldiers of Balon Rael pulled back as they came on. The apes were all rage, and the cats quick and cunning. They pulled warriors down, and their deaths were not quick. 
“Baas!” Kole shouted, pointing. 
The Rockbled launched an overeager soldier far enough to splinter the tree next to the golden-haired leader, the blind and bound Willows quivering under the impact. He turned to the south and concentrated, his eyes widening as the stampede neared. 
“The ground is too far below!” he cried. “It’s too soft. I can’t!”
Kole whirled as Misha sent her spear into a spin before them. The beasts paused, milling at the edges, and then retreated, dispersing into the brush in search of easier prey. Arrows began to rain down from the canopy, picking members of the savage army off as the Willows reset and launched their counters, and all the while Shifa howled and sprinted, doing what she could to add her own bit of chaos to the mix. 
A flash of green, and Kole again witnessed the Emerald Blade. He was like a jewel at the heart of a storm, the only one still pushing east. His muscles bunched like the branches he was fighting beneath, his veins pumping like the water-soaked vines the Embers were burning away. He was fast. He was strong. His blade could not be stopped. 
And he would lose. 
Kole saw that just as plainly as he could see the golden-haired woman smiling atop a pile of roots that might as well have been serpents. The despondent and dying Willows swayed or sat rigid in the depression below her, and her white teeth sparkled. 
All around, the black-armored soldiers of Balon Rael pulled back, bowing in toward the wedge the Emerald Blade had formed. He cut them down, but they seemed to grow stronger the closer he got to his quarry. His warriors tried to bear him up, to cover his flanks, but they could not get too close to that emerald blur, and so they started falling, the power of the obsidian guards plain to see when they weren’t challenging their leader directly. 
Linn was shouting, and Kole stole a glance to the north as Jenk and Misha leapt to intercept the latest attack. 
Kole’s heart gave a start as he saw the black ridges of armor covering the place Linn had been. He took some of the heat from his blades and infused his legs, dashing over as she rolled the bulky and lifeless form off of her and struggled to rise. She was covered in blood, but when Kole witnessed the gaping hole in the warrior’s chest, he knew it was not her own. 
She eyed him as she panted, hands on her knees. She looked pale, her eyes glazed.
“You did that with wind?” He indicated the soldier, and Linn paled even further, swallowing down the bile that must be building as she took in the sight. 
“I didn’t mean …”
“It’s okay,” Kole said, shaking his head. 
She pointed to the east, and together they watched the green storm work its unerring way toward the trapped Willows. And then Kole saw what Linn was really pointing at. A few paces away, the young Willow they had come with had her bow trained on the one known as Asha. Her shoulders tensed and relaxed as she rolled them back. 
She drew. 
“There are too many,” Kole said, looking back to Linn, who only nodded. “He’ll die if he keeps pushing. They’ll all die. His people won’t abandon him.”
Even now, the Willows in the canopy and the warriors below were coming back around for another charge, those on the ground colliding with the black swarm as those above killed and were killed by the beasts of the land they called home. Jenk and Misha were holding the center, the yellow blade painting streaks across the orange fan Misha used to do more defending than attacking. And Baas was circling them both, stone shield ready to bat aside any of the beetles that made a try for them. 
Kole looked back to Linn, and she only gave him that look of hers. It was one she gave him when she did not want to ask him to do something. He knew what it meant. 
Kole sighed and turned back just as the young Willow let loose. The shaft whistled as it left the string, and she crouched, hissing in tune with the bolt as it streaked toward the golden-haired leader. 
It should have killed her. It should have driven into her temple and broken off there, its point shattering the bone on the other side. 
Somehow, she dodged, leaning back just enough to watch the missile pass her by. And as it crossed before her, she cut it in half with a flick of the opposite hand. She turned as slow as agony and held the young Willow in place with a gaze that was a sickening mix of bemusement and simmering rage. 
Her lips moved, and a bronze-skinned warrior walked up behind her that Kole at first mistook for one of their own. And then his eyes took on the green that was not unlike that of Iyana and the Valley Faey. There was a roar, and a great black cat with boney ridges tore through the brush to their left. It leapt, claws extended, teeth wet and waiting, and the young Willow fell back with a cry. 
Linn matched the sound, and a blast made an unwilling comet out of the beast, sending it crashing into a tree with a crack that was more bone than timber. Kole kept his feet, and his blades flared with a sudden burst, drinking in the movement in the atmosphere. 
He turned, worried. Linn had sunk to her knees. 
He sighed. “I’ll do what I can,” he said. “Take the others and retreat.” 
She gave a halfhearted nod and breathed in deep before jogging toward the Landkist triad in the center of the grove. 
Kole closed his eyes for a beat, gathering the waiting heat. He did not have to go searching. The fire was there, waiting at the edges like a wolf in the shadows of a cave. He drank it in and poured it into his blades, whose red dulled and began to take on a blue tint that set the neighboring plants to shriveling. 
He tore through the brush, feeling the eyes of the Raith and the golden-haired leader on him. Linn had snatched the young Willow by the crook of the elbow and was pulling her away. Kole passed by them both in a shimmering blur, the moist air turning milky around him like a warped mirror. 
Jenk and Misha felt the blast of heat as he passed them, and he yelled, motioning toward Linn. For an instant, they looked as though they would join him. Instead, they began shouting for the warriors of the Emerald Road to fall back. Some of the warriors ignored them, but many took up the call, pulling their fellows back. The Willows in the trees above—those who weren’t screaming and dying—whistled and sang, and Kole could only hope it was a song of retreat, of living to see another day. 
He saw the green fire up ahead and added his own to it, and together the Ember and the Emerald Blade formed a tandem of righteous fury. The soldiers, strong as they were, fell before their combined might. While the blade of the Emerald Sage parted metal as readily as the flesh beneath, the charged Everwood began to burn those who came against them before a blow was struck. 
The Emerald Blade hissed as a tongue of wild fire reached out for him, and Kole put some space between them. They were a two-prowed ship, but as they approached the swaying Willows—some of whom called out for them, for mercy—Asha walked down into their midst. 
Kole could not keep focused on her, as the obsidian soldiers made for him, their too-long blades forcing him back. Strong and fast as he was, hot as his fire might burn, they were formidable, and less than a dozen fell as they neared the pit. He sent jets of blue-tinged fire, scorching visors and the eyes beneath. He took a hand from one and the matching foot from another, the blood bubbling and blackened as it struck the green petals at their feet, turned to syrup in the heat. 
The Emerald Blade let out a cry as a hit scored his side. He leapt and came down on the other side of a wall made of black armor and whirling blades, and Kole was forced back under the press. He could not block the great blades and the spiked gauntlets, so he ducked and darted, using his flames as much to obscure as to attack. 
Beyond the press, the blonde-haired leader unleashed a sword that stood nearly as tall as she did. It should have been impossible for her to lift, never mind to wield, but she did so, and when it clashed with the Emerald Blade, green sparks rang out, and she laughed in a maniacal sort of way as he set upon her. 
She was faster than the rest, and each block and parry was like a miniature explosion—pops of thunder with green lightning lancing out between. 
The Emerald Blade would win. Kole knew it already. 
He would win if it weren’t for the rest. 
The black soldiers turned back in, making for him as Kole was forced the other way. Shifa howled to the west, willing him into the same retreat she was leading. He heard Wend bellowing for the Willows above and wondered what they were doing. The songs and whistles had stopped, and all was as quiet as it could be with the crackle of Everwood, the cold ringing of the living blade before him and the stamp and clamor of two score soldiers who stood above the same number that had fallen in the brush. 
The beasts had retreated. Kole could see the canopy moving like a retreating wave to the east.
“Go!” Kole screamed it, and the effort nearly cost him his head. He leapt back. “Back!”
The Emerald Blade’s ears twitched. He cut down another of Balon Rael’s men and flipped over Asha. Her eyes widened as she spun to intercept a killing blow, and he tore into her with another furious blur. 
The bound Willows chanted to him as he battled before them, and one of them choked and died in a spray as Asha tore out her throat, her sword carving a crescent meant for her opponent. 
His scream was primal, more wild than any of the beasts sent against them. One of the beastmasters was crouched on the tangle of roots above them. She had donned spiked gauntlets the color of rust and was watching the exchange with eyes that had gone from green to cat’s yellow. Behind her, a larger, more burly warrior was watching the fight with his hands balled into fists. 
There was something familiar about him, and though Kole had never seen him before, he knew he must be the one called Brega Cohr. His eyes switched from the melee to the captured Willows. They darted up to the canopy and widened at whatever he saw there, and before he walked back down the other side, they settled on the Emerald Blade. Kole had never seen such a cold and well-drawn hate. 
Kole called up the last of his reserves and framed his blades out before him. He sent a jet forward that burned up a man and had him writhing in his blackened shell. 
“Now!” he screamed, spinning as he poured the fire out through the gate his blades formed.
He made for the west, not looking behind as the wall of fire he’d built kept the soldiers off. As he neared the tree line across the way, he turned back and was surprised to see the Emerald Blade on his heels, trailing pursuers. He tore past Kole and left behind an image of hell. 
The forest was burning in the place they had made their battleground, and Asha stood surveying it, that great sword held out at her side, her smile plastered on along with the wet bangs that hung across her forehead. The black-armored soldiers were picking their fellows up from the ground, and the eyeless Willows were swaying behind his dancing flames. 
There was a twanging of a hundred bows, and Kole saw a rain of arrows fall from the canopy above. The soldiers covered up and Asha dove, none of them coming out the worse for wear. 
And then Kole saw that the captured Willows were trapped no more. They were as still as death. He stole a look into the trees above, where their sisters were crouching and standing, each of them holding a hand to her breast before she withdrew. 
Before Kole could turn, he saw another figure atop the tangled rise, and his heart nearly leapt into his throat. His armor was sleek and black with red tips, and a matching sash was tied around his waist. His hair was longer than Kole’s and doubly dark, and his eyes were the amber of the dying sun. His face was etched into something like shock or sorrow, but, in his anger, Kole did not care to distinguish between them. 
Kole turned and ran for the west, passing as he did the Emerald Blade, who was standing on a moss-covered boulder. The man’s anger had blown out to be replaced by tears, but he screamed for Brega Cohr. He screamed for Asha, the demon of the east. And he screamed for the Sage of Balon Rael. 
Kole felt the need dripping off him, and it was intoxicating. 
He wended his way between the trees, and as he came to a slope that might have been an old riverbank, he extinguished his blades and placed them back into their oiled sheaths. His blood began to cool as he met Linn’s eyes. She was standing with Misha, Jenk and Baas, with Shifa still darting from group to group. 
They were unsettled, the warriors all looking to one another, to the Landkist, and to Kole as he came down to meet them. 
“Kole!” Linn yelled and pointed. 
She sent a gust, and Kole covered up at the top of the bank, nettles whipping against his face as he tumbled over the opposite side and rolled down the hill. He heard the rattle of metal and came up in a crouch at the bottom, his heart jumping when he saw one of the bulky soldiers crawling toward him, blood dripping from his open mouth. 
He sprang for Kole and tackled him to the ground before Kole could free one of his blades, and though the soldier was far from Asha, he felt like a giant atop him. His gauntleted hands closed around Kole’s throat, and he began to squeeze. Kole flailed as he heard Linn shouting. He saw blurred figures atop the rise, but they would be too late. 
As they rolled and wrestled, Kole’s hands touched warm flesh beneath the soldier’s chin. He gripped, feeling the heartbeat through the bloody highways. He called to it, and it responded haltingly, as if it feared him. He changed the calling to a command, and the heat made for him like a cub to a sheltering mother. 
Linn screamed for him to stop. 
The soldier hacked and gasped and breathed his last, his face turning from white to blue as Kole held him there, feeling stronger than he had before the battle was fought. 
He tossed him aside and rose, holding his hands up before his face. When he pulled them apart, he saw Linn staring at him with a look that made him sick. She approached, and he glanced up at the line that was watching from the rise. Baas was as blank as ever, while Jenk pretended to look away. Misha, for her part, was looking at the dead soldier at Kole’s feet. 
“Linn,” he said, swallowing. He felt like a child, and she reached out to him, the blood from her own fight clinging to her from brow to neck. 
She hushed him. “It’s okay,” she said. “It’s okay.”
The figures atop the rise withdrew, and the canopy above stilled as the Willows retreated back to their network of nests. The Emerald Blade was raging to the east but quieted after a time. 
Linn held him there, and he let her for a time. And then they, too, withdrew as the sun sank, allowing the night to lay its cool blanket over a shameful day, no promise of forgiveness held within. 




T’Alon felt sick for the first time in a long time. It wasn’t the sights. He’d seen plenty of the like. He’d created scenes of scorched horror when he wasn’t entirely himself. When he wasn’t entirely someone else. 
It wasn’t the dead Willows, though they painted a pitiful picture, all of them stuck full of fletched arrows in their muddy cache. They were pooled together, their dark hair stained a shade darker as the bloody rivers merged in their tangled midst. There was a smell beneath it all: the ozone of Everwood and the sweet, poisonous tang of blood. It didn’t bother him any more than the salted bogs to the east did. 
It was the sounds, strangely enough—animal sounds of roaring, rending and tearing, grunts and bold exhalations. The sounds of struggling wills that dug deep and primal, and not all of it emanating from the beasts Caern had called to arms.
T’Alon knew men were capable of making such sounds—of being indistinguishable from those made more of tooth, claw and matted fur—when the trenches went red. But only against their fellows. When man and beast clashed, it produced something ugly. There was an anger beneath it that turned the result into a perversion of war, like a hunt gone wrong and turned around. 
The day had grown late, pushing the shadows from rooted nest to trail, pulling them from the twisting branches above to cast those below into the green-tinged darkness of Center that they were beginning to grow accustomed to. In a way, it reminded T’Alon of a more verdant version of the southeast, the home of his would-be master. There was more life here. And where there was life, there was death. 
The Emerald Blade had retreated, along with Kole Reyna and the Landkist of the southern Valley. The Willows had been the last out, taking the upper paths back to wherever they hid in the western woods. T’Alon could hear Asha bellowing over the lip of the rise. 
What was a skirmish on one side had been a massacre on the other, but men took victories where they could find them. As he watched the black-armored brutes lug their fallen brethren over the moss-covered logs and blood-slicked mounts of growth, T’Alon wondered if they were believers in coin or in something higher. 
More so than the dead Willows and warriors of the Emerald Road, and greater than the screams of the native creatures of this land, there was another feeling that lingered like a shadow on the heart. It was the same one that had teased at the edges ever since the bolt from the one known as Linn Ve’Ran had sailed into him in the south. 
It was a feeling like clarity, and it was made all the more stark as one of the unseeing Willows was dragged past wearing more blood than cloth. 
T’Alon was shaken. His blood was as cool as it could be. It had taken everything he had to stay back during the fray. He had only hesitated because he knew which side he’d have joined, and it would not have been the one that would get him closer to the true devil at Center. 
T’Alon blew out a sigh that felt like an admission. He felt the familiar darkness behind his heart again. The Sage of Balon Rael had to fall, even if it was what the Eastern Dark willed. 
The undergrowth crunched, and T’Alon rose from his crouch and turned, fighting waves of nausea as he did. Brega came to stand before him, his look strange as he scanned the carnage. 
“See what you needed to?” T’Alon asked. 
Brega’s face worked, brows turning down. He swallowed, but T’Alon could see the tension in his shoulders and jaw. The anger there was not forced. It was real, and the longer he looked, the more he could see it winning the war with whatever else was bubbling beneath. 
“He is no hero,” Brega said. “No matter what you saw, he is no victim.”
“Plenty of those around without choosing him,” T’Alon said. 
A roar from one of the spotted jungle cats echoed close by, breaking them from their private exchange. 
“So, that was Reyna,” Brega said, bringing him back. His yellow eyes regarded T’Alon steadily, looking for some tell. 
“It was.”
“Didn’t look like much to me.”
“He killed four of Asha’s brutes,” T’Alon said, brows raised. “More than any of the others.”
“Far less than you could,” Brega said with a shrug. “Less than the one I fought in the south could.”
T’Alon did not argue. He knew Reyna was capable of much more than he’d shown in the fight. He had seemed unwilling to let the fire go beyond his blades until the end. The other Embers were capable, even formidable, but Kole had the fire in him, and he had looked as though he wanted to keep it that way. T’Alon could respect the intent. Unfortunately, he knew how that had gone for him. 
Brega’s eyes had a hint of the green glow T’Alon knew so well, but he knew he was only monitoring, making sure Caern’s beasts were departing and likely observing everything from the retreating Willows to the macabre cleanup in the brush. 
His eyes lost their glow, and the bronze-skinned warrior pulled his shoulders back, bone-inlaid vest stretching over the taut muscles beneath. He spat, and T’Alon could spot the difference between habit and genuine disgust. This fell into the latter. His hands were clenched at his sides, alternating between fists and questing tips that brushed the back ends of his clawed gauntlets. It had been a spell since he’d last been called to use them. 
T’Alon made as if to speak, but Asha’s soldiers were beginning to pull back. While the forest elk moved through their woodland home with a practiced ease, the black soldiers of Balon Rael crashed as often as they cruised. They cut a wide berth around T’Alon and Brega, Landkist more than capable of taking out a squad, if not the whole force. 
“She’s testing us,” T’Alon said. Brega was tense. He wondered how much of it came from holding himself back when the Emerald Blade was near and how much had to do with the sightless Willows. 
Was there room left for pity in the poisoned heart of Brega Cohr?
Brega made as if to spit again but paused. He eyed the black-armored soldiers around them with a passing hatred. 
“She is a coward,” Brega said. 
“She’s cunning. You’ve seen the way she moves. You’ve seen the way her soldiers move. There’s a power to them that has nothing to do with the Landkist. My guess is, it has everything to do with her Sage.”
Brega’s look changed. “I met him only briefly, before I set out for you.”
“You mean the Eastern Dark.”
“No,” Brega said. “The Eastern Dark is a name that inspires less fear than suspicion from Balon Rael. He is … sure of himself.”
“They all are,” T’Alon said, but Brega had piqued his curiosity. 
“I did not seek out the Eastern Dark’s power,” Brega said. “I want nothing to do with it.” He scanned the low-hanging branches above them, likely for signs of Shadow, who was still recovering from the fight at the pools. “It’s you, Rane. It was always you.”
T’Alon’s brows rose of their own volition. 
“Don’t look so surprised,” Brega said. “I am Landkist. Your Resh was Landkist. The Willows. The other Raiths. The Rockbled from the southern Valley—even your lost Embers. But your name has spread wide, T’Alon. Wider than you know. It rides winds of its own making: winds made more of fire than air. Winds of revenge, and, to those who hate the Sages’ work in this world, winds of change.”
T’Alon shifted, uneasy.
“It was not the promise of Dark Landkist of the southeast that forged my pact with the Sage of Balon Rael,” Brega said. “It was the Ember at their core.”
“There were more of us, then,” T’Alon said.
Brega shook his head. “In number only. We are just as powerful now as we were then, because we have you. We still have you.”
He might have said the last as more question than proclamation. 
“You’ve made promises to two Sages, now, Brega,” T’Alon said. “All to get a spot of vengeance Balon Rael would likely get on his own time.”
“His time is not my time.” Brega tossed his head toward the retreating horde. “Caern is to me what those young Ember pups are to you, T’Alon. The Emerald Blade and his Willows are cunning. They are … potent. They will need me to get to him.”
“And you will need me, now that the Embers of the Valley are at Center,” T’Alon said. 
“You brought them here,” Brega said. 
T’Alon felt the weight of truth in his chest. He did not argue. “We all make our choices, Brega.”
Brega’s jaw worked. His yellow gaze was drawn to the south, and T’Alon turned to see Asha observing the withdrawal. She was standing atop the same rise from which she had watched the Willows of the Emerald Road kill their own, cackling like a witch framed in gold. 
“We could take her now, if we wanted,” Brega said. “Do what we need to do at Center. Kill the Emerald Blade, take his namesake and drive it into the heart of Balon Rael.”
“We need to get close to him first,” T’Alon reminded him. 
“What do you need to know of him?” Brega asked.
“His strengths,” T’Alon said, nodding toward Asha, whose scanning had reached them and stopped. She looked about to walk over, but one of her underlings approached—a straggler from the west—and spoke with her in panicked animation. “His power.”
“I sensed none when I was in his keep in the Eastlands.”
“How much do you think that means?”
Brega grumbled something unintelligible. 
“Speak,” T’Alon said firmly. “What did you get from him?”
Brega frowned, thoughts turning. He opened his mouth to speak and then closed it. After a few more attempts, he got it out. “He is not like the White Crest,” he said. “Not like the Eastern Dark.”
“And the Emerald Sage?”
“None have known his like in a century and more, but no.” He paused. T’Alon was about to interject, but Brega continued. “I felt strange around him.”
“How so?” T’Alon asked with mounting interest. Brega was an emotional creature, but rarely shaken. He seemed so now. 
“I always have my pack with me,” he said. “Always.” 
There was a brief glimmer of green on the outskirts of the yellow, and T’Alon found himself scanning the darker patches of forest behind Brega. 
“Balon Rael’s keep is well-defended,” Brega went on. “It’s deep, made of smooth, gray stone. But I brought a smaller pack with me. Things that crawl and slither. Things that bite once and not again.” He dropped his voice. “It was tense in the Sage’s hall. I did not feel welcome. When I put out the Call, I felt … nothing.” His look changed, then, and T’Alon could not remember having seen its like before. “The Sage smiled at me before I left, promising me Raiths and—since that was not enough—the Dark Landkist of the southeast. Together, we would take Center. Together, we will.”
Brega swept his hand out to encompass their surroundings, and T’Alon winced, feeling each drop of collected rainwater from the canopy as the blood of the withering Willows. 
“I didn’t feel my Call return until I was half a league away.”
T’Alon nodded and turned absently to the south. Asha was still standing atop her murderer’s spur. Her blue eyes locked on him, and he found himself suppressing a shudder. 
“They’re connected,” T’Alon said, turning back to Brega. “How you felt around that Sage and how Asha and her warriors feel.”
Brega was nodding before he finished. 
Asha waved the panicked soldier away. He was still shouting, but the words were all jumbled, echoing strangely from the tangled trunks and the branches they held. Another pair guided him roughly away, and he stumbled through the broken brush the others had carved. Asha sent a glare toward T’Alon and Brega before she followed, a pair of the largest brutes taking up her flanks, wary of lingering Willows.
Wary of them. 
Brega moved off toward the east, and T’Alon followed, tossing a last look to the western woods and the thicker branches of the canopy above that was like a second plateau. His look lingered longest there. 
As they followed the ugly path carved by the soldiers of Balon Rael, T’Alon and Brega left the talking to the creatures of Center. T’Alon had only been there for a span of days, but he found it odd and more than a little eerie how few animals he had actually seen in such a dense jungle before Caern’s slaves made their entrance. In the deserts, it was not an uncommon thing to glimpse life outside of the caves only rarely, but here, the sounds betrayed an abundance of things that killed to live and died to let others do the same. 
As he watched the sleek muscles of Brega shift beneath his oily skin, he wondered how many Brega felt around them. He wondered if they had thoughts and feelings of their own, and if Brega heard and felt those as well. In this place, it must be something similar to keeping the fire at bay—controlling them so they did not control you. 
They caught up with the black-armored soldiers at the back of the line that was like a great, undulating snake—all barbs and pointed edges that warred with those dripping sap and nectar. 
T’Alon was beginning to notice that those farthest from Asha were the most nervous around them, and he did not think it was a result of her impeccable leadership. She was a zealot, through and through—no different than Shadow was to the Eastern Dark. He saw it in the set of their shoulders and in the rumble of the groundwater beneath them as they moved. He had seen it in the fight, and though they had not been able to stand long against the Rockbled the Embers had adopted as one of their own, they moved with something close to his strength and solidity. 
It was difficult to tell where the sun was hanging in the sky above the endless canopy as the foliage grew thicker. While the trees at the western pools were towering and those at the rootnests as stout as the legs of long-ago gods, here they were twisted, full of knobs and hiding holes. The leaves were thick, water pooling in their fur-lined tongues until the weight bore them down to add their life-giving slickness to the roots. Life was all around, and for the first time he could remember, T’Alon thought there might be too much of it. 
Beneath the verdant greens and vibrant yellows, under the bloody reds and ruddy oranges, there was a rot. It was thick and permeating, like steam over a bog. T’Alon thought he might be able to call up his flames with abandon and do little more than coat the woods in vapor for leagues around, a wall of mist that rolled over everything.
They passed under branches that might have been roots and over roots that might have been branches. Perhaps the whole of the mushy ground they were walking on had been a high-up canopy long ago, one that still housed the bones of countless beasts the Raiths of Center had called upon to do what killing they had absolved themselves of in wars beyond count or meaning. 
He felt the fires long before he saw them, and along with the pleasant buzz of mild intoxication, it brought along with it the kernel of a thought that began to grow into an idea.
Brega smelled the ozone before T’Alon did. The soldiers before them gave a start when the pop sounded, and Shadow melted free from the lengthening black and draped herself between their spiked shoulders as though they were simply a part of the treescape. 
She giggled as they thrashed, one knocking the other down in the process. Shadow melted back and peeked out from one of the wooden alcoves to their left, beckoning T’Alon with a pale finger as the brutes tripped over themselves and one another to get at her. Those farther ahead halted and turned, weapons held taut in gauntleted fists as Asha bade them move. 
Those at the back—the butts of Shadow’s jesting—stopped just short of making for her when Brega stood before them, undaunted and unamused. They moved on in short order, this time without a backward glance, and Brega turned the same look on the creature they called friend out of everything but want. 
“How did it go?” Shadow purred when the soldiers were out of earshot. 
The rattle of sacks mixed with the echo of clips and fasteners. Belts slipped free from loops with pitched screeches or were ripped from them like raw hide. The pounding of stakes and the flapping of canvas preceded the evening’s chopping for the dwindling fires whose hunger T’Alon felt like the wailing of chicks. 
“You usually know everything,” Brega said. 
“Not me,” she said, then slipped back into the rotted maw only to reappear with a creak on the bent trunk above it. T’Alon could still smell a hint of burnt flesh emanating from her. Her pale skin shone even absent any moonlight, but she hid the nasty bits in the shadows like a blanket. 
Brega showed his teeth, but he was through offering. Shadow gave him another moment just in case he wasn’t. 
“She’s testing us,” Shadow said. She eyed T’Alon as she said it, and he didn’t need to ask whom she meant. 
“Asha doesn’t want us near the Emerald Blade,” he said, doing his best to keep his voice down. If there had been spies snaking their way out from the camp, Shadow would have known, if Brega hadn’t ended them already. 
“She wants the approval of her master,” Shadow said. Her tone was almost sympathetic. “She wants to be the one to get him and it. It and him.”
Brega looked from one to the other but offered nothing of his own thoughts.
“We can let them fight each other,” T’Alon said, more to measure reactions than because he truly meant it. 
Shadow considered him for a long moment, those lavender irises strained more by pain than turning thoughts. She turned herself like a screw, rolling over in a way that was anything but seductive as she draped a pale arm from the shadows of the boughs above. 
“Let Asha die?” She seemed to ask it more to herself than T’Alon. “Or let her take the Emerald Blade?”
“She can’t take him,” Brega interjected. “No matter what she thinks. No matter the power she’s been granted. She is no Landkist.”
“Neither is he,” Shadow said evenly. 
“He’s got a blade that’s every bit the Sage he claims to be,” Brega said without skipping a beat. “If we let her die, Balon Rael will not let us close.” He looked to T’Alon, his eyes shifting in a way that made it difficult to guess the direction of his thoughts. “It’s as you said, T’Alon.”
T’Alon considered him for a spell and did his best to ignore the strange gyrations of the Shadow begging for his attention. She ran her nails across the slick bark just to annoy him when they caught on the rough. Shadow always had something to say, though the words were often twisted versions of those the Eastern Dark fed her. 
She was silent now. Which meant the Eastern Dark truly had gone away, at least for now. His influence at Center had been reduced to a wounded and rebuilt creature and whatever promises Brega had made him. The darkness behind T’Alon’s own heart was present, but still. 
T’Alon smiled. It had the effect of piquing Brega’s curiosity even as Shadow frowned.
“Forget my concerns, Brega,” T’Alon said, the beginnings of a plan formulating in his mind. “If the Sage of Balon Rael is as clever as many claim him to be, he knows we have other motives for being here.” Before the others could respond, T’Alon checked their surroundings and continued. “He gave you leave to seek out your allies—to seek us out—for a reason.”
“To take the Emerald Road for him,” Brega said. “But I won’t be doing that. Not in the way he expects.”
“And that’s exactly what he expects,” T’Alon said. 
Shadow watched the exchange with the predatory look she could never quite hide, and T’Alon tossed her a suggestive look of his own. It settled her some, for the moment. 
“Balon Rael is a being who thrives on chaos,” T’Alon said. “He brought power to Center. He allowed you to bring power to Center, though he thought he’d get more of it than just Shadow and me.” He paused, clearing the path through the jumbled thoughts as they ordered themselves. “Power begets chaos. We don’t know what his plans are, aside from the obvious: he wants Center less than he wants the Sage of Center. He’s been working on it a long time.” He looked at Brega. “Often, I’d guess, in ways the denizens of the Emerald Road have overlooked or else have been made intentionally blind to.”
Brega snorted but did not argue. 
“Count the power at Center,” T’Alon said, looking from one to the other. When neither responded, he forged ahead. “Asha and her sycophants, the Emerald Blade and his Willows, Caern and her Raiths,” Brega growled at that, but T’Alon ignored him. “And us, the so-called Dark Landkist of the southeast.”
“And Balon Rael himself,” Shadow offered. Her tone had dropped from suspicious to interested. 
“Is he?” T’Alon asked. They looked at him like he had sprouted a second head. “Think about it. I’ve been here only a span of days, true, but I’ve been here long enough to know that Balon Rael hasn’t been involved in the fighting.”
“He’s got Asha for that,” Brega said by way of explanation.
“And no doubt he’s got someone lined up beyond her, and someone behind him, and on and on through the eons until the great-grandchildren of Willow and Raith kill one another as the black-armored men from the east compel them to do it.”
There was a silence as he let the image play out in their minds. 
“Balon Rael knows the Emerald Blade won’t be toppled by Asha, nor will he fall to Caern.” T’Alon met Brega’s yellow eyes—now glowing in the filtered dusk—and held them. “He could fall to us. It’s his best bet, whether we’re on his side or not. But Balon Rael is not here. For all his cleverness and seeming strength, he remains on the edges of it all, peering into the woods but refusing to venture in. It’s fear holding him back.”
Brega looked down, and Shadow watched him. 
“He fears the Emerald Blade,” T’Alon said. “Which tells us something about him. About them both, in truth.”
“What does it tell us?” Shadow asked, and Brega stared at T’Alon hard, waiting on the answer. 
“Nothing of goodness or evil,” T’Alon said. “Certainly nothing of blame.” He eyed Brega, whose shoulders relaxed slightly. “But it may tell us something of his power and its limits.”
“You’ve sussed that all out, having never met him?” Shadow asked, her words matching the dubious look on Brega’s face. 
T’Alon made to answer, but the brush rattled behind him. He almost whirled, but Brega held up a hand and shook his head, his eyes glowing faintly before fading. Whatever it had been, T’Alon felt certain the creature had meant to take him. He suppressed a shiver. What sorts of beings did the growth of Center hide that would make for an Ember so brazenly?
He shook the thought and tried to find the thread he’d seized on. 
“It’s something to consider,” T’Alon said. 
Shadow slid down from the slick bark and landed with a soft thud on the drenched soil. He could see her lavender eyes trying to penetrate the darkness behind him, likely searching for whatever had disturbed the thorns and the black-green patchwork.
“We will not continue to tread lightly at Center,” T’Alon said. 
The others looked at him before considering one another. It was a rare thing for them to seek common ground. 
“Think of it,” he said. “With all the power here, Balon Rael isn’t counting on any one of them to triumph over the other. He’s counting on the chaos our clashing will produce. If Asha were to fall in it, he’ll have little choice but to meet with us.”
Shadow frowned, but it was Brega who spoke up. “You just said he has another to replace her, and another beyond him.”
“Yes, Brega,” T’Alon said. “But only if this war remained one of two sides. There is another power at Center that even Balon Rael may be unaware of, or only dimly so.”
“The Landkist of the Valley,” Shadow offered. She did not seem convinced. Where Kole Reyna and the other Embers of the south were concerned, she could not see what ends they might produce. Which was precisely T’Alon’s point. 
“He’ll be aware of them after today,” Brega said. “I don’t think it changes much.”
“It changes everything,” T’Alon said. “Kole and Linn may be on the same path with different intentions, but both seek out the Sages. They’ve found one.” He quelled Brega’s almost-argument with an upraised hand. “Someone with the power of one, and they’ve clearly got their sights set on the other. Asha and hers are strong, no doubt. But they can’t stand up to that company.”
“They can’t stand up to us, either,” Shadow said.
“No, they can’t,” T’Alon admitted. “But we can’t move against them openly unless we have no other choice.”
Brega shifted, uncomfortable. He was no staunch defender of Balon Rael, but the Sage had promised him the Emerald Road and the support to take it. 
Shadow made a clicking sound T’Alon had learned to despise. He remembered the night Resh had threatened to remove her tongue the next time she did it. As he recalled, it had stilled for a time after. 
“With Asha gone,” Shadow said, “you believe he’ll have no choice but to send for us, since we’ll represent the only power capable of standing up to the Emerald Blade and his new allies.”
T’Alon said nothing. Brega looked as if he was about to argue, but now his own eyes turned down in the way they did when he was thinking. After a time, there was a nearly imperceptible rise and fall of his shoulders that suggested a shrug. 
“I plan to go to the Emerald Road tonight,” T’Alon said, forging ahead before either of the others could offer objections. “I plan to tell Kole Reyna and his Landkist how they can get to Asha, and I plan to help them do it.” He held them each in turn, his ambers glowing. “We will help them do it.”
Brega spoke through teeth he had only stopped grinding through considerable effort. 
“You would make us allies to the Emerald Blade,” he said, and T’Alon watched the edges of white around those yellow irises for hints of green. “You would make me an ally of the one who cut my mother’s head from her shoulders.”
“No,” T’Alon said. “Not him. Only the Landkist of the Valley. And even then, only to give us what we want.”
“And what is it we want?” Shadow asked, her tone balancing on the delicate edge between sarcasm and curiosity. 
“Chaos,” T’Alon said. 
Brega said nothing. T’Alon supposed he would have to make do with that for the time being. 
He looked to Shadow. “I need to know the movements of Asha and her company.”
“I know them,” she said. 
“Know them better.”
Shadow looked from one to the other and then melted into the hollow of the tree she’d emerged from. Brega stared hard at T’Alon, and T’Alon did his best to match it. 
“Did you know of the Willows, Brega?” T’Alon asked. 
“What of them?” 
Brega’s answer was too quick, and they both knew it. Brega sighed. 
“I didn’t know,” Brega said. “But the Willows are hardly innocent in—”
“Brega,” T’Alon said. 
Brega’s eyes quivered, though they remained dry. “Taking their sight was … much,” he said. “It would have happened eventually. It happens to all of them, but taking their eyes—” He shook his head. 
“Is this the war you want, Brega?” T’Alon asked. “One where the Landkist are mutilated by the mercenaries of a foreign Sage?”
“You speak as if the Landkist are together,” Brega said, his voice rising in a way that had T’Alon glancing behind him at the ruddy glow of Asha’s camp. 
“Perhaps they should be,” T’Alon said. “Against a common enemy.”
“The Sages are hard to kill,” Brega said.
“But not impossible.” 
“Not for you, maybe.” Brega paused and then looked up, his eyes seeming to pierce the canopy in a way T’Alon’s couldn’t. “I know my enemy.”
“A man fighting to defend his people,” T’Alon said, knowing he had pushed too far. 
Brega’s look was wild as he met T’Alon’s. “He is not innocent,” Brega said, emphasizing each word. 
“None of us are,” T’Alon challenged. “Not even your mother.”
Brega took a step forward, right hand grazing the leather along his thigh. 
T’Alon held. “Who sent Maja for the Emerald Road?”
Brega stopped, his whole body shaking with the effort. 
T’Alon had pushed. Time would tell if it had been wise. 
“Your Raiths are not your own anymore, Brega,” T’Alon said. He tossed his head back in the direction of the camp. “You lost them when you sought me out. You lost them to this war and the ones who want it. At least the Willows took the fate of their own into their hands. Their deaths were a mercy. I pray that the same isn’t needed for yours.”
Brega had adopted the look he did when he was through with talking, only this time there was something else beneath it. 
“Come, Brega,” T’Alon urged. “Asha suspects us enough as it is. Let’s renew our pleasantries and honor the day’s great victory.” He said it with a disgust he hoped Brega felt keenly.
The warrior turned and stalked toward the blazing camp with heavy steps, and T’Alon followed. 
The camp was stifling. It wasn’t the heat that oppressed T’Alon; he could bathe in fire itself and come out well-rested. It was the air. He had left the arid deserts behind a lifetime ago, but the air at Center was thick enough to form a pall that was almost visible. It clung to his lashes and coated his neck, dripping when he swallowed. As such, there was a constant cloak of mist that hung about him, drawing unwanted attention.
It was a wonder such an expansive natural domain could feel so close. The pools to the west had currents of air that moved as freely as the waterways beneath them. Even the shallow canyon from earlier that day allowed distant rays from the sun and sky through its covetous boughs. 
But Asha had chosen a darker place and a deeper one for her camp. 
The land sloped steadily downward as they passed the smaller canvas tents on the outskirts. It was like a bowl picked clean of scrub and grass. Iron-spiked boots had trampled the fertile soil beneath into an approximation of the leather straps and harnesses that held it all together, and the low-hanging vines and branches had been burned away, which only served to admit more of the water from the drenched canopy high above. 
Deeper into the center, the traffic was heavier, and the fires lit the black rivers and turned them molten so the whole of it appeared to have come out of some fever dream. In a way, the confines reminded T’Alon of the black caves of his homeland—the company less so. 
One of the brutes shouldered into him, laughing as he walked away. T’Alon did not rise to the insult, and the next tried for Brega. This one was rewarded with a prick on a bare elbow. He didn’t seem to notice, whatever magic Balon Rael had wrought on the company doing its work in the wrong way now. 
Brega turned an amused look back at T’Alon, who merely shook his head. He was quick when he wanted to be. T’Alon knew it, but seeing the way he had just killed a man in an eye blink recalled the fact.
As they moved through the choked bottom of the muddy dirt bowl, T’Alon craned his neck to follow the progress of the soldier Brega had pricked. He was stumbling, now. Most of his fellows likely thought him drunk. His ensuing fall created a bigger stir, but only because he made it directly onto one of the tents of his fellows. They’d find the blood dripping from his nostrils as slow as cane sugar and doubly black as soon as they turned him over. 
They had to watch the small things in the forests. The things that bit once and not again, as Brega had said. 
As for the Raith, he did not spare a second glance, his eyes focused directly ahead, his shoulders bunched and squared, rolling in their sockets as though he was preparing for a row rather than a conversation. 
In spite of their usual idiocy, there must have been some sort of knowing in the soldiers gathered at this end. They did not bump or press, and even their glances lingered less than those on the outskirts. T’Alon was glad not to have to kill any of them himself. His fashion, while more direct, was less quiet. 
He saw Asha and her brutes—larger than those he had first met on the crumbling edges of the plateau—sitting across a shallow pit in which they were burning a tangle of birch. None of the white trees grew at Center, but the company had brought plenty with them from the east. It gave the meat they cooked a bitter taste that was more green than earthy, so T’Alon had taken to roasting his kills in private. 
Behind the group, one of the largest trunks in the miniature valley spilled its roots down the hill in a tangle that held it all up, and beneath it, scattered and strewn about the thick base of vines, Caern and her Raiths were lounging with an assortment of beasts that looked more at ease than the men and women Asha had brought with her. 
As for Balon Rael’s commander, her blue eyes were scanning through the smoky haze, ever watchful but ignoring the Raiths behind. They alighted on T’Alon and Brega as they crested the rise, and the stern visage beneath broke into a faint smile. Before now, T’Alon had thought the look was an attempt to sow discomfort and distress among her would-be enemies. But this one had grown too quickly and too smoothly. It was genuine, which told him all it needed to. 
Brega came to stand on the opposite side of the fire, and T’Alon took up his side. Caern had only just noticed. She seemed more nude than the yellow cat lounging next to her. It yawned, showing them teeth of matching hue as Caern stretched and stood. The three Raiths behind her—two males and another female—watched from beside their own companions. 
There was another cat next to one of the males. It was smaller and sleeker than the beast behind Caern, and it was decidedly more agitated. Its coat was black, like the armor of Asha and the brutes standing beside her, men who seemed distinctly uncomfortable around the wild company despite their obvious strength. Between the men was a pair of canines. One was a wolf made up of the same ruddy red clay as that reflecting the firelight in the rough-hewn wall behind them, and the other was something T’Alon had never seen. It looked like a weasel on the one hand and a cat on the other. He wondered if it was a bear, but as it turned, chestnut eyes considering him and needle teeth bared and glistening, he caught a glimpse of black claws as long as those adorning Brega’s gauntlets. 
“I heard you lost your Called, Brega,” Caern said, sinking down into an immodest crouch beside a rock on the edge of the pile. Her yellow eyes matched his own, dancing in the living light. 
“A great bear, was it?” Asha put forth, and Brega switched his gaze to her as quickly as a hawk searching for prey. Her smile shifted, displaying more of the bone beneath than it had before. “Caern told me you two were quite close. Though, truth be told, I still haven’t quite wrapped my mind around the particulars of you Raiths.”
Brega flinched at the word, and even Caern tossed a sidelong glance at the armored woman. If she noticed, Asha gave no indication. The great armored brutes around her—helms still donned and great obsidian blades unloosed and free—shifted slowly from soles to heels. 
“You can control any of the beasts in the vicinity, no?” Asha asked, waving her hand out to encompass the dirt bowl and the hanging shadows of growth that framed it. She put one hand on her hip and turned, blonde locks falling in a cascade that could have been beautiful as she considered the beasts arrayed behind her. Then she turned back. “What makes this ‘Called’ more special than the rest?”
“It is a bond.”
Surprisingly, it was Caern who had answered. She was standing now, straight and tall, jaw locked along with her eyes, which bored into Asha with something less than hate but not unlike it. 
T’Alon considered her as Brega did. Asha’s body went rigid, and T’Alon sensed a coldness in the look she turned on Brega’s rival. It didn’t shake her, and for a moment T’Alon felt certain there would be blood. 
And then Asha laughed, slapping her armored thigh too hard and sending out a cacophonous retort that rang through the camp like a bell tolling. The sound rolled up the sides and curled around the canvas tents heavy with wet. It echoed off of the trees that stood silent witness and disturbed whatever was lying beyond them. 
The sounds of the camp had resolved into a steady buzz at the base of T’Alon’s neck, but now they ceased. He turned and saw scores of soldiers staring. Many were still armored from the day’s excitement, and though they bore tired looks, there was a promise of murder lurking behind each and every one that was disturbing to look upon. What moments before had resembled a nest of beetles scuttling between clumps of dung in the shadow of the desert dunes now took on a decidedly more deadly air. 
Asha let them stand for a moment longer than was necessary, and the Raiths at her back stood, their Called stretching sinuous limbs as they prepared for killing with a confidence men could never employ. 
Just as the moment was stretched as taut as a bowstring ready to sing, Asha let it drop rather than release it, waving her hand at the bowl. The buzzing began anew as the camp jolted into motion again, but the threat was still bubbling beneath it. 
“No offense was intended, dearest,” Asha said cynically, not bothering to look at Caern. 
For her part, the Raith still stood, gaze lingering. She nodded imperceptibly toward her companions, who shrank back against the clay bank, resuming something like their former positions, though T’Alon knew they’d be ready to spring into action twice as fast the next time. 
“Sit,” Asha asked and commanded, motioning to a pair of partly rounded stones in front of them. 
Brega spat into the fire, the missile hissing in answer, and those blues met the yellow of Center and quivered with a dark intent. 
“Have you been in the employ of the Eastern Dark too long to play at a more human conversation?” Asha asked. 
She did not smile now, but looked from one to the other. T’Alon eyed her steadily and switched his gaze to Caern, who regarded Brega with her former hate. 
That was it, then, at least in part. The Raiths at Center did not approve of Brega’s alliance with him because of what it represented. Because of whom it represented.
“You distinguish one from the other, I see,” T’Alon said, speaking for the two of them. Brega had too much riding on this. He was tense, and when he was tense, violence followed swiftly and absent consideration. 
“I do,” Asha said. There was no irony in her voice and no challenge, just a strength of belief that bordered on mania. 
“Brega came to find me,” T’Alon said. “So that I might come here and offer my services, such as they are, to your master for mutual gain.”
“Whose gain? Yours, or the Eastern Dark’s?”
“Does Balon Rael fear him?” Brega put in. 
Caern and her Raiths watched the exchange, yellow and yellow-green irises shifting with each volley. The black-armored brutes at Asha’s sides considered it all through the shadows in their visors, their necks moving with an oiled precision as their gazes sought out what next to kill. 
“Balon Rael fears much,” Asha said, and T’Alon had to give a start. The ghost of a smile played across her features, but her eyes remained wide, almost pious. “The Eastern Dark has his hands where they shouldn’t be. They followed a gaze where it shouldn’t have been. He is wise to fear these things, just as we are wise not to trust them.”
Before T’Alon could respond, Caern broke in, her voice slithering and smooth like a serpent. 
“How has he changed you, Brega?” she asked. “Has he made you like the shadow friend?” She glanced around furtively, as if she had suddenly remembered that their companion was not among them. 
“Or perhaps more like a ghost from the past,” Asha said, her eyes holding T’Alon. 
The smile had dropped, as had the wild look. Now, she was studying him. He let it run and smirked when it had. Asha quirked a smile of her own, but it was a fraction late, and they both knew it. She could not kill him—not alone, but T’Alon could kill a great many. He had killed greater. He planned to kill greater. 
Which brought him back around to the point. 
“Our steps are our own,” T’Alon said. He was perfectly fine with doing the talking in Brega’s stead, and the bronze warrior seemed more than willing to let him. He had killing on his mind, and the other Raiths seemed ready to oblige him. 
“Are they?”
“Does it matter?”
Asha leaned forward, her blonde locks swinging nearly close enough to singe on the edges of the fire. She leaned back and rocked from side to side in a strange, undulating motion that made her look like a bored child. 
“Perhaps not,” she said, ceasing her swaying like a spinning cog come to rest. 
“We want the same thing,” T’Alon said. 
“And what do we want?” Asha asked, her sarcasm bare. 
“The Emerald Blade.”
Asha’s look was searching. “The man?” she asked. 
“Man,” T’Alon said, shrugging. “Sage. Sword. It’s all the same, isn’t it?”
“I suppose that all depends.”
“On what?” Brega asked, releasing the building tension in the form of a question. 
T’Alon guessed it was more a means of distracting himself, refocusing rather than leaping across the fire and giving Caern the satisfaction of a valiant death. Asha’s blues swiveled his way. 
“On whether you consider man more deadly than Sage,” she said, no hint of irony touching her tone. 
“Who would argue?” T’Alon asked. 
“The Emerald Blade is neither Sage nor Landkist,” Asha said, rising to her feet. The brutes at her back mirrored her as the Raiths took measured steps among their Called. The beasts, for their part, considered it all with expressions ranging from bored to hungry. “He is something more dangerous to the World than either, in many ways.”
“And what might that be?” T’Alon asked, his patience stretching. 
“A man with the power of a Sage.”
Now, that was irony. T’Alon let his eyes rove over the black armor that was not too far a cry from his own. A few more spiked ridges, perhaps, and none of the red work Resh had done on the tips when he let her. But close enough. 
Beneath that shell, however, was a warrior of considerable strength and cunning. Each step betrayed a being taking measure, careful not to overextend. Careful not to reveal too much. 
There was that too-perfect smile again, and this time it had T’Alon wondering how such a beautiful woman had gotten herself into the Sage’s private war in the first place—a war that had consumed a good part of the World and raged in the Bright Days and Dark Months alike. What was the Sage of Balon Rael playing at, really? What were any of them truly after, aside from the skulls of their fellows?
In truth, there were only three left in the conflict. At least, three who were actively playing. The Eastern Dark concerned himself more with the World Apart, his mania increasing by the day. The Witch of the North had her eyes turned his way, and all the while, the Sage of Balon Rael was plotting. He had chosen to make his move on Center, aiming for another of the Sages who had withdrawn from the conflicts like the White Crest and the Red Waste before him. 
Rather than a dormant and hiding Sage of Center, however, Balon Rael had found a leader of men bearing a weapon of untold power, a weapon he could use against the others, if he so chose. A weapon that could be used against the denizens of the World Apart, should the need arise. 
The pieces were clicking too readily now. 
“Why do we need you?” Asha asked T’Alon, likely for the second time, given the twitching of her brow and the way the dark visors of her companions had turned his way. 
“Come now, Asha,” T’Alon said, smiling his own wicked smile. It seemed to put her off, which only encouraged him further. “You’re no fool. Despite your chosen profession and despite your demeanor, that much I know.” 
He tossed a nod toward Brega before catching and holding Caern in his amber gaze. 
“However potent I am, I can assure you that death by my hand is quick—when I want it to be.” 
There was an edge creeping in that T’Alon let run a little further than he was normally wont to, and Brega seemed to sense it. His knuckles brushed the iron-coated pockets along his belt, and his breathing slowed. 
“Brega has none of our master’s darkness in him,” T’Alon continued. “Of that, I can assure you. But he’s got more than enough of his own. I trust that you press because you do not know, but you are young. Young enough to know his name but few of his deeds.”
“Brega has been gone a long time,” Caern said, her voice far more steady than her look. “Far too long to come back unchallenged.”
Brega seemed about to take her up on her seeming offer, and T’Alon was all too willing to let him do so. But Asha saw the moment for what it was and stepped in, saving them from their senses but abandoning her own.
“Enough, Caern,” she said, her voice harsh enough to make her lose a modicum of her composure. She turned back to T’Alon. “Balon Rael has no need to see you, and soon enough, he will know that he has no need to use you.”
“But not yet,” T’Alon surmised. “Do you really think the Emerald Blade is fool enough to attack this camp? Do you think the Willows are fool enough to be taken unawares again?”
“They were not taken unawares,” Asha said, all her former good humor burned out. “If you knew anything of them, you’d know that to be impossible.”
“Not impossible,” Brega grumbled, his eyes glazing over. 
Asha waved him away. “Difficult, then. In any event, they came looking for trouble, and we gave it to them.”
“And what did it do for your master? What did taking the eyes of Center do for the Sage of Balon Rael?”
“You saw how he looked at me,” Asha said, the memory seeming to inspire a mix of fear and euphoria within her. “An anger like that is leading. It may not be tonight or even next moon. But, eventually, it will lead him to me again.”
“And seeing the way he fought, along with those who fought beside him,” T’Alon said. “You believe you can stop him?”
She did not like where his questions were leading, and her tone said as much. “There are a great many things you do not know about my master,” she said. “Just as there are a great many things you do not know about me. So focused on the power of the Emerald Blade and his lonely Willows—now lonelier.”
“Only as much as the next,” T’Alon said without missing a beat. 
Asha snorted. “I’ll be ready for him,” she said. “And you’ll be ready to do whatever it is you’re told until one Sage calls you back or another banishes you from the lands he’s won.”
T’Alon was not one to lose a stare. He wasn’t about to start now, but just in case Asha was determined to give him a good run, he let the former tension out in the form of a flare that just so happened to catch the fire before them. The orange flames flashed white-hot and rose tall enough to lick the lowest branches. Asha scrambled back, fell over the stump she’d made a seat out of and went down in a tangle of limbs and spikes. 
Laughing would have brought the fight none of them could rightly afford, so T’Alon settled as the flames did. One of the armored soldiers bent to retrieve his flustered commander while the other settled into a crouch, one hand moving toward the silver pommel of a great obsidian blade. 
T’Alon watched him dispassionately as Brega tensed to spring. The Called edged forward, wide-eyed and ready for action as the Raiths bent their knees in anticipation. 
Asha was sweating when she regained her feet, but T’Alon had seen the fear he had needed to. 
“The Landkist with the Emerald Blade have tipped the balance at Center,” T’Alon said, seizing on the chance to find a reason to leave camp and start his own thread burning. “You can no longer approach him the way you had intended.”
“Then, tip it back,” Asha said, panting between breaths that failed to steady her. 
T’Alon smiled, and Asha swallowed, knowing she had just given him something without knowing what. 
“I intend to,” he said. “Tonight.”
Brega regarded him as Caern and her Raiths eyed one another, their confusion as evident as the jumble of tension that was blowing out almost as quickly as it could gather. 
Asha stood a little taller now, her heartbeat slowing as her mind worked. “What will you do?”
And the power shift was complete. At least for the time being, T’Alon was calling the shots. It wouldn’t last, but he only needed it to last as long as this exchange, which he was intent on ending. 
“I’ll be paying a visit to the Embers of the Valley,” he said. “I’ll be reminding them of who I am and who they ought to be.” 
Asha regarded him with open suspicion. 
“If you want to take Center for your master,” he said, “you need to deal with the Landkist of the Valley first.” 
“What makes them any different from the Willows?” Asha asked. “Or the Raiths.” She swept her hand out to encompass Caern and the others, who eyed her with a growing intent that had them forgetting Brega for the moment. 
T’Alon let loose a small laugh. “Come, now, Asha. You saw them just the same as your men.” 
He nodded to the brutes at her sides. One of them shifted back onto his heels, as if expecting an attack, while the other continued to stare, calm and stoic. 
T’Alon eyed him for a steady while and found himself giving a slight nod. It had only slowly grown into a matter of strategy, but T’Alon had learned long ago that there weren’t many who could meet his gaze for long without breaking. He supposed that was what zealotry afforded one, though. Blissful ignorance. 
“We have seen strength before,” Caern said. “The Rockbled is strong. The Embers are fierce. It will not matter.” Where Brega’s eyes recalled sunlight through morning trees, Caern’s were the yellowed decay of a beast used to killing. She was still hunched slightly as she stared at T’Alon as if challenging him. “There are many ways for strength to betray one at Center.”
Asha’s lips formed a tight line, one brow twitching. 
“You underestimate them,” T’Alon said. 
“Perhaps you are not the power you believe yourself to be,” Caern said, and now Asha smiled.
T’Alon shrugged. “Perhaps not,” he said. “But it was not the Rockbled who showed me so. There was another. The girl.”
“The spear-wielder,” Asha said, nodding. “She had less heat than the one wielding the twin blades, but twice his gusto.” She shook her head. “Her flames will burn out quicker than any of them if we push her in the right ways.”
“The archer,” Brega said, eyeing T’Alon. T’Alon had told him as much of their fight at the peaks as Brega had asked. He had not asked much. 
“She is the newest power at Center,” T’Alon said, nodding. “More so than the Embers. More so than you and yours. Perhaps more so than me.” 
“She is Landkist?” Asha asked. “What sort?”
“Far from it in all the ways that matter,” T’Alon said. “No, she has more in common with the Emerald Blade than with those she travels alongside.”
“You have fought against her?” Caern asked, almost incredulous. “And she still stands?”
“She only killed three of your soldiers in the fight,” T’Alon said. “It was not for lack of ability. But she is young. She does not fully grasp the power she possesses.”
As he spoke, T’Alon felt a sudden urge to stop. He felt as if he were saying too much, and he felt something else—a sort of dread suddenly cast upon the company. He glanced about in a manner he hoped would not draw attention and noticed that the others were shifting as well, all but Asha and the soldiers at her sides. 
It was not the knowing, threatening grip of the Eastern Dark he felt. It was not a pulling or a tug on his heart. This was a settling, like a shroud placed over his very spirit. He found his eyes drawn to the flames before them, and though he did not try, he felt that he could not will the fire into his palms so readily and yearned for the Everwood blade he had broken in that long-ago clash with his eventual captor—a weapon he had not had need of in the century since.
T’Alon was as potent and powerful as any of the Embers of old, perhaps the most powerful to have ever come out of the sands of the west. In that moment, he did not feel it. 
He shook himself out of his private reverie and saw that Asha was considering him strangely. T’Alon glanced at Caern and saw only suspicion reflected back at him. He studied the soldiers to Asha’s sides and recorded only the same unmoving, shadowed facades as had been there all along. 
“You offer peace to them,” Asha guessed.
“I can’t speak for the Willows or their leader,” T’Alon said. “But the Landkist of the Valley are no fools. They will take an offer of friendship as a sign of the trap we intend to spring, unless I speak to the right one.”
“The trap you intend for us to spring, you mean,” Asha said, searching him for signs of deceit. T’Alon nodded, ignoring the look Brega had turned on him.
There was a silence but for the now-lower groan of the camp behind them and the crackle of the splintered logs in the pit before them as Asha considered the matter. 
“Very well,” she said. 
“Make your preparations,” T’Alon said. “Choose your terrain.”
Asha made no further move to speak. T’Alon took it as a dismissal and accepted eagerly, shouldering past Brega and giving him an earnest look as he moved off to the north. Brega hesitated, likely finishing whatever silent exchange was now passing between him and the other Raiths, but T’Alon heard his soft footfalls a moment later. 
They made their way around the edge of the dirt bowl in a tense silence. T’Alon climbed the great roots of a wide trunk on the north side of the camp and felt like the young boy he had been, crawling through the alcoves in the cool, black caves to the west. The farther he got from camp, the lighter he began to feel. His blood, which he had not felt cool, warmed. His head began to pulse with a renewed sense of energy. He willed heat into his palms and sprouted a yellow orb therein, stopping in a small glade covered with broken bits from the canopy that hung beneath the moon and stars far above. 
Brega cleared his throat as he stepped in behind him. 
“Did you feel it, Brega?” T’Alon asked. He turned his palm over, letting the fire slide across the backs of his knuckles and snake its questing way up his forearm before calling it back into the center of his palm. 
“A lesser form of what I felt in the east,” Brega said, nodding. “In the Sage’s keep.”
“He is closer than we think,” T’Alon said. He looked at Brega with an intensity that seemed to jolt something into him. “We need to take care with this one, Brega.”
“We, is it?” Brega asked, and T’Alon frowned. The Raith tossed his head back toward the ruddy light that made a patchwork in the tangled roots behind him. “You told her of your plans. What are you playing at?”
“Just what I said. I’m going to the Emerald Road, and I’m going tonight.” Brega inhaled, likely gearing up for his counter, but T’Alon cut him off, quenching the light of his palm as he did. “We can’t afford to fight them in their element, Brega. We can’t afford you starting a war in their domain. The Willows were outmatched where Asha drew them, but in their nests and borrows …”
“You mean to protect them,” Brega said, guessing the direction of T’Alon’s thoughts. “The Willows. My enemies.”
T’Alon eyed him steadily and then squared up to him. His heat was up, and he knew Brega felt it in the close surroundings. Even so, T’Alon was distinctly aware of the sounds of the forest at his back. The Raiths down at the pit were a deadly group, no doubt, but T’Alon saw the way they had looked at Brega. It was the same way the Embers of the Valley had looked at him. It was the way one looked at a character from a story brought suddenly to life. 
T’Alon had seen Brega in action. He had heard of the damage Brega had wrought in the city of Hearth and the battle he had fought against the First Keeper there—a man of no light regard, in all estimation. Still, there was something to be said for being in one’s element, and here, in the evergreen darkness of Center, Brega was king. 
“I need you here, Brega,” T’Alon said, speaking slowly and carefully, his tone almost pleading. “We can all get what we want at Center, but we need to play this right.”
“How can that be, when I don’t know what you want?” Brega asked. 
There was a hurt in the words that T’Alon felt strange at hearing. Perhaps Brega Cohr had considered other things besides vengeance. Perhaps he considered them friends, or else strangers in a common cause. 
Perhaps they were. 
“I want to be done with this,” T’Alon said. “But you know what the Eastern Dark fears, and despite our best attempts to think otherwise, you and I both know there is more to it than madness and meddling.”
Brega eyed him, and then his yellows traced downward to settle on the broken bits littering the moss and soil at their feet. 
“I will kill him,” Brega said after a time. 
He said it quietly, and he said it as though he wanted not to mean it. T’Alon felt a twinge as he did, because he knew the need that drove him. It was the same need that had driven T’Alon to challenge the Eastern Dark all those years ago. It was the same rage that had made him into a spirit of vengeance when he destroyed the White Crest in the south, another victim of forces beyond him. 
“You’ll have your chance to make it right,” T’Alon said. “I will bring Reyna, Ve’Ran and the others here, but not to kill them.” Brega regarded him, searching. “Brega. Not to kill them.”
“And what of them?” Brega asked. “You did not lie when you spoke of their power, when you spoke of the girl’s power. What if they turn on us?”
“We don’t need them as friends,” T’Alon said. “We only need to have common enemies. Judging by all I have seen at Center, there is only one we can all agree on.”
“Balon Rael.”
Brega gave a growl that acted as a start, and T’Alon flared both palms to life, lighting the clearing in a yellow splendor as Shadow dropped down between them. There was only the slightest sweetness to her scent now, and she was showing more pale moonskin than black for the first time since the fight at the pools. 
“Plans on plans,” Shadow said, eyeing T’Alon with deadly intent as she ignored Brega fuming behind her. 
For a moment, T’Alon thought she might finally make for him. And then she broke into that devil’s smile. 
“It’s a good plan, T’Alon,” she said. “Draw the Landkist of the Valley here. Draw the Emerald Blade from his hideaway. Take his sword and take his power. With that”—she drew a line across her neck, black sprouting like blood across the white, unlined surface—“Asha and her Gray King fall. One more down.”
There was more beneath her words. She had sussed out plenty more than T’Alon had said, and he found himself again more aware of that gnawing clutch of darkness nested behind his heart. 
He swallowed. 
“Chaos is our ally,” he said, looking from Shadow to Brega. “In chaos, we find opportunity.”
“Make your chaos, then,” Shadow said, nodding toward the west. “Brega and I will keep the peace while you’re gone.”
T’Alon extinguished his glowing palms and withdrew without another word, feeling decidedly less sure of himself than he had moments before. 
But then, chaos was not something that settled easily.




Linn could hardly remember what normalcy was, but she knew she had had it, once. The Dark Months had come and gone. The Emberfolk had toiled in the Valley core. The Rivermen had visited or else kept to themselves while the Faeykin erred on the side of the latter. 
Of course, like any youth, she hadn’t known to appreciate it then. When she had stood atop the timber-topped wall for the first time, hoisting a bow nearly as tall as she was—an accident of inexperience that later came to define her—she’d known whatever normal had been was now lost.
When the braziers of Tu’Ren Kadeh and Larren Holspahr threw their red blossoms out as a ward against the night, lighting the Dark Kind so the archers could see them as clearly as the baying hounds that were not yet brave in their presence, she had felt a fear she had not felt since the sheet had dropped from her father’s face. Since she had pulled a mewling Iyana away from the procession and locked her into their lakeside home and held her there for what seemed like days rather than hours. 
So, she had made the most of it. Like the rest of the Emberfolk of the Valley, she now had something to focus on—an outlet for the rage that burned at her core like the Embers who fought beside her. Like the anger that had poured itself from Kole’s Everwood blades before he could properly control it. She had wondered then if the fire that had woken in him was of the same source, and had wondered why it would not do so in her. 
What she could have done with shafts made more of living fire than burning pitch! 
Of course, she had a fire of her own, now. She could feel it calling to her from the moist air that drifted like a misting river above and between the stacked canopies of Center. She could hear it sizzle in a storm over the next wall of gaping boughs, a herald of the rain to come. 
A herald of her power, of which the wind was only a piece—the only piece she had had the courage to test. 
Linn had never had nightmares about the Dark Kind. Not then and not now. She accepted them as a part of the World and its neighbor. Her eyes had always seen much in waking. Now, she could see farther. 
She saw the blue-white flash on the backs of her lids and woke with a start before the thunder rolled in. When it did, it covered her panting, and the next sound she heard was like the trample of the horned runners that had come for them on the open road—rain drumming on a road that drank it in and passed it down to the trunks that held it all up. 
As her breath slowed, Linn sat up and arched her back. Her shirt and trousers were wet, but the rain had yet to trickle in. The people of the Emerald Road chose their hollows well. Perhaps no water would reach them here, though Linn could feel the ozone tickling her skin as readily as the storm winds that called to her like a courtier to a misplaced lover. 
They were in a chamber much like the one they had slept in the night before. It was darker here, with fewer of the glowing insects whose trials made up the light by which they saw. 
It was hot. 
Linn was used to the presence of Embers, but not in such closeness. Jenk and Misha were tossing and turning, unhappy with whatever dreams they were having. She could not recall the last time she had seen Jenk so bothered. He was always the picture of good humor when he woke. Perhaps it drained him, and he had to let it go when he slept. 
Beyond them, Baas was droning away with a thunder all his own that formed a subtler storm than that raging above. It reminded her of the River F’Rust. And beyond him, Kole was steaming like a bed of coals suddenly assaulted by a pail of icy water, though he did not thrash. 
His bare back was turned to her, and she watched his ribs rise and fall with a cadence whose only betrayal of unease was the slight hiccup between breaths. 
Movement to his right had Linn’s heart jumping and then settling just as quickly as Shifa rose and moved to meet her, tail wagging. Linn reached a hand out to greet the wet nose and bid her lie down. The hound panted alongside her.
“Sorry, girl,” Linn whispered. “He’s running hot tonight.”
Shifa did not seem impressed. She stalked off through a neighboring tunnel—one the Emerald Blade and his Willows had taken to wherever it was they had gone. Wherever it was the Landkist of the Valley—and she—had not been invited. She spied the white-tipped tail as the hound dipped into an alcove the resting warriors of the Emerald Road were sleeping in. 
The sight prompted Linn to make another passing scan of the mossy chamber. Wend was nowhere to be found, but a retort, sharp and whispered, slid from the nest Shifa had entered, and Linn smiled. The hound emerged a few moments later wearing a self-satisfied look and padded back over to where Linn was sitting, accepting her stroking as if there was nothing else to be done. 
“Is Wend a part of your pack now?” she asked, delighting in the comfort of the hound’s company. Shifa offered a soft whimper in reply, and Linn followed the direction of her brown-eyed gaze. 
She, too, considered Kole, the great Ember warrior who now resembled the small boy he had been. His shoulders shook, and one hand gripped the opposite elbow as if it were one of the Everwood blades resting atop his black armor nearby. 
Linn’s eyes glazed as she watched him, her mind wandering as her fingers made trails in the damp and matted fur of her companion. After a time, Shifa lay down to rest. Linn continued to watch Kole fight a battle not unlike the one she had just had. He looked to be losing. And as her own eyes began to drift back toward her needed slumber, she thought she saw his skin take on an amber glow that had nothing to do with the scuttling beetles and furry caterpillars that gave him a wide berth. 
She blinked, and the image receded. Linn shook her head, changed her slick shirt for one equally damp but fresher smelling, and lay down to gaze up at the crawling starburst in the lattice. The storm had quieted, but she still felt it pulling. 
Where had the Willows and their leader gone in such a rush? 
They were reeling, and why shouldn’t they be? How much senseless killing had been done today? 
Linn had thought the people of the Emerald Road were as numerous as the trees that had sheltered them for leagues gone uncounted. Leagues that stretched for weeks of walking until you hit the northern snows and the supposed Witch who dwelled there. Now, she wondered, and the implication brought with it a startling realization that she was witnessing the ending of a conflict—a beast of humanity in its final throes rather than some throwaway chapter of which she was now a part. 
Something was off about it all. Something was off about this place. Linn had seen plenty of death, but she had never seen it done on such a scale as she had seen earlier today, as the warriors of the Emerald Road battled the black-armored tyrants of the east. 
She shuddered as she remembered the sound the arrows of the Willows had made as they forced their way through the flesh and bone of their sisters. A mercy, but not one without pain. She tried not to think of the empty sockets they had had for eyes or the rage it had inspired. 
She remembered the green blade flashing in the breach, carving more of the black shells apart than any of the Embers—crushing them in a fury Baas Taldis couldn’t match.
And for what?
To further one side in this hateful War of Sages?
They had expected to find two Sages at Center. In truth, she seemed to have more in common with the Emerald Blade than the Sage of Balon Rael did. 
Linn sighed. 
The thoughts ran and ran and circled back around. The little lights moved and traced their paths, and Linn followed them as willing patterns. 
Until she came to it. 
She heard the now-dried moss beneath Kole crack as his shoulders shook, and the sound recalled the shaking they had done earlier that day as she held him and the others watched. Even Misha had said nothing as Linn dragged Kole up the hill and into the hollow the Willows had found. The Emerald Blade had stepped forward with a look like challenge, and Linn had stopped him with one twice as firm. 
She remembered the black-armored soldier Kole had drained. She had glimpsed his visorless face as she led the Ember away, and the image called up fresh bile that had her turning onto her side to let it pass. It was silly, in a way. She had seen Kole cut down half a dozen moments before—brutes as physical as any of the Rockbled she had seen but doubly violent. She had done her own work in the same light. 
But it hadn’t been like this. 
Where Kole’s burning blades flashed, men dropped and died with wounds that smoked or glowed like the worms under her back. But that man had looked like prey sucked of all its juices by some spider, all blue and blotched and sunken. 
Still, it was not him she had feared for. 
The Willows did not understand Kole because they did not know him. 
Now, they had withdrawn, and Linn was left with the strange impression that she was among the last on a sprawling plateau that had at first seemed so teeming with life as to be overwhelming. 
Linn’s hearing was no more advanced than it had ever been before, but she saw all the clever ways men and women moved their lips and flashed their looks when they thought no one was looking.
They had mentioned the Sightless before departing.
She supposed all the peoples of the World had their own Seers, those who purported to make sense of the chaos around them. Those who took choice out of it and justified things that shouldn’t be. Those who hid from the truth or obscured it with spidery words, casting bones and smoking haze to go somewhere other than here and now. Those who inspired hope and stood against gods when all others had fallen and given up. 
And then she thought of the little fairy who had followed her from the time she could carry one of the wooden bowls she mashed her poultices in. Little Yani, her kid sister and the thing that mattered more to her than anything else—than anyone else. The girl she had watched pass across a barren land of cracked plains and spinning dust. 
“What are we doing here?” Linn asked the hound resting against her back. Shifa cooed something soft and unintelligible.
Sleep was edging closer when Linn heard a series of pops that sounded like smaller and closer versions of the percussions of the storm still lingering overhead. She turned and propped herself up onto her elbows as Shifa lifted her head from her paws. 
Both of them scanned the chamber. There was little movement but for the continual tossing and turning of the three Embers while Baas rumbled away in his earthy sleep song. But now Linn suppressed an involuntary shiver even as the chamber was washed with fresh heat. 
Jenk and Misha had found themselves nearly entangled in their rolling and flopping that had now turned to a twitching restlessness. One groaned and the other seemed to respond, though their words came out mumbled behind a wall of clenched teeth and dry lips. Beyond them, Kole was lying very still. He was facing the ceiling now, and as Linn pierced the middle distance, she saw the glimmer of amber and gold that betrayed his eyes, which flashed open like fresh-struck matches.
She stilled her breathing and watched him as he lay unblinking. The glowing insects moved away from him, and Linn could see several twitching by his sides, their light all but stolen by the shimmering morass of his heat. Shifa offered a whimper and stood, and Kole turned those ambers her way. 
For an instant, Linn didn’t recognize him. He looked dazed, frozen in the space between waking and sleep. She clenched her hands into fists at her sides, pulling up scrub and snapping one of the innumerable twigs that had been stabbing into her back moments earlier. 
And then he blinked, and she saw the recognition come over him as he called his heat back. He turned over and pushed himself up onto his hands and knees and then stood. Shifa’s tail wagged as he walked over to them, stepping carefully around Misha and Jenk, whose own troubles seemed to fade with his passing.
Kole locked eyes with Linn and crouched before her, nearly forgetting to greet Shifa as he did. The hound reminded him, sliding between them. He did not laugh as he usually would.
“What is it, Kole?” she asked, sitting up straighter. Her shirt clung to her in the damp. 
Kole opened his mouth to speak as a solitary raindrop fought its way through the upper canopy to land with a spitting sizzle on his bare shoulder. He looked up at the root-branches, which were quaking quietly under the latest argument the sky had hurled down upon Center. He looked from side to side, scanning the chamber to ensure they were alone in waking.
“The others?” he asked, and Linn remembered that he had collapsed first, falling into that restless slumber as soon as the light was gone. 
“The Willows moved off,” she started.
“I remember,” he said, looking off to the western tunnel and the alcoves beyond the neighboring wall. 
“The warriors remain,” she said. “Maybe a score. And the one Willow.”
“She is tired,” Kole said, nodding.
“Kole,” Linn said, imploring. 
He regarded her, and where before he had seemed like the scared child who had taken the loss of a parent harder than any Linn had ever seen—herself included—now he had the look she knew well. It was a steady smolder, hard and inscrutable, and many who knew them both at the Lake said it was the counter to the steely one she gave before a fight.
“What is it?”
“Someone is here,” Kole said. “Nearby.” 
He glanced around the chamber again, and Linn looked to Shifa. The hound’s tail had ceased wagging as she responded to Kole’s searching. She sniffed the moist air and made the soft whines she did when she lost a trail.
“I know who it is,” Kole said before Linn could ask. “Linn.” His look was ominous. “I know who it is.”
“Let’s wake the others,” Linn said
She rose to her feet, but Kole was already shaking his head as he mirrored her. He laid a hand on her arm as she bent to her pile, which included the two silver shafts that remained. Nearby, Misha turned over in her sleep and issued some snarky answer that was lost in Jenk’s snoring.
“Why?” she asked, her voice rising. “If it is Rane, it’s unlikely he’s alone. Even if he’s not, we’re going to need all the help we can get.”
Kole frowned. For a moment, he looked to be listening, head tilting. Shifa mimicked him, her tail in a constant change between wagging and still. 
“He’s calling for me, I think,” Kole said. 
He met Linn’s eyes, and while his words made no sense to her, his look was not the crazed one she feared. He was clear. Linn was not sure if that was better or worse.
“Calling to you?” 
Kole shook his head. “There is a … a pulsing,” he said, touching his bare chest, which was now dry, the sticky damp unable to cling for long. “We all feel it. It’s like a second heartbeat. There’s another nearby, and it’s powerful.”
Linn frowned, glancing down at the other two Embers in their company. “You’ve never mentioned it before,” she said. “This second heartbeat.”
Kole shrugged. “There’s a lot you must feel these days,” he said, nodding up toward the sky beyond the canopy. 
Linn felt it now. She felt it always but tried to insulate herself from it—the movement of the skies. They were always moving. Always preparing for the next storm, or working to create it. It was their expression and their freedom. She felt the air flow by and touch everything it passed, offering comfort or threat. And she felt the charge building beneath it, roiling above it. She felt that it was the steady consciousness at the heart of every cloud. And she knew its voice.
Linn shook her head and pointed down at Misha and Jenk. “Do you feel them?” she asked, speaking in a harsh whisper that had Kole glancing again toward the western tunnel. “Do they feel your heartbeat?”
Kole considered them and was silent for a moment. He closed his eyes as if he were trying it, and Linn stilled her breath without conscious thought. 
“No,” he said, turning back with a shake of his head. “I can no more feel theirs than I can yours. Linn,” he continued before she could speak. “He’s calling to me. He’s an Ember older than the rest of us combined—older than Tu’Ren Kadeh. Older than Garos Balsheer and more powerful than Creyath Mit’Ahn. You saw how he wielded the flames, and you saw the darkness that wreathed him when he did.”
“I remember,” Linn said, her brows rising. “It is not a sight I’ll soon forget.”
“He knows what we’re truly capable of,” Kole said. “He knows it because he is the greatest among us.”
“I would argue with that,” Linn said. “Strongly.”
Kole waved the words away. “That’s not what I mean.”
“It’s worth reminding you.”
Kole sighed and looked down at his hands. Linn followed his gaze and found herself anticipating the orange glow that would start on the backs of his knuckles or shoot like a racing star up the veins of his wrist to collect in its own tiny sun in his waiting palm. It didn’t happen, and Linn regarded him. 
“The things he did in the White Crest’s keep,” Kole said, still considering his hands as if they were foreign things, unattached and unwelcome. Things to be feared. “The things I did today.”
“Kole,” she said, turning from firm to comforting. She reached a hand out and laid it on his shoulder. She prepared to wince but found that he had cooled some. 
He met her eyes, and she could see the need in him as plain as the sun rising.
“Linn. I need to speak with him.” He looked like a boy again, and like one asking for permission rather than telling. “And I think he needs to speak with me. I don’t know how I know, but I feel it like a bell tolling. Like a call.”
Linn sighed and looked at the others. 
“You’re the one saying we need to find the good in them,” Kole urged. 
“The Sages,” she said. 
“And why not their servants?” Kole asked. “Why not their victims?”
She eyed him steadily, unwilling to define T’Alon Rane as such. Her look softened when she saw the inner battle raging behind Kole’s. He was trying very much to believe what he was saying. 
“And if it’s a trap?” she asked
He smirked, running his fingers through the fur behind Shifa’s ears. “Then I’ll be glad I brought you with me.”
Linn dressed as Kole donned his armor, black scales sliding over his form and coating him like a second skin. It almost made her laugh as she slipped the leather greaves over her forearms and shins. She put a thicker shirt that was more twine than cotton over the lighter one beneath and turned her own hands over, feeling the air pass between them and giving a start as a small blue spark jumped from thumb to forefinger absent command or consideration. 
She glanced worriedly at Kole, but he was busy instructing Shifa to stay. The hound took some convincing. 
Linn looked back down at her hands and then found herself looking up, imagining the wheeling clouds overhead and the vapors that swirled in the dark blue sky. Perhaps it was a good thing to be so lightly armored. She closed her eyes and found a well within her that she hadn’t noticed before. It was cold from a distance, but as she drew closer, her intent bolder, it reached out with quick strikes that burned at the tips. She withdrew and opened her hawk’s eyes, feeling the buzzing at her temples. 
If she was strong enough to challenge Rane with a storm she had called upon waking, how powerful would she be with one passing of its own volition? She nearly smiled. 
She and Kole shared a nod that brought Linn back to the deepest parts of the Dark Months, when they had stood vigil over the timber gate that blocked their small village from the terrors of the night. How strange, that such things could become nostalgic given time and distance. It was Tu’Ren’s gate, now. It always had been, in a way. She only hoped the absence of the White Crest and his stolen Dark Hearts would make the coming scourge an easy one to weather. 
They made their way to the eastern hollow and picked up their pace the farther they got from the rest. She felt naked leaving them, worried that they were venturing out on some fool’s quest, venturing out to their deaths. 
Soon, the feeling dropped entirely, and their path took on the feel of a hunt. Linn felt the grains of the bow across her back, the confident draw against her chest. She caught the silver glint of one of her arrowheads as they came to the end of the hollow and passed onto a middle canopy. She looked up and saw the stars winking through the mix of upper branches and swirling clouds. They had passed beyond the eastern edges of the Emerald Road and its rolling hills and sheltering nests, and with it the white-blue light of the sky and all its sentinels. With the occasional shock of a lightning flash, Linn felt as though she could see more detail in the chaos of Center than anyone ever had, Willows included. 
She saw the pores in the bark of the trunks they passed and the gold flecks shining in the tiny beds of moss that clung to the branches they crossed. She saw the shining eyes of the nighttime creatures, at least those who made their presence known, and she felt the movement of the wind through the trees. Though it was weak, it still held the teasing promise of the blue fire above. 
Ahead, Kole picked up his pace, and since she felt as light as a feather on winds she coaxed along, Linn had no trouble keeping up. As they drew nearer, Linn could feel the heat gather. Her heart began to race, thinking she was feeling the radiant aura of the King of Ember, but as she watched Kole’s path, she saw the leaves curl and gray as they retreated from him, the branches bending under the weight of his intent. 
She felt a flash of an impression and found herself watching the trees, wary of a tracking Willow. What must their flight look like to those who could pierce the branches from afar?
She shook the thought as she had shaken so many others, and on they raced. 
Linn nearly smashed into Kole from behind as he came to a sudden halt on a black branch overlooking a clearing that presented the illusion of solid ground—another miniature canopy below the thinner one they were traversing. It was lit blue in the stormlight, and Linn’s heart quickened. 
Kole’s heat was visible, though its glow remained quenched for now. She saw it in the shimmer of water-like air that rose from the black hilts of his Everwood knives. She saw the scales of his brilliant armor shift and expel the steam from his skin like tiny chimney stacks. 
He took a steadying breath and unclenched the fists that had been hanging at his sides like stones, and he leapt down to land with a soft crunch on the brush below. Linn did not need to be told to stay behind. She lost all semblance of conscious thought and scanned, her martial mind searching for signs of ambush. She was alert for shifting shadows and mindful of any glint of green that might betray some feral beast provoked to attack at the whims of the Raith Brega Cohr. 
“How did you find me?”
Linn gave the start for Kole. She crouched as the Ember stood, standing firm in the open clearing. A figure stepped forward, and the passing clouds did little to help her see at first. In a flash, she saw him in all his brilliance, the black armor with red tips scored with a thousand silver cuts. His black hair hung longer than Kole’s, and his eyes bordered on red in the moment. She looked for the curling shadow stuff she had seen leaking from him in the south and caught none of it, and she searched for a weapon before remembering that he carried none because he needed none. 
“I had a dream,” Kole said. “You were at the center of it. You seem to be at the center of it.” He swept his hand out, and Linn marveled at the sense of calm he was projecting. 
T’Alon nodded and took a step forward, and now Kole betrayed his tension as one foot itched to retreat. The other Ember stopped, looking Kole up and down. If he was aware of Linn’s presence, he made no move to show it. She unloosed her bow without a sound, evening her weight onto the thick branch on which she was crouching. 
She felt the air slide by and tuned in to its pattern, turning it back again like a tricked river until it swirled around her like a waiting whip. It was becoming easier, and as another flash punctuated the sky, she smiled in a daring sort of way. A part of her wanted Rane to try for it. 
“Very good,” T’Alon said. “It is not easy to sense the heat of another. It takes … sensitivity.”
He looked up, peering directly into the space where Linn was crouching. Her heart raced so fast, she thought she might teeter and fall, but then the ambers moved on, tracing a path through the encircling branches before coming to rest on Kole once more. 
“What of the other Embers?”
Kole shrugged. 
T’Alon nodded, seemingly to himself. “They are strong,” he said. “We all are. Stronger than we know.”
“I know,” Kole said, and there was plenty in it. 
His right leg—the one he’d twitched earlier—slid back into the beginnings of a stance, and now it was his left hand doing the twitching. Linn saw it all and steadied her breath as her pocket of wind swirled around her like a living cloak. 
There was a silence as the Embers considered one another. 
“Why did you not join in the fight today?” Kole asked. 
Linn frowned, searching T’Alon’s expression. Her eyes widened when he made no move to dispel the notion. 
“It wasn’t my fight,” he said after a time, and the way he said it made it clear he knew it was inadequate. 
Kole let loose the beginnings to a sardonic laugh and then cut it short. Linn’s heartbeat slowed as she felt the familiar cold envelop her as it slid over Kole—something he could still manage in spite of all his inner fire. It took a fire to fight, but a coldness to kill. Regret and reflection came later. 
“I wanted a measure of him,” T’Alon said, holding his hands out to his sides, palms up. “Your Sage. I got it.”
“He is no Sage,” Kole said through gritted teeth and a hard, rigid jaw. 
“You know them well now, do you?” T’Alon said easily, his gaze—Linn thought—sliding her way again before flicking back. 
“You should talk,” Kole said, shaking his head. “What did you see of him?”
“Enough to know he’s not worth killing,” T’Alon said. “Enough to know he’s not worth saving, if it comes to that.” His look was a challenge. “His people would be better off without him.”
“Spoken like one who knows,” Kole countered, and Linn saw that one do its work as T’Alon frowned. 
“You have no idea the choices I’ve made,” T’Alon said. 
Linn tensed. His voice had changed. It was less calm and more level. She peered into the shadows behind him, alert to their changing. All was still, for the moment. 
“The choices I still make,” he added.
“You talk a lot, Rane,” Kole said, and Linn wanted to curse. “The only Sage you set out to kill is still standing. The Eastern Dark lives, and through you he spreads his poison.”
Now it was T’Alon who laughed. “It is true that I failed in my original bid,” he said. “But the Sage who lives after coming into contact with me is the exception, not the rule. You should know.”
Kole did not respond. 
“Then there were the Twins of Whiteash,” T’Alon continued, his eyes seeming to glaze over, flashing a deeper red that made him look for a moment like one of the Sentinels of the World Apart. “Potent. Powerful. Corrupted in a way that had nothing to do with the World Apart or its dark energies. They had to be stopped, so I stopped them. It doesn’t matter if the Eastern Dark wanted it. It had to be done, so I did it.”
“And, what of the others?” Kole asked. “You still mean to slay them all?”
T’Alon frowned. “By my count, only three remain.”
“The Emerald Blade is a power,” Kole said. “Whatever you saw, you did not fight him as I did.”
“But he is no Sage, as you say. Whatever happened to his namesake, I wonder?”
“Whatever happened to the Sage of the west?” Kole asked. 
“You did not know him,” T’Alon said. “You did not know the Red Waste or what he was about.”
“You said they were beyond redemption,” Kole said evenly.
T’Alon stared at him. “Perhaps not all of them.”
Kole opened his arms. “We are children of the Valley,” he said, accusation dripping. “There are a great many things we do not know. But here we are, ready to learn. Ready to act, against whomever needs acting against.”
“And how do you decide who that is?” T’Alon asked. “You, who are so woefully unprepared?”
“One at a time,” Kole said. “And with our own hearts guiding us.”
Now, T’Alon was nodding along with him, a stark break from his previous demeanor. Linn had the impression that he had been leading Kole, and now Kole tensed, clearly sensing it as well. 
“What of your new master?” Kole asked.
He took a step forward that had Linn remembering her legs. She nocked arrow to string and began a half-draw, her private current of wind gathering speed and buzzing with a charge that would only lie dormant so long. 
“The Sage of Balon Rael must die,” T’Alon said. 
“You know him,” Kole said as much as asked.
T’Alon shrugged. “Enough to know.”
Suddenly, Linn felt a surge of heat that nearly made her gasp. She looked for a flare and saw none, and then she focused on Kole and saw the white mist rising from the shifting scales in his armor. 
T’Alon took a step back, but Linn did not think it was due to fear. Something was burning in Kole that ran entirely separate from the fire. Something of rage, she thought. 
“You killed them,” Kole said, his voice straining as if he were holding a stone door shut against the beating force of a hurricane. And perhaps he was. “The Rivermen. Baas’s people. You killed them with your dark fire, and then you passed a piece of it to me.”
Now, T’Alon came forward, and Linn drew back, sighting him as clear as a white hare in moonlight. 
“I was attacked,” T’Alon said, his tone almost pleading. “I have done a great many things I regret, but that darkness has a lesser grip on me by the day. Especially now that he is separate from the source of his power. Now that he has gone west.”
Kole shook his head and Linn studied T’Alon’s hands first—they were absent the threat of flame, unlike Kole’s—and his eyes second. They were earnest, burning with passion rather than dark intent.
“What did you do to me?” Kole asked, stepping forward again. The clearing was close, but now it seemed to grow wider, expanding as the branches and leaves curled and bent back from the coming storm that had nothing to do with the one raging in the skies above. “I killed a man today.”
“You’ve killed many men of late,” T’Alon said, his voice growing harder. Apparently there was only so far one could push, no matter how justified, one such as he. 
“Not like this,” Kole said. He looked down at his hands, and Linn guessed his look from behind easily enough. 
Then he looked at T’Alon, and whatever the former King of Ember saw there rattled him more than any threat could. His brows drew together and turned up before hardening once more, like plaster gone cold. 
“What does it matter how?” T’Alon asked. “All I did was show you that a thing could be done, and you did it. What difference is there in taking heat rather than giving it? You do that freely enough.”
He swept his hand out to indicate the edges of the clearing, and Kole blinked and turned to look. The closest branches had begun to smoke, bits of char flaking off and drifting on the currents Linn was calling. Below him, the green moss had gone brittle, its moisture sucked away and spent along with any life it had held. 
“You,” Kole said, shaking his head. He looked back at T’Alon, who stayed rooted, unwilling to flee but hesitant to fight. “Why did you come back into the World?”
“I never left,” T’Alon said. “And you’ve only just arrived.”
There was a flash that Linn at first mistook for lightning as the trees on the edges of the clearing burst into yellow flame that immediately sank to a dull red. The flare nearly knocked her from her perch and caused her to lose hold of her gathered current, which whipped the fire below into a frenzy that sounded like vipers in a pit as the heat warred with the dampness the passing storm left behind. 
It was all fire and smoke in their private pocket, and still, neither Ember had moved. Neither had ignited, though Kole’s Everwood smoked and spat while Rane’s palms flickered in warning. Linn breathed and went to work calling the storm back in, her heart racing. She spared a glance around. Even with her vision, it was impossible to pierce the gloom through the halls of branches and layered canopies with the bright in the clearing below. 
It was like a signal fire, and Linn realized with mounting dread the unwanted attention it would draw, both from the warriors of the Emerald Road and the armored devils to the east, where Rane had come from. 
Apparently, the King of Ember was thinking along the same lines. 
“Stop this, Reyna!” he shouted over the whipping wind and screaming fire. He ignited both palms and held them out to his sides, and the fires along the edges seemed to shrink, their shrieking muted as he closed his eyes and drew them in. 
Kole was on him so quickly that Linn felt certain he had him, but Rane dodged the flared and lancing blades and dove to the side. He hit the ground near the scorched edges, and even as he rose, the fires around him continued to subside as the glow in his waiting palms brightened until they appeared as two yellow stars by his sides. 
“Stop this,” he said, a warning with less force now as his own lust warred with his desire to speak. 
Kole did not heed him. He leapt skyward, twin blades fanning the flames of his creation out to either side so that he looked like some winged horror. He came down as Rane sank into a crouch in preparation to meet him, and Linn saw the scene develop more slowly than was possible. 
She saw each tongue of flame trailing from Kole’s black blades just as she saw the unthinking look of white rage on his dark face. His brown eyes took on the sheen of a burnt disk of sun over a dying horizon, and the veins stood out along his bare arms as the black scales drank in the heat and turned it to a cloak of white. 
“Kole!”
She dropped the bow with an unthinking clatter and extended one palm, and Kole made a sound like being punched as the gust shot him into a trunk across the way. He slid to the ground, the vapors and trailing motes falling around him, and shook his head, rose again and stared a bewildered challenge her way. 
Linn paid him no more attention and leapt down, landing in the space between the two. She whirled on Rane, who had straightened, his fists coated in living fire. He eyed her expectantly. 
“I didn’t take you for a passenger,” Rane said to her, and it was difficult to gauge his tone. 
“Nor I you,” Linn said, rising from her crouch. She could hear Kole’s rough breathing behind her—could feel the heat of the waiting clash buffeting her from front and back as the Embers considered her and each other. 
“Tell me,” Rane said. “If you think a thing is right and act, does it make you evil to learn that you were wrong?”
“You’re still with him,” Linn said. “No matter the games of logic you might play, you’re still with the Eastern Dark, whom we have only ever known as the prime evil of the World, or the herald of it.”
Rane nodded, and Linn felt now like it was she who was being led. She felt the storm buzzing above, seemingly renewed, its attention or its power focused on the mounting tension below it like a focal point. 
“The World is complicated,” Rane said. “The World Apart is more so, and no one understands it like he does. He is everything you say and more. But he may not be wrong about all of it. About the World Apart. About the Dark Kind.” He paused and looked past her to Kole. “About the Sages.”
“They hardly seem unified,” Linn said. 
“Not in purpose, no,” Rane admitted with a nod. “But in sin. In sin, they are equally culpable.”
Linn shook her head as Rane took a step forward. Her eyes streaked toward the silver bow below the trunk of the tree she had leapt down from, and she cursed inwardly. She extended a palm toward him, unsure if she could call up another gust but willing to make the bluff either way. 
“Remember what I did to you last time?”
“I am not your enemy,” Rane said, both to her and to Kole, whose heat had now built to the point that it pained Linn to stand before him. “The Emerald Blade lives. You live.”
“Because you will it?” Kole said, his voice a low growl. 
She felt the heat from behind and sighed as Kole streaked forward yet again, meaning to cut around her. Rane gave a single shake and prepared to meet him. 
And she called down the lightning. 
It was blinding white and buzzing. Linn felt it first as a shock of pain that gave way to a feeling of unreality. All was colorless. It was as if she had unmade the World. There was no storm without and no clashing Embers. No heat from the flames or moisture from the falling rain that had hissed and sizzled moments before. There was no time, only a frozen piece of being of which she was the Center. 
And then she screamed, falling to her knees as the light dissipated. She felt the pain now, the charge running through her veins and slamming into her heart with a force that took her breath. It raced, and she heard Kole shouting for her, felt his hands on her as he tossed his burning blades aside. Her eyes rolled, but she saw Rane looking at her with a mounting and familiar dread, his lips peeled back to expose the whites beneath as his palms still burned. 
“Let it out, Linn!” Kole said again. “Let it go! You have to let it go!”
Words that held no sense warred through the pain that had taken her mind, and there was another voice trailing behind it, a voice she had heard in the northern peaks of the Valley as the storm of a Sage wracked her. 
Let it go. 
She shook Kole off and planted one hand in the cracking base of the canopy. Blue sparks jumped between her fingers and ran along the ground there, sending up tiny plumes when the light touched the pools gathered in the fertile pockets. Linn closed her eyes and felt the fire run. It hit her heart again and then passed it by. She felt the wind she had called passing through her as the storm swirled in the clearing, threatening to rip the trunks from their bases far below. 
There it was. The fire, like a living thing coming round for another pass at her heart. 
She ensnared it and gave it a new place to run, lancing her opposite hand up and forming her fingers into the point of a spear. She screamed a sound that was lost under the booming percussion of her expulsion, and Linn became the rod through which the lightning was released. She was the mouth of the storm, and the blue fire shot toward the sky to war with the clouds above. 
What at first brought with it a pain beyond reckoning now felt like a release. She knelt there, shaking with anything but fear as the blue-white light dimmed and faded while the echoes of the thunder she’d made played themselves out in the sky above. The rain had stopped, and Linn knew it wouldn’t start again until the next storm. 
Kole was groaning and clutching his face, and Linn remembered herself. She stood and started toward him, but fell to one knee again. The space around her flickered, the images forming and jumping so they became a steady blur. She focused on Kole, and the rest quieted. She reached out to him, touched his burning skin. He pulled his questing fingers down from his face to reveal no fresh wound, but rather the scar she had given him months ago that had healed a second time of late. It glowed like a crescent moon, and he turned a strange look her way. 
At first, she expected to see his fear gazing back at her, but as Kole’s eyes took in the trailing blue motes that rose from her hair and faded from the tips of her fingers, so too were they lit by the guttering flames of his discarded blades. It was not a look of fear, but one of understanding. 
They remembered Rane at the same time and turned. His flames had been doused, though his palms were still glowing like iron left in the smith’s forge. He lifted his chin and looked up at the sky, his attention fixed on the flashes in the big-bellied giants drifting above Center. 
Linn stood, and Kole stood with her. 
“That’ll bring attention,” Rane said without meeting their eyes. 
“What is your master planning in the west, Rane?” Linn asked, a sudden thought having occurred to her, driven on the back of an urgent need. She thought of Iyana out in the sands, and whatever horrors and unknown things she might face out there, Linn had the sudden realization that the Eastern Dark might now be among them. 
“I only know pieces,” Rane said. “The bits Shadow tells me. More so, the bits she doesn’t.”
He turned and met their twin gazes. 
“It is true there is a darkness about me.” He let it hang in the static air between them. “But I have control. I do.” 
He sounded like he was trying to convince himself first and them second. But he looked earnest to Linn. Sincere, if it were possible. She thought of his age and all the hurt he had witnessed. She thought of all he had tried to do, and all he had been made to. 
She pitied him. 
“The Dark Months will return,” Rane said, his voice growing more solid. “This conflict at Center is just a prelude.”
“A big one,” Kole said. 
Rane nodded. “In time, the rest of the World—this place included—will be as harried by the Dark Kind as your Valley was,” he said. “But we can stop it.”
“What does it have to do with the Sages?” Linn asked, stepping forward. “It’s your master who courts them.”
Rane was shaking his head before she finished. 
“No. No, it isn’t. Not entirely. The Sages have everything to do with the power leaking in from the World Apart.” He pressed a glowing palm to his brow. “I don’t know it all, but the World Apart and the creatures therein—they are reflections that run parallel to us. They are drawn here like moths to a flame, and as bright as the Embers are”—he looked at Kole—“as numerous as the Landkist become in an effort to turn the tide, it is all a reaction to the Sages and what they have stolen.”
He went on, “And make no mistake. The longer the Sages stand, the longer they use their power for their own ends, the closer the two Worlds will become, until one will be indistinguishable from the other. The Embers were his secret weapon, but he cut them off from their source. Now, the Eastern Dark fears them as much as the Night Lords he himself has used. He has gone from cunning to concerned, decisive to erratic, as he makes for the others.”
Kole shook his head, and Linn’s thoughts spun. They seemed sped up on account of the energy still sparking around her, dissipating with every exhalation. 
There was a disturbance coming out of the west, and Kole turned to look in that direction. Linn’s ears twitched as Shifa gave a warning howl. Loyal no matter the circumstances. 
“He’ll bring about what he fears,” Linn reasoned, the thought coming up suddenly, though she did not understand half of what the Ember had said. 
“Maybe,” Rane said, surprising her with a thoughtful nod. 
“Then, why here?” Kole asked, taking up the thread. 
There was a sense of urgency as the sounds of pursuit grew. Linn thought she heard Misha’s voice carried on the winds. Her flaming spear was the last thing they needed to ease tensions. Luckily, there seemed to be no such sounds from the east. Rane’s allies must have been farther from the Emerald Road than they had thought.
“The Sage of Balon Rael is playing all sides,” Rane said, and the way he said it made Linn forget the Eastern Dark, the World Apart—all of it. “I do not know if the Eastern Dark will be the ruination of the World and its people. But I know he holds something in the way to stop it. If there is one Sage he feared above all others, it was the Sage of Center.”
“Balon Rael?” Kole asked. 
“No,” Linn answered for Rane. “He is from the east. Far east. The Sage of Center is gone, though. Isn’t he?”
Rane’s eyes widened. “What does the Emerald Blade carry?” he asked. “What is he named for?”
Could the sword contain more than just power? Could Jenk be right? Linn heard a peal of thunder that echoed as if in answer. 
“What could a Sage such as he do with that blade, if it’s this much in a mortal’s hands?” Rane asked. “Balon Rael wants what your new ally carries. He can’t have it.”
“He won’t,” Kole said. “Neither will you.”
The Embers shared another amber stare, but this one served to ease the mood rather than stretch it tighter. 
“What if Balon Rael wants the same thing we do?” Linn asked. “What if he means to strike out against the Eastern Dark, to stop him?”
Rane shook his head. “Age has its price,” he said cryptically. “But also its gifts. I know his like, though I have not met him yet. If there is a word for the Sage of Balon Rael, it is ambition.”
“A human trait, if ever there was one,” Linn said. 
“Exactly.” Rane looked to Kole. “Balon Rael wanting a thing is enough cause for me to see it undone. I don’t know the man who carries it any more than you do. But I saw enough of him to know what he isn’t.” His eyes glazed again. “I saw enough of them.” He tossed his head toward the east.
“The woman who leads them,” Kole started, and then bristled as another howl sounded, this one much closer. There was a rustling and a snap as something took flight nearby, driven away by a hound in a way that a storm of wind, lightning and conjured fire hadn’t managed. 
“I can get you a chance at her,” Rane said. “I can get him”—he nodded toward the west—“a chance at her.”
“He doesn’t trust us,” Kole said. 
“He doesn’t know you,” Rane corrected him. He looked to Linn. “Let him.”
“What of your partners?” Linn asked. “The one they call Brega.”
“And the Shadow,” Kole added as he bent to retrieve his dimming blades, which he put out as he slipped them back into their waiting sheaths. 
“Brega wants the Emerald Blade,” Rane admitted with a sigh. “The man who wields it, in any event. They have a history.” He shook his head. “I can separate her from the rest. The body will be forced to withdraw if you cut off the head. And then I’ll be led to their heart.”
“You’re hoping,” Linn warned.
Rane shrugged. “What else is there?”
There was a silence broken by shouts, and Linn turned to the west. She focused on the tunnels through the twisting, gnarled branches and saw the glow of lit Everwood approaching—the Embers propelled ahead of their hosts on legs filled with liquid fire. 
“What is your end, T’Alon Rane?” Kole asked.
“To find one,” he answered without hesitation.
He turned to go just as Misha and Jenk hurtled into the clearing, throwing up the burnt ends of charred branches and trailing yellow and orange streaks. Jenk whirled toward Rane, but Kole grabbed him. 
Rane turned back and smirked as Misha widened her stance and ignited her spear. 
“Leave him,” Linn said, and Misha scoffed, twitching as if she couldn’t decide whether to shove Linn aside or charge straight on toward her would-be king. 
Rane’s smile dropped as he whirled to the north, palms lighting with fresh tinder. Through the burning gate framed by the twin Embers, Linn could see the white-hot palms reflected off the rough-edged disc formed by Baas’s shield. The Rockbled strode confidently forward, and Rane stepped back, now caught between three Landkist unacquainted with their new and tenuous alliance. 
“Reyna,” he said in a warning tone, hands glowing brighter beneath the red-tipped spikes on his armor. The red sash at his side flapped in the tailing storm winds. “Ve’Ran …”
“Stay,” Kole said, and Shifa’s barking entry was as dramatic as it was coincidental. 
“When do we come?” Linn asked. 
“Two days,” he said. “Southeast. A dry riverbed. They’ll know.”
Jenk shot a confused look their way, and Linn held him with her own. She nodded, and he lowered his sword, pulling the yellow flames back, but only slightly. Misha held steady, her flames glowing a deep red. She kept her eyes locked on Rane’s back, and Linn feared to reach out lest it spur her on. 
Baas said nothing. He only stood before Rane, stout, his earthen armor framing a form that was more resilient than the rest of them combined. 
A Willow’s whistle had them turning, and Rane did not waste the chance. He bent his knees and streaked into the open air like an arching comet, and it was only then that the Embers lowered their blades and called their flames back. The Everwood kept its low glow, which was enough for Linn to read the expressions of all gathered. 
Linn met Kole’s and nearly laughed at the absurdity of it all. 
“Well?” Jenk asked. “You have some explaining to do.”
Linn did the scoffing for Misha this time. “Not just to you.”
“Here they are,” Baas rumbled, and the young Willow landed with a thud on the branch that Linn had called a perch just a short while before. The many-shelved canopy came alive with movement behind her, and the warriors of the Emerald Road flooded the edges. 
Wend was thrust into the clearing and fell to his knees with a groan. He turned hateful eyes back at the men and women of Center before turning an even more bitter look on Linn and the others. 
“Explain,” he said, waving his hand back at their onetime allies. “So I don’t have to.”




Kole let the others argue amongst themselves, and the warriors of the Emerald Road made no move to stop them so long as they continued along the twisting paths and curved arches of the middle canopy. 
The first red-orange rays of the sun were beaming in through the eastern trees, and Kole felt the rays touch the nape of his neck and warm his blood. He sighed and closed his eyes for a space as he walked, trying to shed the sense of unease that was plaguing him. He felt the soft fur of Shifa as she brushed against his hanging hand at even intervals, assuring him of her presence and their bond. 
The mood was tense. How could it not be?
“Were you planning to tell us if we hadn’t come upon you?” 
Misha was the one asking. This question was directed at him, since Linn had spent the better part of the last hour up ahead, speaking with the Emerald Blade, their ally-turned-captor. As always, Ve’Gah was wearing her emotions plainly. 
Kole turned to her. 
“Well?” 
Kole could see the young Willow who’d come upon them in the clearing looking over her shoulder at him. She had stayed close, while the others had dispersed into the nearby branches, tracing the path of the core group like the guards to a snake of many parts. 
“I had a dream,” Kole said, not bothering to keep his voice low. Let the warriors of Center hear him. 
“You had a dream.”
Misha’s lower jaw hung open, and she looked to have nearly forgotten how to walk. Jenk was walking beside her. His face, though softer, held no small amount of trepidation. 
“That’s what I said.”
Misha shook her head and put a palm to her brow, squeezing her eyes shut tight against some pain, real or imagined. “We all have dreams, Kole,” she said, her voice going softer for a space. She looked to Jenk. “Did you sleep well last night?”
The other Ember shook his head, and Misha whipped around, walking backward as she addressed Baas. The warriors closest to her complained as the butt end of her spear nearly jabbed them. 
“And you?” Misha asked. 
“No troubles,” Baas said. 
Kole turned to study the Riverman as he walked, and Baas’s gray eyes found his and locked them in place. Though he seemed as uncaring and stoic as ever, there was a kernel of the same hurt running on his face as there was on Misha and Jenk’s. 
Kole felt a pang. 
Much as he had tried, he had been largely unable to control himself in the presence of T’Alon Rane. Not like Linn had. He searched for her up ahead and found her silver bow bobbing at the top of the branch path on which they were walking. He saw that green glint along the belt of the man beside her, the blade’s polished edge lighting with more than the reflected yellow of the rising sun. Behind them, caught between friends new and old, Wend was walking with drooped shoulders. 
“Kole,” Misha said, nearly yanking him as she grabbed his arm. 
“What?” Kole asked, pulling back. 
Misha glared at him, but there was less anger in her voice now. “You are not the only Ember left,” she said. She laid a palm across her unarmored chest, her pack rattling as she shifted to adjust it. “We, too, had troubled dreams. We felt him.”
“You didn’t wake,” Kole said, and then blew out another sigh, regretting his tone. 
She let him speak. 
“I’m sorry.” 
She straightened and opened her mouth to speak again and then closed it. 
“I’m sorry,” he said again. He looked beyond her to Jenk, and though the light-haired Ember’s brows were drawn together, he smiled as wide as he could to assure Kole that all was well. 
It wasn’t. Kole knew that damage had been done, and a good part of it by him. He had set this quest in motion in the first place, bringing the others of the Valley with him through example and momentum. The conflict at Center was more involved than they had known. They had come here seeking T’Alon Rane, and he had found them. 
Kole felt a comforting weight on his shoulder and turned to see Baas sharing a smile with him that was warmer than either of the Embers could manage. Kole returned it and felt lighter because of it, his blood slowing despite the renewed presence of the brazier in the sky. 
They walked in relative silence for a while longer, each finding solace in the passing scenery even if they were privately worrying over what was awaiting them at the end of the path. The young Willow and her warriors had come upon them just as Rane had left them, and while most of the fire from the Embers’ clash had gone out, the smoke was still rising and the char still falling as she and the rest stormed in behind Misha, Jenk, Baas and Wend. 
There had been a tense moment that Kole felt certain would have ended in bloodshed had the young Willow not stayed her fellows. Whatever signal she had sent had been heard by her sisters as they arrived alongside the Emerald Blade soon after. They had gone back into the hollows, and it was difficult to tell if they did so as allies or willing prisoners. 
Linn had begun to speak while the others did not, Misha, Jenk and Baas more concerned with defending the group in the event of a turn than in discussing the finer points of Kole’s and Linn’s betrayal in the night. The Emerald Blade had listened as she told him of Rane’s summoning. Of their conversation more than their clash. He had listened, frozen like a man locked in time. 
When she was finished, he and the Willows eyed Kole. There seemed to be more of them now than there had during the bloody skirmish the day before—the white-eyed Willows ever-moving around the Landkist they were harboring, twitching to be rid of them or else to turn them into an object of the fresh vengeance they were seeking. 
Kole had not known what to expect when the forest king opened his mouth to speak, and now, here they were, traipsing through a magical land as the dawn greeted them like a benevolent parent, though its green kingdom was brimming with black blood and the forest floor was littered with the rot that had dripped from the canopies above. 
They were headed to the Old Woods. They were headed to see the Sightless, and Kole thought they must be a different kind from the Willows.
Kole recognized the hollows they were passing as being the same they had taken to and from the Emerald Road above. Now they were traveling beneath it, far enough from the black soldiers of Balon Rael that they need not fear pursuit. 
“So,” Misha said. 
She drew it out and held it there, fluttering like a bird before Kole’s attention. He looked at her, shrugging his own pack as his stripped armor rattled alongside the salted meat. He felt his Everwood blades resting against his thin shirt, buzzing with latent heat. 
“He wants an alliance,” Kole said, answering the unspoken question. 
“So he claims.”
There was a sound like silt shifting over stones underwater, and Kole turned to look as Baas. He couldn’t read any emotion in the Riverman’s expression.
“We can’t,” Misha said, shaking her head. There was a young woman walking directly before her whose ears had perked up at the mention. 
Misha turned to Kole, looking younger than he in that moment. He knew the look.
The folk of the Valley had too long been held under the sway of forces beyond their control. That was the thinking employed by the young—employed by Kole and Linn, Misha and Jenk, Iyana and Nathen Swell. It was a mindset the older generations had adopted more slowly but now held to as rigidly as anything in their history—Talmir Caru, Tu’Ren Kadeh and even his father included. 
But, as Kole was learning, it was one thing to choose a path and another entirely to walk it, to see its winding ways and twisting trails and choose with any measure of surety, with any singularity of vision. 
The Sages warred without their Valley home just as they had been told since childhood. So, too, did the people—the Landkist of the World more accustomed, it seemed, to killing one another than stopping the scourge of the Dark Kind. 
The sudden thought occurred to Kole that the Dark Months had perhaps been a boon to his people, trapped as they were at the edge of it all. While the folk of the Emerald Road seemed aware of the Dark Kind—had perhaps even tangled with the occasional beast of nightmare—none of them had faced what the Embers of the Valley had. None of them had faced the horrors of the Dark Hearts. 
None save for Wend and his Gray People. 
“The Dark Months will come again,” Kole said. “Who will hold back the tide, if not us?”
“We will,” Jenk said.
“Aye,” Baas said, louder than usual. The warriors had already given him a wider berth than the rest. Now they eyed the Rockbled and one another nervously.
Kole caught the gaze of the young Willow who was walking alongside them. She pretended not to notice and looked ahead, focusing on Linn and the Emerald Blade. 
“T’Alon Rane is the strongest of us,” Kole said. “He is the brightest among us, though darkness hangs about him.”
He earned some glares for that. The warriors of Center might not know much of T’Alon Rane, but they knew of the Dark Landkist who had been aiding their enemy. And now they had a name to attach to the frightful Ember at their head—a force that had before now consisted only of rumor. 
Kole could use that. 
“Rane is no friend,” he said. “But, at least for now, we have common enemies.”
Misha shook her head but did not argue. 
Jenk looked over, his expression critical. “And when we give Rane what he wants?” he said. “When we kill the Sage of Balon Rael and send his black troops scattering to the winds, what then? What will he have to say when we tell him his own Sage is next?”
Kole held the Ember’s look. “He says the Eastern Dark’s hold on him has diminished.” 
“And you believe him.”
“No,” Kole said. “Not on the whole.” Jenk’s brow crinkled, so Kole added, “I believe his intent. I believe his heart.”
Having said it out loud, Kole found—perhaps to his own surprise—that he did. 
He did not, however, mention Rane’s words regarding the Eastern Dark—how he might not be as mad as his designs would have them think. The seeds had been laid, in the minds of his fellow Landkist and—he hoped—in those of the warriors and the Willows closest to them. He found himself looking ahead to Linn once more and hoped she was doing what work she could to the same end. 
“Don’t lead us into a trap, Kole,” Jenk said. 
“I’m leading us into a trap any way you turn it,” Kole said mirthlessly. “We’ll just have to hope it’s not meant for us.” 
They began to move down instead of up. It was difficult to tell for a time, but as the sun rose, the forest grew dimmer around them. The canopies were more chaotic in the middle levels—fewer plateaus and more patches and platforms. 
There were birds about—colorful ones of shocking red and streaking yellow. Kole watched them with a dazed sort of awe and wondered why he hadn’t seen them flitter or heard them chatter before. Perhaps the same dread that had seeped into the folk of Center had gotten into the birds and beasts as well. The farther away they drew from the Sage of Balon Rael, the more life they saw, and the more life saw them. 
The bark here was different. It was bare, for one thing. The moss that had littered the trunks and branches higher up was nowhere to be found. Nests of twigs and pulled grass sprouted seemingly at random, and the branches twisted to form trails that became more precarious the lower they went. 
The warriors of the Emerald Road traversed the latticework with ease, leaping as easily as they walked. These were a people who thought in terms of verticals, and it was all Kole could do to keep up. He flooded his legs with extra heat and felt the air warp around Misha and Jenk, the three Embers wearing their shimmering, vaporous cloaks as they followed their hosts down. 
Kole spared a look behind and saw that Baas was making good progress, landing more lightly than he had any right to until a dry branch betrayed him. 
There was a loud crack, and the young Willow reached out for the falling Rockbled. Misha shouted for him, and Linn whirled ahead, the Emerald Blade having abandoned their conversation to shoot forward faster than Kole could think to from his place higher up. 
Luckily, the ground below, though full of twisted roots and packed soil, would never betray one of its own. Baas landed in an awkward crouch that made a small crater in the terrain, sending up all manner of skittering things and squealing protests from the rodents about. He shook his head and stood in the knee-deep depression, which was already filling with water.
“It’s as if the whole of Center is built atop a lake,” Jenk said, his tone relieved. 
“Might as well be,” Misha said, wiping the sweat from her brow before her skin had a chance to turn it to steam. 
“Baas?” Kole called down and received an affirmative grunt in reply. 
The Emerald Blade hopped down and offered his hand. Baas accepted it, then allowed the warrior to pull him up onto solid ground. 
“Look,” Jenk said, and they followed his gaze. 
In the wrong circumstances—at night, perhaps—it would have looked like a house of horrors. What Kole had taken at first for a mass of trees all clustered together resolved into a goliath whole. The great shadow the monolith cast had obscured the details before, but now Kole saw that the pale spots he had taken for tricks of the filtered light were actually faces. 
The faces of Willows. 
At first, he thought they had melted into the bark or else had been buried in it. But they moved, shifting in their tiny alcoves, their bodies seeming to move apart from their eyes. And the eyes—while the young Willow and her sisters around them had the moon whites he was only just getting used to, these were inky black and roving. The faces they were set into were lined with age, the bony forms still carrying an animal grace. 
“Come.”
Kole looked down and saw that the Emerald Blade was staring at him, his yellow eyes burning. He looked to Linn, who was standing beside him. She nodded, and Kole sighed. 
Together, the three Embers made their way down to the green mounds and the small new lake Baas had made. The warriors of the Emerald Road arrayed themselves along the bowed arches of the cloister’s roots. Rather than busy themselves with the checking of gear and weapons, they simply sat, or stood, or knelt, and all of them closed their eyes. 
As they did, Kole noticed the pale faces within the hollows shifting more quickly, like birds startled by some sound. He heard a yell and saw a woman fall, her black tresses spilling over the mound on which she was kneeling. She shook, and Kole saw one of the old Willows leaning from her height, peering down at her. 
Kole made a move to help her, but the Emerald Blade shifted to stand before him. 
“What is this?” Kole asked. 
The younger Willows were hanging at the edges. He could see them standing atop their branches on high, hugging the trunks of the nearest trees. They looked as uncomfortable as he had ever seen them, their mouths locked into grimaces, their skin turning the ashen white of their roving orbs as they watched. 
Shifa whined softly and padded over to Kole, Wend at her heels. The old hunter looked to be in as much need of reassurance as the hound. 
“You are strangers,” the Emerald Blade said. He did not look at Kole, or Linn, or any of the others of their company as he spoke, instead studying his warriors, many of whom fell and rolled, seeming at once in pain and ecstasy. “I cannot know your mind, and I cannot know your hearts.” He looked to Linn, who shifted under his gaze. 
“Why are we here?” Linn asked.
He nodded toward the cloister and its moon faces, their black, beady eyes staring like those of vultures. “The Sightless can see what is hidden. Their vision no longer pierces tree and branch, but flesh and bone and sinew.”
Jenk made a sound of disgust, and Kole couldn’t blame him. Baas mumbled something unintelligible. If the Faeykin of the Valley made him uncomfortable, Kole couldn’t imagine what he thought of this.
Kole thought of the eyeless Willows he had seen killed the day before. Somehow, this felt worse. The Sightless, as the Emerald Blade had called them, inspired as much revulsion as pity. They moved like the owls they seemed to seek to imitate, or like carrion birds seeking some sort of ethereal prey. 
“And I always thought Sister Gretti was strange,” Misha said, her usual brash humor somewhat dimmed under the circumstances. 
“What happened to them?” Linn asked. “What are they?”
Kole could see her piercing eyes flicking from one to the next, and the Sightless responded, leaning forward in their alcoves, stretching out as if they meant to leap upon the one who was searching, though they could not quite find her.
“You will let them in,” the Emerald Blade said, and Kole was suddenly conscious once more of the weapon that hung from his leather belt, bare and glinting like the sun off of his bare torso. 
“Answer her,” Kole said.
Jenk took a step toward him, taking up his flank in the case of an unexpected attack. The Emerald Blade smirked at the Ember and stood square to face him, arms outstretched. Linn came around from behind, and he met each of their eyes in turn, the yellow of his own eyes sparking. 
Kole felt the conjured breeze shifting through the trees at their back. The Emerald Blade plainly felt it too, his smirk dropping into something above fear and below threat. His warriors were unconcerned with the Landkist of the Valley, draped as they were about this sacred ground. 
“They were Willows?” Wend prompted. The old hunter looked sick. 
“Once,” the Emerald Blade said, nodding. “But they took more life than they saved. Center is generous with its gifts. Even when you tip the balance too far toward killing, there is a reward of sorts.” 
He turned to gaze at the tower of horror, and Kole tried to see it as anything but and failed. 
“It’s horrible,” Linn whispered, and Misha and Jenk could only nod. 
Kole felt the ground move beside him and saw Baas gritting his teeth. He seemed unsure whether to run from or toward the many-spiked spire. 
“There is a freedom in it,” the Emerald Blade said. He looked almost proud. “But … they are not themselves. Spend too long in the thoughts of beasts, and you become one. But they remember what it is to be one of the Greenfolk. They remember what it is to be an enemy of the same. They still protect Center. It is how they repay the land for what they took from it. They watch, and they judge.”
His look changed, then. 
“The Willows Asha killed.” He clenched his fists. “It was a bad way. They saw that, too. It is no way for a Willow to die. They are angry, but they will be fair to you.”
“Fair?” Misha asked, appalled. 
She took a half-step back, and the Emerald Blade turned toward her. Baas took a protective step forward, and Shifa let out a warning growl. 
Misha’s hand moved toward her spear, and Kole knew that he couldn’t stop her even if he wanted to. Not by force. He made a move to speak, but Linn beat him to it. 
“Wait,” she said, and the air was sucked out from around them in a strange way that made it feel as though their little patch were taking a breath. 
“What?” Misha asked, that knife’s edge coating her tone. “What do they want with us? Why are we even here? Our path is our own. We don’t need your permission to carry on. We don’t need your permission to find the Dark Ember at Center and bring him to whatever justice we deem fit.” 
She took a step forward, seeming to grow taller as she did, until she was standing nose to nose with the Emerald Blade, whose bronze skin twitched with the promise of swift action. 
“Just as you have your enemies, we have our own,” she said, nearly spitting. 
“You are not in the southern Valley anymore,” the Emerald Blade said. “I have a people to protect, if not to lead. I have a war to finish, and if you’re not on the other side, you’re in the middle of it.” There was no threat in his tone, but the words said all they needed to. 
Linn stepped between them, and all eyes turned to her. Kole saw many of the Greenfolk making their way over as their fellows rolled on their grassy mounds. Those who stood moved in a dreamlike haze, their steps growing more solid as they walked, their eyes going from glazed to blinking. The Sightless lost all interest in them, focusing their black attention on those who remained below their dark branches. 
“We have nothing to hide,” Linn said. She turned to Misha. “But we may have something to show. Something of use to our hosts.” She turned back to the Emerald Blade. “To our allies.”
He regarded her steadily, and Kole wondered what had passed between them on their walk. 
The Emerald Blade took a step back to give them a full view of the spire. There was a pull that was difficult to resist. Many of the Sightless had finished with their seeming prey. They were leaning from their promontories like waiting wasps. 
“Are there any beasts at Center more frightening than these?” Jenk asked, speaking for all of them. 
“Some,” Wend said, his crusty demeanor bordering fear. “We’ve been lucky thus far. Only the jungle cats and blood apes have been sent. Not the full might of the Called. Not the greater beasts.”
“In time,” Baas said, and Kole regarded him strangely. The Riverman seemed rigid where he was usually solid, bothered where he was normally calm. 
“Look on them,” the Emerald Blade said. “Meet the eyes of one, and you’ll look into the Many. Step forward and be unclothed.”
“Rather not,” Misha muttered, ignoring the sharp look Linn turned her way. 
And it was Linn who did step forward, bravely and without hesitation. She stepped onto the next mound that must have been forced up above the gorged roots below the soil. Kole nearly reached for her but restrained himself. 
She stared, and Kole knew it took more than it would for the rest of them, given her new sight. Though she stood still, her body suddenly went taut. He could see the muscles of her arms tense as if the power of the storm was flowing through her once more. The wind whipped and nearly had them stumbling before it died away entirely, and her muscles relaxed, her shirt stilling as she exhaled in a way that made it difficult to distinguish pain from relief. 
She was driven or fell to her knees, arms going slack at her sides, the silver point of an arrow driving into the dark soil below the turf. She wavered but did not fall over as many of the Greenfolk had. Even entranced as she was, caught like a fly under a swarming web, Linn Ve’Ran did not bend. 
Kole only wished he could say the same. 
He stepped forward, standing even with Linn and looking down at her. Her look was vacant, her piercing eyes gray, her lips forming a tight line. But her brows were drawn together. She was fighting, and, judging by the look, she was winning. 
Kole steeled himself and gazed upon the nest of horrors ahead. The Sightless seemed to sway, leaning and preening for his attention. He chose one at random and focused in, stepping closer so as to get a clear view of those black beads in the shadows of the overhanging branches. The Sightless went cold, and in spite of all his heat, Kole followed suit in short order. 
The moonface, so alien compared to the rest of the folk of the Emerald Road, seemed to glow with a preternatural light. Kole frowned as a strange feeling stole through him. It was not fear or the pain he had expected. This was not so much an assault as a creeping and questing exploration, like an animal wondering at him. 
The black eyes took on more life, the longer he looked. The vast wells of darkness swirled and became milky and opaque. He felt a tightness in his chest as the gray-black trunk of the tree without her nest faded, and Kole was blasted through a shocking set of images: things he had seen and done in the days prior. And the days stretched to years: his life, played back and strange.
Kole did not know if his body had fallen but guessed that it had. He felt the grass beneath his hands, and though he was looking away from the skeletal tree and its gorged limbs and deep roots, he understood that the whole of it, including the shells of those discarded and turned Willows, made up the Sightless. It was not a group so much as a collective, and Kole felt its full weight upon him. 
What Kole saw seemed less like memories and more like glimpses in the shattered mirror of time, and the same emotions he had felt then came roaring back as the Sightless delved, hovering on the duel he had fought with T’Alon Rane in the White Crest’s abode.
Eventually, mercifully, it released him, but not before pulling him back, further and further, until he smelled the salt breeze of Last Lake. Until he recognized his mother’s voice. 
“Landkist.” The voice belonged to his people. It was a prayer and a chant, a promise and a wish. 
And Kole felt the fire lighting his palm then as it did now, his blood thrumming with the brazier it had awakened in his heart. 
The Sightless released him from its silent torture, but not before leaving him with a final impression: gratitude. 
Kole saw his hands pressing down on the soft bed of the mound on which he was kneeling. His breathing was slow, creating a mist that curled around the drooping blades of grass below him. He felt sweat pool on his brow and drip from his chin and heard the familiar sizzle as his blood warmed once more. He closed his eyes to steady himself and felt the thrum of a subterranean river running below his palms, marveling that it was all encased in the roots that fed the being he had just communed with. 
He looked up and saw the Sightless—the lot of it and them—gazing down with looks that, while still strange, no longer frightened. 
“Some thing,” Linn said, and Kole saw her hand thrust before his face. He took it and allowed her to pull him up. Her eyes were a little wide, but she looked none the worse for wear. Together, they turned toward the others. 
Misha, Jenk and Wend were kneeling as Shifa worried over them, whining softly as she sniffed their ears and hopped from one mound to the next. 
Baas remained rigid, and while Kole at first assumed that he was in the depths of his own discovery, his heart caught as the Rockbled’s eyes darted over him and Linn, taking them in. His face was locked in a grimace, and his fists were hanging steadily at his sides. The great stone shield that lay across his back seemed to vibrate. 
“Baas?” Linn asked, stepping forward. 
The Emerald Blade eyed him as well, brows drawn together.
Baas ignored her. 
Misha gasped, sucking in deep breaths as though she had just emerged from a pool she’d spent the better part of the day drowning in. Jenk was next, the Ember falling back as he looked around in relieved wonderment. Wend was last. To Kole’s surprise, he remained steady, but his look stayed vacant longer than any of the others’ had. 
Kole felt eyes on his back and turned to see the whole of the assembled Greenfolk standing atop their root arches and grassy slopes. Not a single one was left on the ground, and the Sightless Willows now had a singular focus as they tried to bring Baas Taldis under thrall. 
“Baas,” Linn said. She made a move, but the Riverman held up a hand toward her.
“No,” he said, glaring at the Emerald Blade.
The warrior looked from him to Linn and Kole. The sword at his side glinted as his movement caught the edge of a yellow ray and turned it up. 
Kole looked to Baas, whose face seemed to contort in pain. He looked beyond Kole and met the collective stare of the gathered men and women, the Willows peering from the surrounding trees and canopy, and the Sightless as it sought a way into his mind. 
“No.”
It sounded like a rising wind from far off at first, and Kole looked to Linn. She shrugged, her ears perking up as she turned toward the great tree. Kole realized that the sound, growing keener and more harsh with each passing breath, was a hissing. 
He turned and observed the black-eyed Willows, or the things that had been them. They were leaning so far now that they threatened to fall, their lips peeled back from teeth that had the sparkling points of killers. Their black, insectile eyes were all focused on Baas, who held firm under their accusatory gaze, growling. 
Kole’s mind worked over how best to intercede. 
And then the hissing stopped. The Sightless melted back into the shadows of the trunk that was their home, so that only their bare outlines remained. The mood lifted, the heavy and forbidding cloak that had hung over them all now dissipating. 
Kole heard a collective gasp and a thud and whirled to see Baas on his hands and knees, his bulk sinking him into the soft earth, his pants soaked through with seeping water. He seemed utterly spent.
“No,” he whispered.
Kole felt a sense of guilt as he thought the Sightless had found a way in to that seemingly impenetrable fortress—until the Riverman smiled a smile of victory. 
“You kept them out?”
The speaker was the Emerald Blade, and Kole and the others regarded him with a sense of unease. His expression, however, held no more threat than his tone. If anything, he seemed impressed by the Riverman’s fortitude. Apparently, Baas’s strength translated far beyond the physical.
The warrior stepped forward, and Kole moved to intercept him, but the Emerald Blade offered his hand to the kneeling man once more. Baas met his gaze, his gray eyes hardening. He took the offer and rose, triumphant. 
The Emerald Blade stepped back and nodded to the eastern trees, where the Willows were hanging back, watchful. None of them would enter this space of soft mounds and hard eyes. The warriors—it seemed there were none at Center who were not burdened with the title—moved back into the forest, and Kole could see them taking the vertical trails back up into the lower canopy. 
“The forest floor is a dangerous place,” the Emerald Blade said, following Kole’s gaze. 
“I expected monsters of a different kind at Center,” Kole said with a shrug. 
“There are not so many in these parts, these days,” the Emerald Blade said forlornly. “Many have been spent. But Center is vast. The greater beasts still roam and fly and burrow in the northern woods. No doubt, Caern and her Raiths still have a few left in hiding.”
“Caern?” Kole turned toward him as he tracked his people’s slow progress. They were tired, worn from their experience with the Sightless. 
“One who took up the role in Brega’s absence.”
There was a pregnant pause.
“Why did you bring us here?” Kole asked, speaking for the lot of them. He eyed Linn to gauge her reaction, to see if she had known along the way, but she was looking at the Emerald Blade as expectantly as the rest of them. 
“Trust is not an easy thing to come by at Center,” the Emerald Blade said after a time. He did not meet Kole’s eyes as he spoke. “Once, it was the only thing one could count on in a land like this.”
“You brought us to be judged,” Kole surmised. 
“To be seen, in any case,” the warrior said with a shrug. “Your pasts were laid bare and your futures deemed free enough.”
“Our futures?” Linn asked. 
The Emerald Blade regarded her, his face screwing up as he thought on how best to explain. “There are Seers in the lands you come from, yes?”
Linn nodded. “Some who claim to be, and some who are the real thing.”
“And these predict your futures?” he asked. “They cast bones and smear blood?”
Linn swallowed and wrinkled her nose. “Some,” she said. “But not the ones I trust.”
He nodded as if he understood all too well. “There are some at Center who practice the Sight in this way,” he said. “Brega Cohr and the Raiths who follow him.”
“Brega sees the future?” Wend asked, still looking a bit unsteady. 
“They followed Seers who claimed to,” the Emerald Blade said. “The same Seers who allied with the former wielder of this power.” He indicated the sword that hung at his side, and Kole saw that green glint spark at the mention. Then he turned back to Linn. “Whatever these Seers across all lands see, you would be wise to mistrust the future.” He eyed the rest of them, locking each with those cat’s eyes. “It is a tenuous thing, fleeting as the mists of morning. The Sightless care little for its implications.”
“They wanted our past,” Misha reasoned, not sounding as though she was fond of the idea. 
“The Sightless is singular,” the Emerald Blade said. “But, yes, in its way. It wanted a measure of you. If it had not liked what it saw, you would be dead.”
He did not say who would have done the killing, and Kole swallowed the desire to ask. 
“But it wasn’t us alone,” Jenk grimaced. “Your people were targeted as well.”
“The Sightless does not distinguish friend from foe or ally from enemy,” the Emerald Blade said. “Each has a past.”
“Who is the Sightless to judge?” Baas asked, surprising Kole. 
The Emerald Blade’s brows rose as he took the Riverman in. If he had taken offense, he did not show it. “There is no judge harsher than the self,” he said as much as asked. 
The words seemed to have more of an effect on Baas than Kole would have thought. The Riverman looked at the ground, thoughts turning. 
The Emerald Blade shifted, glancing toward the shadowed tree and its many alcoves. “We must move on.”
They followed him back into the trees, Kole still buzzing from the sights he’d seen. 
He had expected something else. Something more. Accusations, perhaps. The others seemed to be thinking along the same lines. Misha kept glancing back as the Sightless drifted from view, lost in the haze of the filtered afternoon light. Jenk, for his part, studied the rest of them, his brow working as he turned over whatever he had been shown. Wend looked ashen and defeated, while the rest looked, if not relieved, then something close to it. 
Kole brushed his hand against Linn’s as she walked beside him. She had been lost in her own silent thoughts but turned a strained smile his way. 
Shifa whined, and Kole looked down at her. 
“I know,” he said. It seemed to appease the hound for the time being. 
They followed the same path they had taken down, but angled east once they had reached the middle canopy, the latticework forming another ground that seemed harder and more stable than the one below. Kole looked to the south, his gaze unable to penetrate much of the confusion of leaves and branches. He knew the Emerald Road was that way, higher up, touching the clouds beneath the blue sky. 
He looked up and was able to make out the lowest of the highest branches, swaying in the easy currents of a calm day, drinking in the sunlight that gave life to the vast network below it—that gave power to the Embers walking beneath the boughs. 
Kole adjusted his pack with a rattle that drew the attention of the Emerald Blade. 
Ahead, the narrow path widened, and the rolling canopy opened up into a series of pathways, some sloping up to the north while the southeastern trails angled downward. 
The warriors who had been shadowing them waited there, all eyes staring expectantly at a leader Kole was beginning to see more and more as reluctant. Seeing them as he did now, tired and vulnerable, they looked younger than he had realized—most of them younger than he. The Willows, as was their wont, stayed at the edges, their white eyes trained as much on the Emerald Blade as on his newfound allies. 
In the stretching silence, Kole felt a camaraderie with the folk of the Emerald Road he had not up to that point. He felt a shared burden, if not a kinship, the bond of a people pushed to the edge and then further. He looked to Wend and saw the old hunter’s head bowed under the weight he was carrying—a storm of memories that had likely just been brought back to the fore. 
The Emerald Blade spoke clearly. “Linn Ve’Ran”—he indicated her, and she gave a momentary start—“has told me of the encounter she and Kole had with the Ember from the west.”
A murmur ran through the assembled warriors. The Willows watched, unmoving. 
“But they are from the south,” one of the women near the front said. Her voice held all of the suspicion the Sightless had seen fit to dismiss, and the Emerald Blade held up a hand to stop it from spreading. 
“He is old,” he said, shaking his head. “He carries the mark of the Eastern Dark—a name we have heard from time to time. One of the Sages, and one the rest have long been wary of.”
He paused, meeting as many eyes as he could. He looked to Linn last, and she nodded for him to continue. 
“But this man,” he said. “This T’Alon Rane claims the dark has no hold over him. He counts himself an enemy to our enemy. He seeks the head of the Sage of Balon Rael.”
Now the murmur changed to a sudden gust. 
“There are many risks,” the Emerald Blade said. “Many unknowns. But the Sage of Balon Rael will finish us, and he’ll do it soon. These Landkist of the southern Valley are friends. They fought alongside us, and they will do so again.”
“Why?”
The speaker was a young man Kole thought looked familiar. He strained his recent memory and called up an image of him fighting with Jenk among the pools to the southwest. His arm was still bandaged from the burn he had suffered. 
“Because it is time the Sages met their match,” Kole said. 
He thought to say more, but let it drift. The young man studied him, as did those around, looking between Kole and the Emerald Blade, full of trepidation. 
The Emerald Blade cleared his throat, stepping forward. 
“They killed one of the Sages in the south,” he said. “The White Crest, who wielded the sky itself. He brought ruination to the Gray People we once called friends.” 
Kole looked to Wend, who grimaced. He might have spit, had he more energy. He gave a start when the Emerald Blade laid a hand on his shoulder, but his look changed when he met that yellow gaze. 
“A people we should have been there for,” the Emerald Blade said, then turned back. “But we have been lost in our own troubles, which grow as thick and dense about us as the many-armed trees and the grasses underfoot.”
“She called the storm down.”
It was the young Willow, standing near the back. She pointed at Linn, her white eyes quivering while those of the others were steady. It seemed she was the only one who ever spoke, and she did so often. 
“She may wield the power of a Sage,” the Emerald Blade said. “But she is our kin.” He stretched his arms out. “Am I any different?”
“You were chosen,” one of the Willows said. 
“Who is to say she was not?”
They considered her in a new light, then. 
“I will go with them,” he said. “And there will be an ending to this.”
While the Emberfolk would have argued into the next dawn, the folk of the Emerald Road arrayed themselves quickly and without complaint. The choice had been laid before them, and now each of them chose. 
Near as Kole could tell, the better part of half had arranged themselves before the southern path—that which sloped upward toward the Emerald Road. They would not be coming. 
Perhaps it was for the better. 
Wend joined them. None of them voiced a complaint as the old hunter sidled between them. He turned back toward Kole and the others but did not raise his eyes to meet theirs. 
“Very well,” the Emerald Blade said. 
And with that, he moved off, the score or so warriors who had chosen his way following in his footsteps as the rest watched. 
Linn approached Wend and embraced him, and the old hunter hugged her back. She held him at arms’ reach and drew the silver shafts from the strap across her back and handed the bundle to him. 
“Too big for my bow,” he said, his usual gruffness lost in the emotion of the moment. 
“They’re more spears, in any event,” she said with a wink. “Besides,” she added, looking toward the young Willow, who was waiting at the clearing’s edge with her sisters, “I can call the skies to bring me another.” 
She tossed a look back at Kole and the others and followed the eastern trail. 
Baas clapped Wend on the back as he passed, nearly knocking him down. Wend laughed, and some of the younger warriors mimicked him. 
“Be safe,” Jenk said, first to Wend and then to those behind him. Some of them nodded. Misha followed him without a word, but Kole caught the look she shared with Wend. 
Kole and Shifa were the last to approach, and the hunter knelt down to say his goodbye to the hound. 
“Loyal,” he said, quietly enough that only Kole could hear. 
“The only way to be,” Kole said as he came back up to eye level. Wend’s piercing blues looked into him and held. 
They clasped one another on the shoulder and shook firmly. 
“Luck,” Wend said.
Kole nodded. “To your people.” 
“To ours.”
Shifa, sensing the purpose of the group, took off at a run, passing the Emerald Blade and his Willows and outstripping the lot of them as the canopy rolled out before her. They had only been in the forest for a span of days, and already the hound seemed to feel hemmed in. She needed to open up, and Kole felt a desire to do the same. He indulged it. 
“What did you speak with him about?” Kole asked as he caught up with Linn. 
Misha and Jenk were walking ahead of them, locked in their own conversation as Baas took up the rear. 
“I told him the truth.” 
“Of what?”
“Everything,” she said. “What brought us out of the Valley. Why we seek Rane and his company. Our argument with the Eastern Dark.”
Kole nodded and looked ahead, watching the Emerald Blade—man and weapon—reflecting the burnt light of the afternoon with their separate sheens. 
“You think he brought us to that thing, the Sightless, in order to gauge the truth?” 
“No,” she said, and her surety surprised him. Her brows drew together as she observed the warrior ahead. “I think that was a trip meant for them. After what happened with the Willows, I know they feel the need to take action.” She shrugged. “Maybe it’s something they do—a sort of cleansing before the work begins.”
Kole expected them to go down into the trees, making their way back to the southeast, where Asha and her troops were based. They moved in that direction, but the Emerald Blade brought them up higher, where the tips of the trees opened and spread apart to reveal the open sky. There was a breeze that dipped below the swaying boughs here that could not reach them farther down. He looked to Linn and saw her walking in something of a daze, feeling the passing breeze as he must feel the dying rays of the sun on his neck. 
“How far are we from the Emerald Road?” Jenk asked from farther ahead. 
An older Willow had strayed toward the Landkist in the center of the pack, but the grimace she turned on the Ember let Kole know that it was more happenstance than a move intended to show camaraderie. 
“This is the Emerald Road,” the young Willow answered for her from the side, though she sounded reluctant. 
Jenk settled for a shrug. 
“It all is,” Kole said, more to himself, and the young Willow nodded to him. 
“I suppose there isn’t such a thing as a true settlement here,” Linn said. “Not like Hearth or Last Lake.”
“More like the Faey,” Kole agreed. 
The young Willow turned her look of suspicion into one of boredom and picked up her pace, outstripping them as she melted into the thin foliage to the side, where her sisters were flitting, more comfortable running from branch to branch than walking on the even ground. 
Kole watched them for a time, marveling at their agility. 
“Do they ever fall?” he said, and when no answer came, he turned and met the eyes of the young warrior Jenk had wounded. The youth paled slightly before recovering enough of his wits to respond. 
“I think it is hard for them to fall,” he said. “They see the paths they have traversed. All the ways.”
That was a strange way to put it, but Kole thought he understood. The Willows could pierce the trunks of the trees, the leaves and roots, and even their sisters, with their sight. They were both in their bodies and beyond them at all times. As long as they knew the way they were traveling, the actual act was a formality. 
The day grew long and then faded away, the sky above turning a mix of purple and red—the colors of poison and blood. 
They made camp beneath the dusk-covered starlight, and if it hadn’t been for the patches and holes in the latticework beneath their feet, Kole would have believed they were in a forest much like any other. Still, it was a wonder how quickly one could become used to a thing. Stifling as it could be down below, where his skin gave off as much vapor as the plants and their dew, Kole liked it here, up above it all. 
Though they were unseen, he knew the Willows had arrayed themselves in the surrounding branches. As for Linn, she looked up as often as around, her eyes taking on the last faded hues that preceded night and throwing them back. 
Following the lead of the Emerald Blade and his warriors, Kole and the others dropped their packs in the center of what looked to be a massive thicket where the treetops were less vertical and more curved, with thorns poking from them to form a protective sort of chaos. 
“They’re cutting a wide berth,” Misha said as she settled down with her pack. 
“We can move quickly when we need to,” the Emerald Blade said. “We’ll be at the dry river by this time tomorrow.”
Jenk came over with a bundle of tinder he’d pried from the surrounding scruff and dropped it with a clatter. He offered a questioning look to the Emerald Blade, who nodded. 
“Besides,” he said, turning those yellows on Misha, “one last fire to gather your strength.”
She bristled but did not rise to the challenge, and Kole was thankful for it. He watched as Jenk knelt before the pile and hesitated, allowing the other foragers to add their own clutches to it before he wormed his hands beneath the interlocking brush. 
The gathered warriors watched in silent fascination as the spark caught and the pile roared to crackling life, plunging the deeper trails around them into an inky and flickering black that was broken only by the occasional glimmer of white from bird and Willow. Kole sighed as the heat washed over him, and Misha did the same, sidling closer to Jenk and the flames that moved with him and adding her own cadence to the dance. 
Kole stood and moved to join them, and the three Embers sat before the flames, drinking them in and passing a part of them out with each calming breath. They each stored the fire in their own ways, but as they communed with it, there was a mixing that was not unlike being intimate, and Kole could feel the beating of the others’ hearts just as they could feel his. It was like a shared brazier, and it reminded him of the Valley. Of the Lake. Of those they had protected. 
It reminded him of why he was out here in the World. The same purpose. The same end: to chase away the darkness in all its many forms so that people could live without the fear of it. 
When he had had his fill, Kole opened his eyes and stared across the fire, locking onto the Emerald Blade’s pale yellow coals and the glittering edge of stone that lay across his lap. His own blades pulsed on his back, radiating a part of the heat they would be called upon to unleash soon enough. 
“You have questions,” the Emerald Blade said, eyeing Kole first and then the others. 
Kole heard Shifa padding in the darkness around them and caught a flash of her white-tipped tail as she took off after some skittering thing. 
He eyed the warriors at his back, sitting or standing, leaning or crouching. They were staring into the flames with expressions that ranged from hard to vacant, each finding respite from tomorrow’s threat in whatever way he or she could. 
“Who are you?” Kole asked when none of the others did. “Who are you, really?”
The Emerald Blade thought for a time, his eyes catching the flicker of the flames and dancing with a light all their own. 
And then he told them. 
He spoke of the conflict at Center and how far back it stretched. He was his people, he told them, just as his future was theirs. He spoke of the Landkist on the great, sprawling plateau—the Willows and the Raiths, with whom they had only been mildly acquainted. While the Willows could only be female, it seemed the power of the Raiths transcended the gender and invaded the psyche. They were killers, while the Willows were—had been, in any case—watchers and minders. 
When the first Landkist were awaking at Center, the tribes were unified. There had been dozens back then. Now, there were two. One was arrayed in this very clearing, the broken shells and misplaced orphans of those hunted and persecuted by those led by Brega Cohr and his mother before him. 
“What started the fighting?” Misha asked.
“The same thing that starts all conflicts,” the Emerald Blade said. “Fear.”
“Of what?” Jenk asked. 
“Choose a thing,” the warrior said. “The Sage of Center.” The sword in his lap seemed to throw up an extra flicker in the shifting firelight. “He was a wild one. Not evil, like some would suggest. But … untamed. He fought with his brethren when there were more of them in the World. He killed more than the rest combined. His reasons were his own, just as the reasons of the others are kept to them alone. He kept our borders free of the Dark Kind that have plagued you so. He killed a Night Lord who ranged out of the western deserts—your homeland.”
Kole gave a start at the mention of a Night Lord and turned to see Linn regarding him. He turned to his left and saw Misha’s eyes widen, either in disbelief or at the memory of the serpent they had slain in the marshes north of Hearth—an approximation of the real thing. 
“These are the stories we know,” the Emerald Blade said by way of explanation. “They are stories passed from elder to youth and sometimes the other way. Who are we to say which of them are true and which are falsehoods meant to bolster one tribe or cow another?”
“What prompted him to disappear?” Kole asked, earning confused gazes from the gathered warriors. 
The Emerald Blade thought on it for a space of time before answering. “Power corrupts,” he said. He looked at the sword that lay across his lap as he said it. “We do not know the roots of the Sages’ conflict any more than you do. But we know it is the consequence of power.”
He paused and closed his eyes. 
“The Sage of Center killed many of his would-be brothers and sisters. A dozen. A score.” He shook his head. “It could be that someone got to him. He diminished for a time. He wandered the ways of the wood and tended where he used to destroy. He protected where he used to kill. He left the people here—those who worshipped him and those who feared him, often one and the same—to their own conflicts, which had grown out of the same seeds as his.”
His eyes went vacant. “And then he was gone. During the lifetime of our grandparents, he disappeared, and it was a long time before the rest noticed—a generation and more before the Sage of Balon Rael sent out his feelers and began sowing his own corruption in the fertile soil of Center.”
He scooped up some of that dark soil gathered beneath his legs, and Kole marveled that the stuff could find a way to climb so high, fighting its way inch by agonizing inch to the top of a seemingly impassable labyrinth of vines, creepers and giants of trunk and bough. Some came on the backs of birds, no doubt. Some came clutched in the fur of rodents, and others in the excrement of the apes, cats and other things that used these trails as highways. And some took the long way, riding the growth itself, weathering the elements just the same as everything else, taking the gifts the land offered and adding some of its own. 
The Emerald Blade stared at the dark smudges the dirt had left behind on his palms and rubbed the soft, gritless powder between his fingers. 
“It is said that, before he left, he spoke to the Sightless,” he said. 
Kole found himself focusing more on the sword as he spoke, catching its flickering now as a separate thing from the fire blazing before them. It was as though it were listening, casting its silent judgment over the telling of its tale. 
“What did he say?” Jenk said. 
“He left a portent,” the Emerald Blade said. “He said that the people of Center would come together or fall apart, crumbling and corrupted like a tree with rot. And he left a piece of himself—all of him, the way some tell it—in the trunk of the tree itself.”
It sounded like all the best stories Kole had heard as a child. A chosen warrior from among the Emberfolk of the desert—one blessed by the fires of the World. The first Keeper. 
“But fear is a poison,” the Emerald Blade said. “I won his parting gift.” He indicated the blade with a nod and—Kole thought—a grimace. “Look at the unity I have brought to my people.” 
He gripped the sword in his right hand and lifted it so it was pointing straight up. He turned it in the firelight and watched the green facets of the jagged edge slither and slide. 
“What a gift it is.” His disgust was evident. “A gift for killing, I think. Not for mending.”
He shook his head, glancing around as if suddenly aware that he was not alone, aware of those who were watching and listening, hanging on his every word as if he were a god—or a hero meant to slay them. 
“I thought my fight was done, but it only got worse.” 
“Yours?” Linn asked. 
He pointed the sword at her, point-first, before pulling it back. “The Sightless asked for the best of us. It took us into the hollows beneath its twisting roots. The paths there go deep, full as much of illusion as sense. It did not let us all out.”
A pause, then he said, “It did not ask for Brega Cohr.”
“Ah,” Jenk said, nodding. 
It was beginning to make sense, in a faint sort of way. Kole did not have all the pieces, but he had enough to make inferences. He knew enough of people and of belief, of ritual and of sacrifice. He knew enough of jealousy and hatred and the way they mixed.
Unknowingly, the Sage of Center had left fertile ground for the Sage of Balon Rael to plant his discord. He had engendered a conflict that had already been brewing for decades, if not centuries. One side had their hero: the one they were looking upon now. The other, their villain. Their great wrong. 
“Why do they follow the Sage of Balon Rael?” Misha asked. It was a simple question, and one asked plainly. 
“The Raiths and those who follow them have been raised in war,” the Emerald Blade said. “As have we all, unfortunately. I suspect Balon Rael has kept their hate burning through subtleties. Before, such feelings bubbled beneath the surface, but it was nothing the elders could not suss out and stamp out—nothing the Sightless would suffer to remain hidden at the cleansing.” He shook his head. “But Maja Cohr stopped going to the Sightless when I won the blade. She thinks it was a thing given. Perhaps it was.” His yellow eyes seemed to glow like Creyath Mit’Ahn’s. “A weapon for us to use against the Sages.”
A spark lit and seemed to carve the red lines and swirling patterns along his skin, illuminating them like molten rivers. Kole looked closely, noting the grooves and raised lines that separated red and bronze. For the first time, he thought they might be scars colored in by some nectar that grew beneath the trees. 
“She started the war,” Linn reasoned. “Brega’s mother.”
“And you killed her,” Misha said. 
“Yes,” the Emerald Blade replied. “Though we cannot lay all of the blame at her feet. Hate runs both ways. Like water, it seeks its own. Balon Rael saw that.”
“What does he get out of all this?” Kole asked, nearly throwing his hands up. 
He was full of fire now and wanted a place to aim it. The Sage of Balon Rael had never wronged him as the White Crest had—as the Eastern Dark had. But he had done the same and much worse to the people of Center, just as he had driven Wend’s people from the eastlands. 
“This,” the Emerald Blade said, turning the blade over so its edge caught the light and burned as it sliced through the film coating Kole’s eyes. “And whatever it contains.” 
“To kill the others,” Linn reasoned. “As Jenk said.” 
The Emerald Blade was silent, turning the weapon slowly.
“Why do they follow him?” 
The speaker was the young Willow. She had crept out of the shadows and now was standing at the edges of the questing orange light. Her white eyes reflected nothing; bags rounded the rims. Her shoulders were tense, her short-cropped hair mussed and messy.
“Power,” the Emerald Blade said. “And the fear of it.”
Her brow crinkled as she looked from him to the blade he was holding, and he smiled at her to show that he understood. 
“I never asked to lead.”
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “You did not.”
He looked across the fire. “The Raiths—Brega in particular—are lost children, guided by nothing but the hate they feed.”
Kole nodded. 
“You see?” the Emerald Blade asked, smiling without mirth. “There is always a balancing.” He looked down at the ground before him, setting the blade down beside him. “There will be one tomorrow.”
“The way we hear it—” Linn said, speaking hesitantly. Kole regarded her curiously, but she seemed to be avoiding his gaze. “The way we hear it, the Eastern Dark believes he is a balancing force.”
“No one believes himself to be evil.”
“No,” she said. “I suppose not.”
“Power,” Jenk said. 
He seemed to have said it more to himself than the others, but now that they had heard him, he cleared his throat. His hand, which had been resting in the fire as easily as one of the snapping branches, now withdrew, bringing with it a ball of flame that sought a way into his skin. He turned his hand over, and the warriors of the Emerald Road edged closer, no longer frightened but still awed. 
“The Sages took theirs.” Jenk said it as though it might be a question. “We woke.” 
He turned his hand over again, and even Kole was entranced by the way the fire moved, like yellow and orange water with streaks of red and blue. It blew out as Jenk pulled his hand farther back, his concentration breaking as his eyes cleared. 
“The Landkist are a balancing, if ever there was one.” He looked at the Emerald Blade, at Kole, Misha and Linn. He turned and included Baas, and then took in the young Willow and the white moons in the trees beyond the firelight. “We have to believe that.”
The Emerald Blade nodded. He met the eyes of as many of his young warriors as he could. “We are weak enough for him to strike, now. He thinks it. He won’t expect us.” 
He stood and held the blade out before him. The veins stood out along his arm as the emerald glowed enough to challenge the light of the fire. 
“He wants the blade. I’ll give it to him. But first, I’ll give it to the gold-maned devil who serves him.”
In the place of a rowdy cheer, there was a deadly silence. 
“Brega Cohr is misguided,” the Emerald Blade said. “He sought power out in the east, in a land of darkness. He needn’t have gone so far.” 
Another flare from the blade punctuated his words, and now there was a murmur that rose to a steady growl. Kole felt a swelling himself. 
Linn stood, and Kole followed her up. In a moment, Misha, Jenk and Baas had joined them, and even Shifa padded over, sensing the excitement. 
“If your Ember King gets in our way—” the Emerald Blade said. 
“We’ll see to that,” Kole answered. 
“Let’s hope the fire burns in one direction.”
“Enough of Sages and their designs,” Kole said with a smile. 
The Emerald Blade considered him as his people looked on, and Kole considered his next words carefully.
“Your name,” Kole said. “What is your true name”—he nodded to the blade the warrior was holding—“and not that of the thing you carry?”
The Emerald Blade winced, and Kole felt that he might have overstepped his bounds. 
“My name.” 
He looked into the flames, and there was a depth of sadness that emanated not only from him, but from the watching Willows and from the warriors old beyond their years. 
“Maro,” he said. “I was called Maro.”
“Maro,” Kole said, nodding. “Maro, the Emerald Blade.”




There was a quiet sense of purpose when they awoke, and it was bolstered by the swirling gray in the skies above. Linn had had dreams the previous night—dreams that had rolled and roiled. She looked up into the sky and, in the place of trepidation, felt a stony comfort. 
She tested the pull on her bow as the others donned their gear—Kole and Misha their black scales, and Jenk his leathers. 
“You have no arrows.”
Linn turned and saw one of the young warriors, a girl, though it was difficult to tell with her close-cropped hair. The Willows had already moved off, forging ahead to find the site of the coming storm. 
“It seems I’m no longer in need of them,” Linn said with a smile. 
“Like Maro,” the girl replied. 
He was standing off to the side, surveying the preparations as Kole spoke to him. 
“The Emerald Blade,” the girl said by way of correction. 
Linn studied her. She was wearing the same leathers as most of the others, and was carrying knives in the place of long blades, along with a short bow and an assortment of other sharp, iron-tipped weapons. She couldn’t have been any older than Iyana, and yet, there was no reverence in her tone. She spoke of the man as though he were just that, but she was not willing to use the name he had given—the name he had been given by whatever mother and father were now lost to the reaches. 
“The Emerald Blade,” Linn agreed.
Linn sighed as the girl left her and looked up into the sky again. She let out a breath and took in another, feeling the cool wind in her lungs. 
She observed Baas, still sitting by the charred remnants of last night’s fire, Shifa standing at his side as he ran those ham-sized hands through her fur. 
“Thinking,” Misha said, coming up to stand beside her so silently that Linn nearly jumped. 
“Sorry?”
“Thinking,” Misha said, indicating the rest. She nodded toward where Kole, Jenk and Maro were speaking. “It’s what gets men killed before the fight.”
“I’m not sure I follow,” Linn said. “You don’t think it’s wise to plan?”
Misha turned what could only be described as a look of severe condescension Linn’s way. She sighed to top it off, her red locks flowing around black armor that had picked up more silver scrapes and shallow pits since Misha had come to Center. 
“We’re walking into an ambush,” Misha said. “We’re walking into an ambush with nothing but the hope that it isn’t meant for us.”
“A part of it is,” Linn said with a shrug. “Asha believes the trap is being set for us. Rane will have led her to believe it. She’ll be waiting, but she won’t be counting on the Landkist of the Eastern Dark bolstering our ranks.”
“He never said he was going to fight alongside us,” Misha said. “Did he?”
Linn opened her mouth to answer and then closed it, and Misha made a clucking sound with her tongue against the roof of her mouth. 
“Nothing to be done for it now,” Misha said. “We’ve got our merry band together. This is why we came to Center in the first place, right? Why we left our Valley home. To lift up the downtrodden. To do battle with the forces of darkness and drive them from all lands until we come to our fateful meeting with the Eastern Dark, the enemy behind it all.”
Linn sensed the powerlessness behind the bitter words. “Are those such unworthy pursuits to you?” she asked, changing tack. 
Misha rewarded her with an aloof expression. “We came to Center to find the King of Ember,” she said, her voice steady. “We found him. You did, at least. And you let him go.”
“Finding him was only the beginning,” Linn said. “The means, not the end.”
“And what is the end?” Misha asked, clearly struggling to keep her tone civil. “Is it ours, or his? He works for the Eastern Dark, remember. Do you remember? He works for the same darkness that corrupted our Valley, that turned Larren Holspahr into a demon to be slain rather than a hero to be sung about.”
Tears were gathering around the rims of Misha’s green eyes. Linn reached out and put a hand on Misha’s shoulder. The Ember did not pull away. 
“What do you feel is right, Misha?” Linn asked. “Look at the power you wield. The power Kole and Jenk wield. The power I wield. Do we cower at the edge of the World, waiting for the next darkness to take us? Do we abandon these folk to their fate? Those at Center and the countless souls beyond it, like Wend and the Gray People who came out of the east?”
Misha did not answer. She looked at the burnt and charred logs in the erstwhile hearth that was now little more than a black smudge staining the top of the canopy. 
“The powers that be in this World have much to answer for,” Linn said, feeling her own sense of purpose grow with each word. 
“We are powers,” Misha said quietly. She looked to Linn, earnest. “We are powers in the World, Linn. How do we say what is right?”
“The winners decide what is right,” Linn said, answering before she could think about it. She realized how much she sounded like Kole and could not immediately decide if that was a good thing. 
“We have one evil ahead of us.”
Baas had moved over with the usual silence that belied his bulk. Even on the tops of trees, the ground went out of its way to conceal his presence.
“Balon Rael is evil if I have ever heard it,” he said, still patting Shifa behind the ear. The hound had followed him and would continue to do so until he stopped or the work began. “The Sages’ number has decreased, but their influence has only grown. We toppled one. Now, we move on to the next.”
“If Rane wants Balon Rael dead,” Misha said in a harsh whisper, “does that not mean the Eastern Dark does as well?”
“Just because the enemy wants a thing does not make it wrong to do,” Linn said, not feeling it as truth.
So much depended on Rane. 
But there was another thing, Linn thought as she watched Maro detach himself from the Ember pair of Kole and Jenk, that green blade swinging easily at his side. Though they had only been without the Valley for a short time, they had already found powerful allies. Maro could be one in the battles to come. 
Linn closed her eyes and felt the charge move through the moist air and set her fingers to buzzing. She closed her eyes and felt the energy moving through her—not so much rivers as shortcuts, the power streaking from blood to sinew and sinew to bone. There was a pain beneath it that stung, but she worked to guide it along safer pathways until she had need of it. 
She felt a wash of fresh heat that was higher than Misha’s and opened her eyes to see Kole standing beside her. He was staring at the Emerald Blade as the latter rounded his score of warriors together. Jenk came up behind him. 
“What’s the plan?” Linn asked, ignoring the look Misha turned on her. Jenk caught it and offered a questioning one of his own. 
“We’re a ways off from Asha’s camp, according to Maro,” Kole said. “And we don’t know where Rane wants us to strike from, or how.”
“A good start,” Misha said sarcastically, but Kole ignored her. “Then there’s the small matter of the hundred black-armored soldiers the bitch has under her command.”
“Yes,” Kole said. “There’s that.” He stared at Misha with an expectant look, like a parent waiting for a child’s tantrum to pass. 
Misha rolled her eyes and waved for him to continue. 
“Whatever pulses Rane was setting off, I felt them strong enough to wake me,” Kole said. “You two felt them as well, and now that you know what they were, you should be able to trace them as easily as I did.”
Jenk shook his head. “How do we know he’s going to … flare, or whatever it is he was doing to get your attention in the first place?”
“Trust,” Kole said. He shrugged. “If we don’t have some basis in that, this whole mission is folly. If it is, it is.”
Linn nodded to Maro and his warriors. “The Willows need cover to be effective.”
Kole nodded as she spoke. Then he turned his attention back to Misha and Jenk.
“Those soldiers were strong, no doubt.” He nodded to Baas. “We’ve got more than a bit of that, but not much to go around.”
“I will do my part,” Baas said. 
“I’ve no doubt you will. But we need to do ours.”
“What do you have in mind?” Jenk asked. 
“Once they’re hot enough, our blades will cut through those shells well enough,” Kole said. “But—” He paused. “How many did you bring down?”
Misha bristled as if it were a challenge. When she realized Kole’s look offered nothing of the sort, she relaxed. “Two,” she said. “You?”
“Four, I think,” Kole said. “Maybe six.” 
Linn wondered if he had included the straggler in that figure—the one he’d drained of all heat and the life that came with it. 
“Jenk?” Kole asked.
“Five.”
“Did you?” Misha asked, trying and failing to sound less irked than interested. 
“Sword does quicker work than spear,” Jenk said with a shrug. “Probably why I’m always getting myself cut.”
“Let’s avoid that as long as we can,” Kole said. “In fact, I think we should avoid direct engagement as long as possible. As Misha says, Asha has many. They are fast and they are strong, with too much of each to be natural. The longer we engage, the more likely it is that we’ll tire. The more we tire, the more mistakes we’ll make. It won’t take much for an errant swing to take one of us down. These aren’t the Dark Kind. They have the cunning of men and the backing of power.”
“What, then?” Misha asked. “A distraction? Who holds the line?”
“I don’t mean for there to be a line so much as a skirmish zone,” Kole said. “If there is a line, Maro’s the one who’s got a mind to hold it.” He looked at Baas, as Linn had known he would. “I think you’ll be best-served there, Baas.”
Baas nodded, offering no complaint. 
“Our flames are our greatest weapon,” Kole continued. “But they don’t always have to be in our blades.” He touched the rims beneath his eyes. “Those visors they wear—they’ve got to be difficult to see through. Protection against the shafts of the Willows more than anything else, I’d guess.”
“Flares,” Jenk said, nodding.
“Use your jets for misdirection more than as an attack,” Kole said. “Especially you, Misha. Your spear makes the best crescents.”
“The weapon’s got nothing to do with it,” Misha said with a smirk.
Kole smiled. “We’ll melt the shells like butter again if they get close. High with your jets. Low with your blades.”
The Embers nodded, satisfied, and Kole looked to Linn.
“I’m going to skirt the edges,” she said. “But I won’t be staying there this time.”
Kole raised his brows, but he let her finish. 
“If I can get a shot off at Asha,” she said. “I’ll put her down.”
“We’ll need those eyes,” Misha said. 
“They’ll be on you,” Linn said. “Mostly, though, they’ll be on Rane and the others he’s got with him. I want to see exactly how he plays this.”
“He may have to play the part,” Kole said, a hint of warning in his tone.
“No doubt,” Linn agreed. “But playing only goes so far. I’ll make sure he goes no further.” She nodded behind Kole, and Maro met her eyes as she did. “And I’ll keep an eye on him as well. Near as we can tell, that blade’s got an awful lot to do with the conflict at Center. If he falls, it won’t stay down for long.”
“Nice day for it,” Baas said, and Linn regarded him. She followed his gaze up into the roiling skies above and smiled. 
“Right,” Kole said. “The Willows have likely stopped ahead. We’ll keep pace with Maro and his. Keep alert for Rane’s signals.” 
There was a stretched moment when none of the five spoke, only stared at one another—a silent sharing before whatever was to come. Maro watched them stoically. 
“There are more than men beneath the trees,” Maro said as they walked over. He looked down at Shifa and reached out to stroke her mane. She did not pull away. “Remember that.” His yellow eyes flashed. 
The warriors ringing him grasped one another by the wrists and gave their squeezes. It reminded Linn of the Valley. 
Shifa took off before the first of the warriors had a chance to, and soon the lot of them were racing over the sprawling and varied carpet that made up the Emerald Road. The canopy split off into a clutch of trails that soon became dozens. The dozens split into scores, and the scores hundreds. 
Despite the fact that the Embers had the fire in their blood, the Greenfolk seemed to have no trouble keeping up. If anything, it looked as though the Landkist were lagging slightly behind, the twisting pathways and changing elevations causing them to slow and stop, start and change direction on a whim. 
Linn breathed in on each leap and exhaled as she came down, finding a strange rhythm that allowed her to lighten her body enough to give an easy glide to her gait. For all she knew, it could have been a trick of her mind, but an hour into their bounding, the only moisture collected on her brow had been born of the forest rather than her skin. 
They had left the skies behind, but Linn could still feel them. The forest around the middle canopies—staggered shelves that alternated between threadbare and as solid as stone— turned gloomy, full of creeping shadows so that it felt like evening despite the early hour. 
Baas crashed through one rotted expanse, and Linn nearly cried out, only to see the Riverman keeping pace on the more solid ground below. 
“Ground!” Maro shouted, and the warriors in the trees around them dropped. Linn followed, and the three Embers took the lead. 
Linn caught a glimpse of Jenk as he passed her. His brow was furrowed in concentration. 
“Any sign?” Linn asked, and he nodded stiffly before outstripping her. 
Misha picked up her pace as well, and Kole veered to the right up ahead, Maro and the bounding warriors cutting to follow as Shifa carved a path through the rougher brush. 
There was movement above—shadows interrupting the gray light that gave Linn a start—but she caught the flash of moon white that betrayed the presence of the Willows, who were flitting from branch to branch at speed. 
Even if Kole and the others couldn’t suss out precisely where Rane was, the Willows would get the lay of the land. If they were familiar with this particular patch, they might even be able to get a drop on whomever was waiting for them. 
It was a troubling thought—that they were sprinting headlong into an ambush they meant to spring, but Linn felt the skies above and the clouds that made them up. She felt the silver bow rising and falling across her back, and her heart was calm, as if she had not been running for hours on end. She flexed her palms as she ran and felt the winds of her passing curl back in. She closed her eyes and willed it to follow, and it did, bearing her up until she was more tumbling than running through the rolling trails, the gargantuan, moss-covered trunks of Center passing her by in a green-brown blur. 
There was a flash of green, and Linn slowed as she caught up with Maro. The Emerald Blade was pulsing at his side, and she noted that he had slowed almost to a walk. Ahead, the three Embers had arranged themselves above and beneath a fallen trunk. The slightest vibration had Linn turning to see Baas making his way through the brush to the north, a dozen warriors readying what weapons they were holding as they took up the Riverman’s flanks. 
A creaking from above, and she saw the Willows gathered in the dipping and swaying boughs. The wind reached down through the layered canopies to tickle the hairs on the nape of her neck, and she dismissed the wind she’d brought along with her in a rushing that was more powerful than she had intended. So powerful, in fact, that it nearly took Maro from his feet. 
Shifa padded up behind Kole, her tail up and rigid. Maro, for his part, turned those yellow cat’s eyes her way. It was a look that questioned as well as considered, and while before it had made Linn uncomfortable, now it did anything but. 
She had some sense of the man beneath. 
“We are close,” he said, switching back to the Embers ahead. 
Kole had dropped down from atop the fallen trunk and sank into a squat beside Shifa, speaking with Jenk. 
“Where are we?” Linn asked, keeping her voice low. 
She could see well beyond the fallen trunk. There was a short expanse of tall grass and ferns separating their clutch from the towering trunks across the way, but a mist was hanging over it. The trees there had bark that was darker than the muddy browns that surrounded them, and the leaves hanging from the weighted boughs looked more akin to drapes. 
“South,” Maro said. “We are close.” 
He repeated it, and now Linn caught something else beneath the words. She looked at the warrior and noted the veins standing out on his bare arms and back. They stood out even alongside the stark and bloody tattoos. His side was glowing an iridescent green that emanated from the pulsing blade he’d pulled free. The handle up close was simple—bone wrapped in brown leather that had frayed with frequent use. The blade itself, however, now swirled like the clouds she could feel above, the deep jade and milky greens coalescing to form the shifting scales of a serpent. 
It was moist and clammy, uncomfortable for her and certainly doubly so for the Embers ahead, whose skin sizzled and hissed as they unwillingly donned their new cloaks. Shifa wagged her tail, the white tip standing out, and when all the rest were still, she bounded over the fallen trunk and streaked across the short expanse to disappear into the copse across the way. Kole stood, looking nervous as he followed the hound’s progress. 
All eyes were watching the narrow way, and Linn sighed first as she noted Shifa’s stark form break the plane as she bounded back with purpose. She ringed Kole before settling, and the Ember nodded to his fellows before turning the same look their way. 
Linn nearly gave a start as another snap sounded from far above—the sound of the Willows moving off. They would try to find a way across the gap. She felt a charge building in her chest and sent it lancing through each arm and down into the tips of her toes. Each breath brought a swelling with it that Maro noticed and began to move away from as he met the eyes of those warriors closest to him. 
Though the air swelled and collapsed with the movement of her chest, it had made Linn feel heavier the deeper they moved into the southern mists. The moisture in the air made it feel close and suffocating. If anything, the charge along the blades of her hands had only grown—the quiet fury of the waiting storm above.
“Does it speak to you?” Linn asked. She spoke without thinking. 
Maro’s eyes met hers. They had a swirl of their own as the deeper flecks of amber within the sunflower irises caught the reflected rays of the green blade at his side.
“When I allow it,” he said. He kept his voice low. 
Shrill whistles passed through the atmosphere and made his ears twitch as his fellows moved off, making their aching way across the gap as they responded to the Willows’ signals. 
“This isn’t the last fight, you know,” Linn said. “Your fight isn’t the last fight.” Her eyes flickered down to the blade, which seemed to flicker back. 
The rest of Maro’s face worked along with his jaw, but he did not open his mouth to speak. He moved off without another word, and Linn watched him go, the veins still standing out on his back but a little less, she thought. 
She’d laid the seed in ground as fertile as she could find. Now, she just had to ensure that they survived to see it sprout. 
She moved up to stand with the Ember triad, their heat enveloping her in a stinging mist that was whiter than the gray gloom that infected the deep evergreen around them. They looked across the gap, Jenk turning as he saw Baas pass from under the shelter of their stand and into the open gap. 
“Shall we?” Misha asked.
She moved off, and Jenk followed, but Kole hung back. 
“I’ll cover,” he said, though Linn knew he wanted to speak to her. 
He turned to her as the other Embers made their way beyond the fallen tree—one over and the other under. Shifa stopped a short way into the gap, sitting impatiently as she waited for Kole to give his orders. 
His look was not what Linn had expected. In place of the quiet determination she had come to know so well, she saw uncertainty. Even fear. 
His mouth worked, lips parting, but nothing came out. When she looked closer, Linn saw that he was shaking. She reached out and laid what she hoped to be a steadying hand on skin that did not scald so much as radiate. 
“You hold the flame, not the other way around,” she said. 
He set what passed for a hard look and made for the gap before she pulled him back. 
“Kole.”
He met her eyes and she closed her own, listening to the wind moving through the uppermost branches. She called to it, and it answered, pouring down in a heavy cascade until it shook the roots in the brush around them. 
“If I can wield this—” she said, letting the rest go.
Kole nodded, and now his look was truer. 
As he ducked under the bowed arch and its trailing vines, Linn’s heart caught in her chest. She recalled the images the Sightless had shown her—or she it—and the rush of blood to her head nearly had her reeling. She had not told Kole what she had seen because it had been him, all wreathed in flame. Not blue at the hands of T’Alon Rane, but red and raging as he stood over the half-melted body of the White Crest—a god of the skies she now spoke to. 
In truth, it was not Kole’s power she feared. It was the look he had just turned on her. The second in as many days. 
It was a look of need. 
As much as she’d like to tell him to put the fire away, to keep it locked and hidden, raging against the sides of his iron heart like the beating coals in a brazier, she knew they needed it now. She knew they would need it again. 
Linn sighed and thought she heard the trees respond. She was alone in their stand and very much wanted to stay that way, to sit beneath the swaying branches and imagine the World as it would be without gods passing through it. Without men and their wars. Without the horrors of what was waiting in the World Apart. 
She thought of her sister. Iyana was like their father, but Linn had to work for it. And no matter the doubts that plagued her mind before each fight, the steely look she had been known for—the quiet and killing calm—that was a gift of the Ve’Ran. 
She donned it like the armor the Embers were wearing and passed under the dark and earthen arch, moving into the misty gap beyond and training her eyes on the shadows across the way that now shifted with the movement of her friends and allies. 
Above, the skies pealed with faraway thunder coming closer. 
She felt naked and exposed in the scar between woods, but once she was on the other side, beneath the deeper shadows of the foreign trees, she felt a closeness that had nothing to do with the air. The trees were old here, the trails well-traveled. 
She passed over the rise and saw the telltale glow of the Emerald Blade. Maro had squatted behind a boulder to the right, while Kole, Jenk and Misha had arrayed themselves behind a clutch of the same directly ahead. To the north, Baas was kneeling with the largest clutch of men and women, each of whom had their wood and steel bared along with their teeth. 
Shifa slunk from one group to the next, her hackles raised, her tail at turns bobbing and stiff as she scented the air. 
The mist had left them. It was a thing for the uncertainty of the gap they had passed over. Ahead, beyond the stand of boulders, the ground fell away into a shallow and jagged trench that must have been a river. It was choked with green creepers and sharp lines of granite that sprouted like a titan’s fangs. Beyond it, the plants were as still as death, the trees across the narrow way leering. 
A creak and a whistle, and the first cry of death sounded as a Willow’s fletched arrow took one of the shadows down. Linn saw the visor pouring blood as the soldier fell into a patch of gray light, and the hell that had been promised broke out. 
Linn tensed and drew the bow she now kept for concentration more than need. She crouched atop the rise and watched as Maro and his blade lay in wait, as the Embers lit their blades and drank in the shared heat of one another, as Baas Taldis and his clutch exploded into motion and raged into the breach as the shadows came spilling. 
Arrows arced down and stuck in the chinks between pieces of armor. More of the black beetles fell when lucky or well-placed bolts struck them in the slits, but as they came on, their speed took on the fright Linn had seen before, the plants and brush breaking before them—even stones shattering in places—as the first line met and was thrown back by the shock of Baas and the ground that betrayed them. 
That stone shield shattered one who didn’t fall and pinned him as the ground moved to swallow him up, flailing arms and all, and the warriors of the Emerald Road ringed the Riverman, jabbing with spears and carving with steel as they fell on those who had fallen and set to hacking. 
There was a flash of yellow, and Linn saw a figure climb a stone across the way. She drew a blade that was more black than silver and pointed at Baas and his defenders, and the black tide swung their way, trampling the undergrowth. 
Linn saw Kole and Jenk rise and move to cut forward as Misha took up the rear. 
“Wait!”
The Embers halted and whirled, but Shifa sprang forward as another group of Maro’s warriors used the cover of the Willows’ next volley to move to the southern ridge. They met the black forms there, adding their chaos to the mix, and Shifa joined them. Linn sprinted down the rise and halted before the glowing Everwood blades.
“What?” Misha asked, her cheeks reddening. 
Linn pointed straight ahead and held her bow out before her, and Misha turned to sight the golden-haired commander on the other side of the riverbed. 
“The road!” Linn yelled, and Misha knew. 
The Ember leapt atop the boulder they had sheltered behind and set her spear into that slow spin that grew quicker with each pass until it resembled a miniature sun. Eyes turned toward it, including those piercing blues across the way that Linn could see in the depths of the black visor. Linn sighted the armored commander between the passing flames and closed her eyes to steady her, holding her bow as though her arrows weren’t all spent or abandoned. 
The wind swirled and mixed with the still air of the woods, passing through and around Linn as she called to it. She thought it into a shape, and it complied. The resulting expulsion knocked her back three strides as it nearly blasted the spear from Misha’s sturdy grasp, and the comet of wind and fire would have burned Asha to a crisp had she not dove to the side. In her place, the two great guards who had taken up her flanks took the brunt of the burn, one charring and falling with a thud as the other spun away and rose, smoking armor melted at the gaps. 
Once the initial shock passed, Linn took more than small comfort from the look she caught in that steely visor. Beneath the tangled and singed locks of their enemy, those glacial blues showed a bit of melt. Asha stood and covered it with fresh anger, but the damage had been done. 
Misha leapt down from the boulder and streaked forward, her blood up and her flames high. She made for the first brute and dodged when he expected her to strike, sending a lancing tail across his field of view as she set herself to his side and pulled him over the anchor of her burning spear. Once he was down, a shaft from the branches above stilled him. 
The rest wouldn’t be finished so easily, and as Linn rose and worked to catch her breath, Kole rewarded her with a look of pride, as though he was happy she was on their side and not the other, before carving around the opposite side of the stone. Jenk took up the other path, and the two bolstered Misha’s position, Everwood going to work against the glinting obsidian of Balon Rael’s best. 
The screams started as the first of the Greenfolk fell. Linn scanned and saw that the only group not bolstered by any Landkist had fresh carnage in their midst. The soldiers of Balon Rael seemed less than half as strong as Baas Taldis, which made them more than twice as great as anything the Emerald Road could send against them. 
Until their champion joined the fray. 
Linn ran south along the raised ridge she had come down from, bow swinging at her side. She watched as Maro hit the line and bent it back with a flash that burned her eyes to look upon. He killed three in that first charge, and the rest bowed back, forming a semicircle that prodded now that their momentum had been halted. 
But his was not. While Kole, Jenk and Misha spun and sent up their crescents and tails, and while Baas called up the jagged stones from the riverbed as reinforcements for the stout shield he put his strength behind, the Emerald Blade cut straight and carved sidelong. It parted metal like paper and the flesh beneath like fruit. It flared as though sentient when the blood touched it, and each ensuing slash brought it back dry. 
It was the man behind it, however, who nearly took her recovering breath and laid to rest all thought that the weapon was the sole agent of the doom that followed. 
There were none of the high-flying theatrics that had resulted in Maro’s meeting with Kole in the west, above the glittering pools that had reflected the emerald and amber of their streaking blades. As powered as they were, the warriors who came against him had none of his skill. 
His yellow eyes took on the killing shine of a jungle cat’s, the swirling red ink of the scars atop the bronze less evidence of mortality and more of experience. Whatever skills had won him the Emerald Blade and its name those years before, beneath the roots of the Sightless, were now called up and laid bare across bone and blood and righteous rage. 
And Linn was caught up in it. 
It felt like victory, and Linn’s lips cracked for the toothy snarl she bared as she watched the violent crash and riposte. There was no ebb and flow in that leaking riverbed. Whatever sparks the Landkist left wanting were struck in the clash between the Greenfolk and the black scourge that had invaded their lands. 
Linn saw Baas press forward and saw Asha direct more his way, bending him back. She dropped her bow and brought her palms together. The wind responded. The blast broke branches on its way to Baas’s group, then hit the black armor and threw up a wail as they tumbled like fallen stones. 
Baas brought his shield down in a crushing blow that dashed the head of one. He looked Linn’s way and smiled, but it showed her how tired he was. Her own breath seemed stolen for a space before it came rushing back, and her head swam as though through a watered fog. 
A thought of T’Alon Rane brought with it her first doubts since before the clash. Linn smelled the ozone in the air. She heard and saw the clash of steel on steel, wood shattering on armor. 
Linn searched him out with those eagle’s eyes. She looked behind the golden mane of the lioness and focused. 
And there he was, palms hanging at his sides. His face was hung in shadows either real or conjured. He was watching the clash with a detachment she hoped was veiled. 
A shrill whistle sounded directly overhead, and Linn looked wildly for the cause of the Willow’s warning. The metal flashed as it spun toward her like a thrown stone, and she screeched and brought up a hand, the air picking up the charge of fresh wind as she did that sent the axe screaming until it burrowed into a nearby trunk like an ended statement. 
Her hand came away bloody, and she brought it down, seeing the blues of Asha focused on her. Her armor heaved as she dropped her helm, and Linn gave her a smile as the Ember triad worked her way.

Kole had his blades out before him, making ready to strike the next in line, when Linn’s gust took them. The moisture in the air made the blast a visible thing, its wings and tails resembling a drake’s as it wrought a similar sort of devastation, scattering the sturdy soldiers of Balon Rael as though they were little more than pebbles in the eye of a storm. 
His Everwood hissed as the mist fought its flames. They guttered to reveal the glowing char beneath before rekindling threefold. 
He took a backward step and heard Misha let out a warning hiss as the wind and heat from her spearhead passed inches behind the unprotected nape of his neck. The Embers continued their rotation, Kole stepping to his left as Misha darted straight ahead, finishing off one of the soldiers Linn had leveled as he tried to regain his feet. 
There was less pressure behind, where Jenk had held a pair long enough for a quartet of Willows to drop down and do what work they would at the seams their armor presented. Their teeth reflected the white of their eyes, and their brows were drawn more in rage than concentration as they came away bloody. 
The Willows sprang to either side as another pair of brutes came at them. Kole intercepted one, forcing him back under a torrent of orange jets and scored gashes that singed the flesh beneath. But the next got around him and caught a Willow by the throat, crushing her as he brought her to the stone-laden ground with a crunch. 
Kole angled high before cutting low, one blade finding a seam and making it wider as it caught the tendons of a foot and curled them. The soldier screamed, and Jenk cut in to silence it, ramming him through the chest with his sword. 
They both leapt over that soldier to meet the next, and this one, though cornered, fought more like a wolf than a man, snarling as one hand left him to join his fellow’s corpse and punching out with the other. He caught Kole with it, which allowed Jenk to take his head with a gout of bubbling blood that would have made Kole sick if he hadn’t had the anger and fresh pain to mix the image with. 
Kole roared as he shot past Misha and her whirling spear that resembled a burning version of Baas’s great shield. He took a flanking soldier in the chest with both blades, gritting his teeth and pouring in the heat to send a fan toward the raised ridge beyond. The figures scattered there, and the slender soldier he had impaled curled in as Kole lifted her and flung her aside, growling to suppress her gurgled cry. 
Jenk and Misha took up his sides once more, and Kole had a moment to survey the lay of a battle that was quickly turning the dry riverbed wet. 
To the north, Baas was pressing on, gaining ground with his loyal band of warriors—the largest collection aside from those fighting with Maro himself. Several of the lightly armored had fallen, but the Riverman kept them well-protected. As Kole watched, he stepped forward and heaved with impossible strength to turn his protective shield into a disc of death that broke bones too quickly to shatter the armor covering them. When a speedy soldier seized the opening and angled in from the side, Baas made his right hand into a fist and called up a dirt-covered shard from the ground to serve in his shield’s stead. 
Kole spun to the south, where Maro and his Willows—more of them dropping from the trees above as they found their arrows being spent faster than the rage that drove them—pressed in like a spear-tipped wave crashing on black breakers. The Emerald Blade shone like a violent star in the midst of all that darkness, and most who fell from its touch did so absent the time to raise a complaint. 
Ahead, the blonde-haired lioness was regarding the Embers with open hatred, her teeth bared in a manner unbecoming of one who had looked so refined while her soldiers were doing the killing a few days before. To either side of her, more black forms charged in from the murk, reminding Kole of the Dark Kind. 
That made things easier. 
“Kole?” Jenk asked, angling his burning blade. 
Kole set his teeth and pressed forward, his companions taking up his flanks in much the same way that Taei and Fihn Kane had in the fields of Hearth. 
And, like that time, Kole let his fire run, knowing the Embers beside him could only be bolstered. The low-hanging branches burned up as they pressed. 
Misha leapt forward and crashed down before the line met them, sending up a burning wall that Kole had only ever seen Larren Holspahr call up before. It surged forth like a wave, dropping some and causing others to fall back, and Kole and Jenk fell on these with blades that moved on the backs of burning blood and bunching sinew, the Embers flaring as the amber streaks moved faster than the flames that trailed them. 
Jenk pulled back after the first exchange, falling in line with Misha and pulling his fire in, but Kole did not, and as he broke the line and crashed shoulder-first against the spitting leader whose hair recalled its own sort of fire, he could feel his chest heaving beneath the shifting scales of his suit. 
Kole dodged an obsidian spear and a blade that cut in behind it as he scrambled. He caught sight of the burning undergrowth and saw the concern evident on Jenk’s and Misha’s faces as the black soldiers closed in around him. He spun, sending out a wheel of flame that gave the other Embers the distraction they needed to force a gap, and they made for the golden witch before she had a chance to spit him as Kole rolled and slashed at her retinue. 
The panic that had been beating in his chest made its aching way up into his temples as a warning bell tolled that sounded like Linn’s voice. Kole backpedaled and ducked, feeling the wind pass overhead as one of Baas’s boulders crashed into his pursuers. It gave Kole the respite he needed, and he called his flames back, setting the edges of his blades to burn blue and drawing heat from the raging fires around him that threatened to go wild.
He breathed out and held it long and steady, catching a glimpse of Linn on her promontory to the south as she stared up through the shifting gaps in the canopy. 
The warriors of the Emerald Road ran past him, meeting the black soldiers with a gusto of mind their bodies lacked. Some broke against that charging and jagged line, but Baas Taldis barreled in behind them, his reclaimed shield throwing one aside and stopping the advance of the rest. Beyond them, Jenk and Misha dodged and parried the long-haired leader, whose blue eyes were as sharp as the gargantuan blade she was wielding. 
She had the strength and speed of the others but double their cunning, and a clash that should have ended the moment it began saw her holding her own against an Ember pair who prodded like jackals. 
For all her power, they had control, and Kole meant to add his own to the mix and finish her once and for all. Beyond them, a green flash announced the latest score for Maro and the Emerald Blade as his group closed in. Above, another volley sounded, and one shaft took Asha in the shoulder and brought her to one knee. 
All in all, it was beginning to look like victory. 
A lone figure emerged from the darker stand of trees, his dark features lit by the glowing palms he was holding at each side. He looked down at the dueling Embers and their quarry below, his face inscrutable. 
Rane. 
Kole drew more heat from his blades and put it into his legs, and his sprint took him by leaping bounds toward the middle. Rane raised those glowing palms and brought them together as Misha came away bloody from Asha’s latest stab. Jenk scored a hit that had her reeling, and as she fell, her head cocked back just in time to see a beam take it before she had the time to scream. 
The battle was a wash of white light, and Kole went skidding, falling in a tangle as he slammed into one of the reeling soldiers. They each came up panting, and just as they made for each other, a roar punctuated the latest turn.
The soldier Kole was battling went down under a pack of warriors from the Emerald Road, and one turned a bloody smile Kole’s way. He died with the same look as a striped jungle cat—larger and meaner than the spotted beasts from before—leapt upon him and crushed his skull like an eggshell. 
The screams were drowned out by its ensuing roar and those of the rest, and Kole’s jet was too slow to do more than scar its flank as it leapt for the next. He whirled, seeing Rane fall back with a vacant expression as the beasts tore free from the brush around him, the headless and smoking corpse of Asha rattling under the stampede. There were great cats—one black and another deep amber, like a burning blade. There were armored beasts that looked like moving and many-tusked boulders. There was one gray-backed ape and then another, each making quick work of a Willow as they fell. 
Rane whirled, and Kole followed his gaze. In a deeper copse, he saw three pairs of emerald eyes in the middle distance. 
“Brega!” Rane yelled, looking from them into the deeper forests beyond before turning back toward the carnage. “Brega!”
“Jenk!” Kole yelled, and the Ember turned toward him as he helped Misha up. The black-armored soldiers were preoccupied, dodging beasts and all the rest of it. Misha clutched her side, her mouth set. 
Kole jabbed a finger toward the copse where the Raiths were collected, and Jenk nodded and shot forward, Misha following. They passed Rane, who was standing in a state of indecision, and Kole could not decide whether to go to him or follow the Embers. 
He tossed a last look at the chaos on his side of the riverbed and cursed, then tore into the trees behind the bouncing Everwood sword and spear and the green jewels that lay in wait for them. 

T’Alon flinched as the combined heat of the two Embers passed him by. He caught the eyes of the male with light hair, who hesitated for the briefest of moments before taking off after Caern and her Raiths. 
As they passed, he saw Kole Reyna staring out over the smoking ruins of the scarred terrain, where the jagged stones leered between the struggles, the dying flames and the dying soldiers on each side. While the Embers and their stout Riverman had taken out most of the resistance there, the beasts had renewed the danger, and everyone but Reyna closed ranks around the Riverman. 
Kole seemed to offer a challenge with that look, unsure whether he should approach T’Alon or get involved in any of the number of melees that had sprouted like angry weeds. He chose the latter, taking off after the pair and heading for Caern. 
T’Alon thought about joining him, but a shrill scream cut over the rest, and he whirled to see the strongest pocket of remaining black soldiers fighting back a wave of fury the savage beasts had yet to curtail. Between the shimmering black of the beetles’ shells, T’Alon saw the swirling red markings behind the blinding green blur that marked the Emerald Blade in all his glory. 
He felt a wave of nausea come over him that had nothing to do with the carnage and looked down at the smoking stump where Asha’s head had been. 
Though she had managed to climb his list of hated in short order, T’Alon felt no sense of victory at having taken her life. He had done it because he had felt it right. But the beam that he could usually conjure at will had sapped much of his strength. 
Much more than it should have.
He felt eyes on him that lingered and looked up to see Linn Ve’Ran staring at him from across the way. She was kneeling atop a green-topped stone, separated from the lancing blades, raking claws and gnashing teeth and looking sorry for it. Her eyes were piercing in a way that had nothing to do with color, but T’Alon saw plenty of that as well—blue sparks jumping from one finger to the next as she considered the chaos and how best to intercede without bringing ruin to the wrong side. 
He knew the feeling well. 
But hers were not the eyes he had felt. His gaze tracked down and focused on a skirmish midway between them. A warrior of the Emerald Road had been launched with all the force of a giant’s throw by one of the black soldiers, and T’Alon recognized this one as one of Asha’s personal guards. 
His armor was melted at the seams, showing more silver than black in places, and beneath his visor, T’Alon saw gray eyes that held him in place. He was bigger than the rest, and his blade was longer and made of more stuff, but there was something else about him. Something off. T’Alon felt waves of that same weakness pass over him as the man looked away and darted into the thickest of the fighting, heading right for the Emerald Blade and its wielder. 
Linn watched him go, then leapt from the stone trailing blue and white pops. She tossed a look at T’Alon before he lost her in the confusion of the trees on the opposite side of the riverbed. 
He cursed. 
Had the guard seen his betrayal in the confusion of flame and steel?
Either way, T’Alon had to follow. He caught a glimpse of that silver in the chaos of churning humanity as the green-eyed beasts waited on the edges of the battle, picking off those who fell on the side of the Emerald Blade and roaring throatily as the Willows let fly from above. 
He cursed again. 
Brega was supposed to prevent this, to stop Caern and her Raiths from tipping the balance too far. 
“Brega!” he screamed. “Shadow!”
No answer, and no sign of either. With Shadow, it was no surprise. So long as she could claim the weapon at the end of the day, she had no reason to intervene. For Brega, there had to be something more to it. 
“You will not fight?”
T’Alon whirled and nearly fell backward as a great shadow passed over his face, blocking out the gray light from the roiling clouds above. 
He blinked when he noted the Riverman he had fought in the south. He had come up silently. In that moment, T’Alon knew, the man could have dashed his head upon the rocks. No amount of fire or flame could stop that, and the stoic look he regarded T’Alon with showed T’Alon that he knew. 
“It’s complicated,” T’Alon said, feeling a fool as the words left his mouth. 
Was it fear that had held him?
“Then make it simple.”
With that, the Riverman moved forward, and T’Alon stepped aside to let him pass. He walked slowly at first, the great stone shield that might as well have been a mountain spur swinging easily at his side. With each passing step, he moved faster, until he was sprinting like a rock-laden cart free from its rails, tumbling and leaning with frightful intent. 
He smashed into the line of Balon Rael’s soldiers and sent them scattering like stones, but he was slowing, his momentum halted as the rest turned in and cut at him, smashed at him, pushed and heaved. He bent back and would have fallen, his heavy stomps doing little to the ground besides cracking the stony foundations beneath the dirt. 
T’Alon willed the fire into his palms and turned it blue, the deepest sort of fire he knew. 
And he started his own run, making right for the Riverman’s hulking back and outstripping the Willows and warriors who ran in to support him. He leapt over the Riverman and came down like a lightning strike, and a man and woman too encumbered blinked out like snuffed candles, all that was left of their armor falling in a mix of dust and melt. 
The rest fell back in a semicircle around him, and the Riverman rushed back in, tackling one and bringing his shield down with a crunch of finality as his allies rushed in to support him. 
T’Alon rose, his palms sweating. He looked down in shock and felt the waves of nausea hit him again. It was almost crippling, and he nearly dropped to one knee. His vision blurred as he looked ahead. A beast that looked to be some mix of lizard and horned runner trundled past, heading into the trees where the Embers were fighting the Raiths.
There were bodies. Most of them were wearing black, but there were plenty on both sides in the bloody mix. Plenty with unseeing eyes and plenty with no color—now fewer Willows left in the World than there had been the day before. 
Asha’s guard led the spearhead of a three-pronged trident. Those closest to him fought with only half the gusto he exhibited, which was still thrice what the rest could do. He sent swords shattering along with their wielders and spears splintering along with the skulls of their minders. 
But T’Alon could no longer see the green glow of the Emerald Blade. 
He ran forward, cutting a swerving path along the edges of the press that nearly had him skittering into a great bear that rose nearly half the size of the one Brega used to ride. It regarded him with those alien greens before moving back into the forest. 
One of Brega’s, then. 
He followed the bear as its slow and considered walk became a trot that flattened the brush in the thicker parts of the forest. He quenched some of the fire in his palms, and the dizziness dissipated. Behind him, he heard the soldiers screaming for retreat and the Willows whistling, either to do the same or to press forward. The roars had all but gone, the initial charge of the Raiths lost in the confusion of continued combat. 
The bear seemed to slow as the ground dropped off, and a flare punctuated another flash to the north, drawing the attention of T’Alon and the beast. The bear moved south without a backward glance, but T’Alon peered closer. 
In a deeper copse, he saw another tail go up, and in the gloom of a rocky tumble, he saw the two Embers back-to-back as the Raiths ducked and darted, eyes aglow and silver claws flashing. Another flare announced the addition of Kole, who broke up the pair and had the Raiths retreating, and T’Alon saw the bobbing white tail of a hound streaking in after him. 
A roar. 
He looked south, and there was another glow. This was the one he was seeking. 
T’Alon ran and came upon the bear from behind. It had passed down a steep tangle of roots and pine, and now it roared and raised its bloody claws, rending the ground as it came down. As it did, T’Alon slid out to the side and saw the duel joined in earnest.
It was a bitter thing. 
Brega stepped over the bodies of his beasts—half a dozen, ranging from cat to wolf to wingless drake—leaping and diving, slashing and stabbing. There was no thought put to defense. Only killing. Only revenge.
The Emerald Blade parried those deadly claws, but the backhand of a gauntlet smashed into the nose of its wielder, who tripped over an orange cat with a white mane whose throat he’d already slashed. The bear, sensing its opportunity, rushed in, and it, too, died, the green blade struggling to shine through the gore it made as it entered the beast’s lower jaw and passed through the mess within its skull. 
With a heave, the warrior turned it over and somehow brought the blade back in to catch the metal between the claws. Brega straddled his enemy, a mix of drool and blood mixing to make his words as unintelligible as the meaning was clear. 
There was a crack like a splintering trunk, and T’Alon looked beyond the struggling pair and the shining green light to see a creature with more bone outside than in. Its skin was ashen gray, and its eyes gave the blade a run in the gloomy bright as it approached on legs twice as tall and twice as thick as a man. Three tusks jutted from its maw beneath a curling trunk that looked tougher than the bark it was tossing aside. 
With a scream, the Emerald Blade and its wielder launched Brega to the side. He rolled, but the beast was charging, and he had nowhere left to run as he came up in a crouch. 
T’Alon closed his eyes and sighed as he turned back toward the life-and-death struggle before him, his mind made up. He opened his eyes and ignited his palms at the same time. 
Or meant to. But the fire didn’t come easily. 
He pulled on the reserves in his blood again, and the effort was akin to toppling a dam. One stone tumbled loose, but the rest wouldn’t follow. The trees snapped under the titan’s weight, and T’Alon yelled for the Emerald Blade to roll, but he knew it was too late. 
And then the beast stopped. The green glow left its eyes to be replaced by black. It looked from side to side, huffed at the men and turned back toward the thickets and green rushes of the south. 
The Emerald Blade whirled on T’Alon, and then there was a sound like choking. Both of them looked from one another to the place where Brega had fallen. 
T’Alon’s heart caught in his throat, and Brega’s looked to be coming out of his mouth. He cried out, more beast than man, as the light faded from his eyes. A length of obsidian was jutting from his chest, and the soldier behind it shoved it in a bit farther as he lifted Brega from the ground and tossed him aside like so much trash. 
Brega hit the dirt and rolled once before stilling, his back rising in shuddering breaths. 
“I’ll take him from here.”
The voice was low, smooth and sonorous, not anything like the gruff military staccato T’Alon heard from the others. Asha’s guard walked forward, his armor screeching as the melt and hard ridges came together at the ruined seams. He held the blade out at his side and regarded the man before him through that lidded helm.
The echo of steel on steel and the roars of retreat sounded from behind, and the other soldiers fell back as the Willows leapt from branch to branch, raining their hunting hell down from above.
T’Alon looked to the Emerald Blade, who stepped back only once, wary but uncowed. He went no farther, setting his feet and exhaling as he brought the length of jade brightness up under his chin. He spread his feet wide, a strange stance T’Alon had never seen before, and while T’Alon felt weak and lethargic—even cold—the Emerald Blade only looked ready in the presence of the great soldier. 
A man T’Alon now recognized as none other than the Sage of Balon Rael.




Kole raced through the trees as the skies grew darker, the milling clouds and thicker boughs casting long shadows the amber light of his blades parted. Ahead, he followed the twin lights of Misha and Jenk as if they were lanterns, the darting greens of the Raiths macabre fireflies. 
He burst into what was less clearing and more rockslide, dark roots jutting out of the steep slope, eager to trip and tangle. The Embers were fast, all heat and bunching sinew, but the Raiths were nimble, darting between the two with razor claws that caught what light they found and reflected it. 
Jenk lost his balance as Kole entered the fray. The Ember regained his footing before Kole could intervene and sent a curling crescent of yellow fire that had the Raith—an older male with silver in the black of his hair—leaping and twisting with inhuman effort. 
He landed in front of Kole, and before Kole could respond, Jenk had spun and put him on the defensive once more, jabbing and stabbing, his determination hard set as he took the high ground, the loose stones tumbling around them. Kole cut to the right, where Misha was facing off with the other two: a younger male who looked enough like the older to be a son, and a slender female with markings that ran like the spots of the yellow cats they had sent. 
Kole marked her the more dangerous and cut in, forcing her to fall more than dodge, skinning her arms and mostly bare back on the sharp edges of the rise. She hissed as she came up and countered with those two-bladed gauntlets. Her posture was stooped by design, and her head bounced from side to side in a way that made it difficult to gauge her next move. 
Kole heard Misha grunt a warning and pushed off of his right foot, letting the momentum carry him down the slope in a cascading slide the Raith followed. He looked up and saw the young male crouching where he had been, his face a nasty snarl, and Misha was on him again, her flames scorching a good part of his side. He screamed and fled. 
Kole fell back, shocked by the natural speed of the green-eyed devil who had assailed him. His back hit the uneven terrain, his spine jarring off a knob of wood just beneath the dirt. He kicked out and caught her full in the hip, launching her up and over as he came up and spun, slashing with a crescent from the left followed by a straight jet of orange from the right. The first forced a leap and the second a spin, but he had caught her glancing, and her grimace was as satisfying as the sight of her patting out the errant flames that sprouted. 
The scent of charred flesh had Kole wrinkling his nose. He cast about and saw the brown-and-white-tufted fur of some great burrowing beast to his left, still smoking in a shallow pool of stagnant water. 
“Misha!”
It was Jenk. 
Kole whirled in time to see a great black cat standing atop the rise, eyes aglow with that emerald fire. It roared and leapt with a strength and poise only a hunter could muster, hitting the slope at a bounding sprint as Misha’s wounded attacker charged her head-on. 
She spitted him on the spot with a yell, the force of his dying pushing her in a slide as she bent her knees to slow herself. The panther came on with its bony ridges, unerring, and Misha forced a jet from the glowing tip of her Everwood spear that had it zagging. It hit her in the shoulder and spun her, and she fell in a tangle with the fresh and bleeding body of the Raith and the glowing haft of her spear across her chest. 
She struggled, and Kole had to put his next burst into a dodge as the cat slid across the jagged stones. It righted itself on a root and sprang back toward her. 
“Argh!”
Kole rewarded the Raith with a bubbling gash just under her eye, and she spun away, screaming and shouting words he couldn’t make out. He saw Jenk pressing the older Raith back under a steady and varied assault of flame and Everwood. The Ember switched his blade to his opposite hand and spun, striking out with the other and cracking the Raith in the jaw to send him sprawling. He leapt atop him and drove his blade in through the shoulder, but the Raith scored a hit of his own. 
Jenk screamed and gritted his teeth, driving his sword into the soil beyond. The blood of the Raith burnt up in a red-black mist as his opposite hand worked to free the slick spiked gauntlet from his side. He shouted and flared, his sword roaring and burning as the two began a roll toward the bottom, trading spit and stabs and curses. 
Kole saw the cat making its way back up the slope toward Misha, who was still struggling to lift the prone form atop her. She rolled him off as the cat reached her, and it was only that glowing spear that kept her from a killing bite as she framed it out in front of her face. 
“Come, then,” Kole said, circling the lone Raith. 
She hissed again but smiled, her green eyes hungry. Kole feinted a dart, and she bit, ducking in. He timed it, slammed his blades together and sent a burst of blue-orange flame forward that had her rolling. He followed through, shouldering her out of the way and earning a stinging cut on the ear that burned like no fire could as the poison went to war with the heat in his blood. 
He charged on, his pumping strides taking him up the slope at an angle. The cat was struggling with Misha, heedless of the burning length of Everwood caught between its jaws as the pain propelled it on. Its front claws batted as its rear legs raked across the black scales of Misha’s armor, and Kole was beginning to see red leak out, spilling over the silver gouges and grooves. 
He sent one blade spinning, a sharp orange disc that scored a hit on the panther but spun away. With the other, he put all of the strength he could into burning, turning the Everwood blue as he charged with all the speed he could muster. The cat turned its emeralds his way, and they collided, the impact jarring Kole’s jaw as his head hit the beast’s thick skull. They rolled in a tangle, and Kole wound up on his back feeling a suffocating weight that squeezed the breath from his lungs as the panther died across his chest, the light fading from its eyes. His blade burned away in its side, going from blue to orange to yellow, until the flames retreated, the blade smoking as it cooled. 
Kole coughed and wriggled, freeing himself enough to draw half a breath. He put what heat he could into his arms and chest, flexing as he heaved. 
He felt another sort of heat on the side of his face and thought it to be the wash of poison winning its fight, but when he turned, he saw the emerald eyes of another beast. Shifa was standing stock-still, her fur up in a jagged line, her teeth bared like those of the wolves she’d been bred from. The black patches in her fur were matted, the white stained brown with a mix of blood and the slick that was all around them. 
She took a step forward, seeming to contort as she did, her claws gripping the loose gravel and her lips curling. 
“Shifa,” Kole breathed, knowing he couldn’t free himself in time. 
She lunged for him, and he closed his eyes, the tensing making the scar Linn had gifted him with burn beneath his eye. 
The pain did not come. He could still feel the heat of her breath, but when he opened his eyes and looked back, he saw the trusting browns he knew so well, the chestnut having been drained of all its rotten green. 
She whined and turned, seeming haggard, and as she did, Kole caught sight of Jenk struggling with the Raith. His sword had been tossed aside and now was glowing more than guttering, its flames all but extinguished. 
But it had done its work. As Kole tried desperately to free himself, he saw that the Raith was slowing, her attacks halfhearted. She was sporting a nasty scar, the Ember’s heat having bonded leather to skin and the white bones of the ribs beneath, and Kole knew her only aim was to share death with whomever she could. 
Jenk fell into a stance rarely used by the Embers, so tightly did they cling to their blessed blades. He was bleeding from myriad wounds, and it fell like syrup more than hot blood, the toxins of the Raiths’ collective claws having done their work.
Misha rose atop the hill as Kole did and stumbled more than walked to retrieve her fallen spear. Kole laid one hand atop the great black flank of the panther and pulled his blade free. It made a sucking sound, and a gout of spurting blood issued forth like a sigh. Kole ignited as Misha did, and both began their advance—Kole from the bottom of the slide and Misha from on high. 
They needn’t have bothered. 
Jenk got too close on the next exchange, landing a solid blow to the Raith’s dripping wound but sacrificing his footing in the process. Luckily, it was her boot heel that sent him tumbling down to the thorny thicket below rather than the claws she sported on either hand. 
The Raith snarled like the beasts she dominated, her yellow eyes fixed on her prey as Jenk rolled onto his hands and knees, dizzy and panting. She made for him, and before Kole or Misha could, Shifa leapt. 
The impact was loud enough, but the mix of savage growl and wounded yelp let out by hound and human was enough to make Kole hesitate. After a brief struggle, the rest went more quietly. Shifa tore the throat from her would-be minder and then left her—another broken corpse among the wreckage, soon to be food for the roots ever questing for fresh and fertile soil. 
Misha extinguished her spear and helped Jenk up while Kole went back to retrieve the blade he’d thrown. Shifa was standing near the body of the Raith she’d killed, and Jenk had averted his eyes from the form behind him that was now mostly char. Misha did look at her own work, the young Raith looking less like a formidable Landkist in death and more like a fallen son strewn across an unforgiving expanse of hard rock and choices. 
The sounds of pitched battle had faded—a sign of ending, for better and worse. The clash of metal was still echoing in the distance, moving farther south. Farther east. The whistles of the Willows pricked at Kole’s ears.
“How many of us are there?” Misha asked, still struggling to catch her breath. Her armor seemed more damaged than she was, but the cat had done some work. Blood had trickled from her lips and had matted her hair, staining it a darker red. Her breaths came raggedly, and her heat was all but drained. 
Kole shrugged, his head still spinning. He looked to Jenk, who was sitting on a lonely spur. He was staring absently at Shifa, who sat panting and red as the rest of them. 
“How many what?” Jenk asked in a tone barely above a whisper. 
“Landkist,” Misha said. 
Kole regarded her. Her green eyes, usually burning with a fire all their own, now shone with something else. It wasn’t pity, but rather something more real: compassion and its ends. With her fire having run its course and the gray light doing little to replenish her stores, the salt traced paths a bit longer down her cheeks than it otherwise might have. 
“Aye,” Kole said as he looked from one Raith to the next, from one of the great fallen beasts to the next—now bones for the boneyard. How many such creatures existed in the World? 
The Landkist should have been standing together against those who had turned them, corrupted them, enslaved them. Kole felt a fire that had nothing to do with his birthright and let it run. 
He let it run east. He let it point him toward the Sage of Balon Rael. 
“No more,” Kole said, and, as tired as they were, the two Embers did not protest as he began his aching trudge up and over the rockslide. They took up his wake, and the ground became easier as they passed onto the deeper paths of the woods. 
Kole caught a flash of panic as he remembered Linn. The soldiers hadn’t crossed the dry Riverbed, as far as he had seen. 
But the beasts…
Kole growled and picked up his pace, and the others did their best to match him. 

T’Alon counted himself a capable swordsman when he had the occasion to use one. He was good. No, more than good. 
To call the man before him better would be an insult to the man and the word. He was a god, simply put, and the longer T’Alon watched, the more certain he grew that it had more to do with the wielder than the wielded. 
The duel had only been raging for a matter of moments, but already the forest in the immediate vicinity had been flattened, with trunks sliced to the point of breaking and mud flying as fast as it could fall. 
T’Alon put what fire he could muster into his core, leaping back out of range as the Sage of Balon Rael brought his great obsidian blade around in an arc that shattered more than cut the tree T’Alon had been leaning against. The follow-through lost none of its momentum, and the Emerald Blade jumped, the tips of his thin shoes touching the flat side of the weapon and using it, somehow, to propel him forward. 
His own blade—bright and green and singing—nearly took the Sage’s head from his shoulders as he flipped up and over, then sliced down in a crescent arc. As it stood, the brute spun with enough force to send his helm bouncing, and it promptly broke in half. 
T’Alon looked upon the face of the Sage of Balon Rael and came away underwhelmed. In the place of some shining god or dark demon, he saw what looked to be a man. Close-cropped black hair with silver streaks. He could have been any other soldier—perhaps a commander of them. His face, though lined, was unmarred by scars from his many battles. Rather than a piercing and brilliant hue, his eyes were as gray and dispassionate as the sword he swung. 
The two warriors circled one another like beasts native to this land, and though the Sage of Balon Rael was double the size, the wielder of the Emerald Blade looked, if anything, more hunter than prey. His eyes were the yellow of a jungle cat’s. His torso shifted, the red markings making it difficult to separate art from the wounds that bled along with them. His hair was tied back in a tail; his hands were poised, his elbows steady. The blade seemed to hum as he moved it in slow circles. 
A scream dragged T’Alon’s attention to the west, and the Emerald Blade seized the opportunity, darting in too fast for a human to dodge. But the Sage of Balon Rael did, moving faster than he had any right to. As he did, T’Alon felt a wave of sickness engulf him and emptied what contents his gut had held into the mud. 
He coughed, chest wracking, and felt a numbing cold. He closed his eyes and called to the fire in his blood. It flickered and came close to dying, but he coaxed what sparks he found and blew them softly to life. They flared and gave him a rush, and he lifted his head to see Brega sitting against a trunk, observing the duel through faded eyes as the shadows on the hill to the west fought off the pursuing Willows.
The two groups appeared to be at a standstill, but as T’Alon scanned the trees farther south, he saw the bleeding retreat of Balon Rael’s troops, carrying their wounded. 
T’Alon shook his head as the clash of the Sages’ weapons sent out flashes and sparks of white and green. He stood on wavering legs and willed them to stillness before stalking toward Brega. He knelt beside a man he had never called friend—a man he had just been ready to kill if it meant protecting the one behind him now. 
Blood was dripping from a slit in the front of his leather armor that passed straight through. Brega’s eyes fluttered as they passed over T’Alon, and he offered some mix of grimace and smirk as he looked back toward the fight that should have been his—the fight he would have lost sooner than T’Alon could have ended it for him. 
Brega lifted one hand and pointed feebly, and T’Alon turned to look. The man with the Emerald Blade—the man known as the same—had changed. As the duel raged, each flash punctuated a turning of sorts. He had grown somehow more wild. His face was now gripped with a tightness that exposed pointed teeth. His hair, now unbound, swung wildly, and his eyes held a rage that was inhuman at best and demonic at worst. Though he was quicker, he could not match the power of Balon Rael, whose brutish soldiers seemed now to be imitations rather than troubles all their own. 
T’Alon struggled to rise but was pulled back down, Brega clutching at him, trying to speak. Just as Brega’s power had disappeared before he was stuck through, T’Alon felt his own leeching away as if he were being dragged through a mire. It was Balon Rael doing the dragging, he knew. He’d been doing all of the dragging at Center. All of the pulling. 
Whether it was intentional or not, he had brought such a confluence of forces together that the open conflict he had long desired with the Emerald Blade—along with his chance to seize the weapon itself—was finally at hand. The Landkist meant nothing to him. And they were powerless to stop him. 
Even T’Alon Rane, the King of Ember, squatted, dizzy and reeling, beside a dying ally as the Sage of Balon Rael considered the real threat. The real prize. The Sage of Center, whom the red-marked warrior of the Emerald Road clutched between his blanched knuckles. 
If it had not been clear before, it grew more so with each passing clash, the two titans coming together and then separating in a blur that passed for mortal motion. Even if he had had his heat, T’Alon wasn’t sure he could keep up. If he had had his heat, he wouldn’t need to, but the prowess on display was at once mesmerizing and humbling. 
Brega coughed again, a wet sound. He dropped his hand to his side and turned his chin as he compelled his body to move. 
“I know,” T’Alon said, even though he didn’t. “I’ll kill him, Brega. I will.”
He didn’t tell him which one he meant, which was just as well. 
It was a rare enough thing to die well. As T’Alon watched what light there had been fade from Brega’s eyes, he pushed the man’s chin up toward the treetops. The leaves were dancing there. The boughs bent beneath the thin canopy. And T’Alon took the sigh of death for one of acceptance, if not peace. 
It made him feel better, in any event. Brega was now past the want or need of his pity. 
But where was Shadow?
T’Alon cast about. He saw plenty of figures passing between the trees near and far—armored soldiers in their rattling shells. They paid him no heed, considering him an ally or a broken thing without the need of killing. But there was no sign of the one he sought. 
He spat. She was likely watching them now, those lavenders blended in with the black, cold and considering. He had asked her to stay out of the fight. Apparently, she meant to hold to that. 
T’Alon turned and struggled to his feet. He stalked toward the circling figures and held a hand over his eyes to shield them from the flash set off by their latest collision. 
The Sage of Balon Rael slid back with fresh scores in that scorched armor, and the Emerald Blade spun away, its wielder throwing spittle along with a share of the blood that fueled him. He came back on, and now he was sporting fangs in the place of canines and black claws in the place of nails. 
His attacks had doubled in speed and tripled in power, but there was a desperation to them that his opponent seemed to revel in. The Sage of Balon Rael parried with patience, dodging only when his armor wouldn’t save him. Even then, the Emerald Blade did its work, parting the black metal like fresh-churned butter even as it did little to the form beneath. 
A white flash lit the sky above the swaying trees, which were now whipping at their tops as the storm picked up. The Emerald Blade lanced in, scoring a gash that sent out yellow sparks. Balon Rael stepped in rather than sliding away, rewarding the warrior of Center with a fist to the jaw that sent more blood to the earthy mix beneath them and elicited a fresh growl. 
“That’s you, then,” he said as they circled once more. “That’s the brother I know.” 
The Emerald Blade seemed to flicker, its glow fading for a moment, and the growl T’Alon heard could have come from it or its wielder. 
The trees were dancing with a fervor above them, their stalks creaking like the boards of a boat at sea, and the soldiers went on fleeing through the trees around them, glancing at the duel but not daring to intervene. 
T’Alon felt his blood warming as his heartbeat quickened. He heard the sharp whistles of the Willows and knew they would soon be upon them. He felt a change in the atmosphere that had nothing to do with the building storm and turned to the north. He peered through the woods there, up the slope and a series of rocky hillocks and glimpsed the glow of Everwood as Kole Reyna and his Embers came, that loyal hound leading the charge. 
Another impact nearly sent him to the earth, and he turned back to see the two combatants locked in a bitter embrace, swords pushing and grinding. The Sage of Balon Rael, though twice the size of the other, began to slide back in the damp, and the green blade blinked and then buzzed in anticipation. 
“I had to see you for myself,” Balon Rael said through the spittle. “I had to know, where did my brother go?”
He was looking into the wild eyes of the swordsman as he spoke, but T’Alon didn’t think he was speaking to him. Not really. The sword now pulsed as T’Alon felt his heart quicken, pumping more heat into his ailing limbs with each passing breath. 
“Why did you abandon the fight, brother?” Balon Rael asked, all scorn. “You were the best of us.”
They separated, and T’Alon could see that the great obsidian blade Balon Rael was holding now sported a deep scar at its midpoint. He changed his grip and glanced around at the retreating soldiers. He chanced a look to the west without turning his head, his eyes passing over T’Alon and widening as he took in the retreat, which was now on in full, his scores reduced to fleeing dozens. 
There was a wash of heat upon T’Alon’s back, and he turned to see that Kole and the other Embers had cut that way, their blades flaring in the dead space between the attacking warriors of the Emerald Road and those who had been chosen to die to cover the retreat. 
“Across the river!” Balon Rael shouted. “Do not bar the gates until I’ve returned!”
He had barely finished the last before the Emerald Blade came on again, and this time, he did come away bloody. His brow sported a horizontal cut, and the top third of his blade spun like a thrown dagger and buried itself in the mud a short distance away as the red-marked warrior stretched and turned back in. 
“Enough.”
T’Alon had just gathered enough heat to set his palms to glowing when the cold hit him like a giant’s fist. He fell, his vision swimming and nearly going black. He clutched at his chest and throat, fingers questing for the source of the attack. All his thoughts turned to taking a breath, and he did so with effort. 
The sight before him, strange enough as it was, grew stranger still as the Sage of Balon Rael set himself back into his stance. His blade, though halved, began to emit a light of its own. It started as a dull red before turning the burnt orange of sunset, and in the gray light of the gathering storm, it was soon burning white-hot with streaks of blue. As the cold gripped T’Alon like a shroud, he saw the flames sprout along the length of steel the Sage was holding. 
His fire in the service of another. And he understood the fear of the Sage of Balon Rael, whose power was whatever he willed it to be. Whatever he stole. 
The wielder of the Emerald Blade was unconcerned. He came on again, surviving the first blazing clash with aplomb. In the next, he was burned, and in the next, he cried out as the heat of their proximity burned him. Balon Rael did not let him recover, and a peal of thunder drowned out his roar as he pressed his advantage. 
The Emerald Blade dodged and parried, his hands red and blistering, his lips peeled back now in pain more than anger. He stopped his slide all of a sudden and spun, bringing the green blade around behind him. But Balon Rael was stronger, and the Emerald Blade was pried free as the warrior tumbled, thrown from their torn circle like a rag. 
T’Alon tried to rise, but all he could do was crawl toward the flickering green blade. He almost felt it scream as Balon Rael lifted it in a hand that had shed its shattered gauntlets. As he did, he lowered the other blade, the flames along its length receding. He dropped it to the dirt, where it hissed and changed from blue to red as it cooled. 
His face, which had broken into a wicked and toothy smile, now shifted into something else. He looked beyond the flickering blade he was holding to T’Alon, who had ceased his crawling. It was all T’Alon could do to remain conscious. 
“Perhaps I should keep the Ember King,” Balon Rael said. “You have a will, brother. The Sage of Center, reduced to a meager weapon. And to think,” he said, shaking his head as he walked toward T’Alon, “you did so out of choice.”
A flash from the storm above sent a bolt lancing down into the forest, where it immolated a tree a short distance away. The impact blasted the wary warrior off his shaking feet and made sure T’Alon couldn’t rise. 
Another bolt arced down, but this one left no thunder. 
Balon Rael turned to the south, and there, in the middle distance, T’Alon saw the same power that had laid him low in the southern Valley. 
She walked forward with a steady gait, and in the place of that silver bow she simply extended her palms. Her eyes held the blue glow of the storm—of the hottest of Ember fire—and the Sage of Balon Rael flew back despite his bulk. His back slammed against a trunk beside T’Alon, and he nearly sagged, but caught himself on the hilt of the Emerald Blade, which he stabbed into the earth. 
Linn Ve’Ran walked forward, her palms extended. Her lips moved as she called the next bolt down. Her body lit like a star, and the next bolt became three as it escaped her palms to shred the trees and cause the Sage to grit his teeth and rage before her. 
T’Alon felt his heat drain. 
The Sage of Balon Rael stood and raised his left hand as he lowered the Emerald Blade with his right. 
And the forest burned, the screams echoing as T’Alon fell beyond their reach.

Linn’s teeth felt near to breaking as her body recoiled from the latest bolt. Her feet slid through the brush and detritus of the forest floor, but she bit down and walked forward. Before, she had felt the sky calling to her. Now, she called to it, and its rage felt like freedom. 
She ignored the black-armored soldiers rushing past her in the enveloping flames, heading east to whatever hole they had crawled out of. Her focus was ahead, where the Sage of Balon Rael was clutching a weapon not his own. Where the King of Ember lay face-down, his heat seemingly stolen. Maro was nearby, his chest rising and falling as he stared sightlessly into the swirling skies above. 
The next bolt arced down from the sky too fast to see, and Linn knew that no matter how many times she did it, she would never get used to the sensation. Each beam was like the greatest impact she had ever felt, each quaking vibration rattling her bones and jarring her blood, setting it alight with a fire that the Embers could never understand. 
It was searing. It was painful. It was intoxicating, but as she thrust her palms forward once more and guided the charge out, her heart jolted, and she knew she could not keep this up for long. 
The Sage of Balon Rael was heavily armored like his men, but there was something else about him. He was resilient. 
Linn’s bangs clung to her brow as she walked through the burning forest, the trees cracking around her. A great branch fell with a crash, and she leapt over it, her walk turning to a run as the heat pushed her on. She cried out and thrust again, sending a gust that cleared the path before her, the flames parting like a split river. They closed in behind her and caught with twice the ferocity. 
The gust hit the Sage, who brought the Emerald Blade up before him, parting the atmosphere with a blinding flare that forced Linn to look away. 
She felt the storm raging above and thought to call to it, but her heart was beating feverishly against her chest, and she feared to. She was closer to the Sage now, and she saw the warrior known as Brega Cohr slumped against a tree as yet untouched by the flames. 
She stood with squared shoulders and looked into the gray eyes of the scorched being before her. 
He smiled. Somehow, through the haze and milky air, the warping mist and sizzling mud, he smiled. 
He took a step forward, and Linn matched him, but a commotion to the side had her spinning. She exhaled, her hands jutting forward behind the wall of wind she was making, which bent the western trees and sent her attackers in a tumble back to the waiting Everwood blades of Kole, Misha and Jenk. Back to the vengeful arrows of the Willows, whose white eyes were wide as Linn had ever seen them. 
The forest was untouched there but for the steady violence that had raged throughout the afternoon, and already the flames around her had lost much of their bite, their fuel cracking and splintering as the wet canopy bowed under its own weight and collapsed. 
The air pressure changed, and Linn aimed her next gust downward, propelling her up in a chaotic leap as the Emerald Blade skewered the place where her heart had been. 
She landed in a crouch, and the Sage swung back around faster than she thought was possible, that wicked smile now a leer. She aimed the next gust there and lifted her feet as she did, allowing the gust to throw her backward. Luckily, she slammed into the soft side of a rise, her impact cushioned by rotted leaves. 
The Sage of Balon Rael straightened, and where before he had looked like an unremarkable soldier among Asha’s scores, now he looked like something else. The trees were burning like columns around him. His scorched armor shone silver with its gashes. And that green blade was pulsing with a brighter light than any around him, the power trapped within railing against its wielder even as he bent it to his will. 
He took a step forward, and Linn braced herself. She called to the clouds above and felt a sharp tug at her heart. The storm was nearly spent. The wind was slowing, the rain only now turning the forest floor to white smoke. 
She stood. 
The Sage of Balon Rael raised a palm toward her. Linn braced herself, her gaze darting to the east where the Embers were nearly upon them, the straggling black soldiers going down like beetles under the piling ants of Center. 
She looked back, and in the place of a look that expected victory, her adversary appeared confused. He lowered his hand and regarded it as though it had betrayed him. Whatever he had meant to happen had not. 
When he looked back up, she saw anger. A hard look turned an otherwise handsome visage ugly, and Linn swallowed as the fear she had kept at bay fought its way to the surface and the blue sparks died along her fingertips. 
There was shouting to the east, and Linn glanced sidelong to see a trio of soldiers rushing back in to support their commander. She had to flee. 
“Take him,” Balon Rael said, pointing with the glowing tip of the sword he had stolen. 
Linn watched the soldiers, who watched her as they edged past her to the place where Rane lay unmoving. Two of them pulled him up as the third angled an axe toward her. They seemed weaker than they had been, whatever power they had been granted having run its course. 
“Put him with the other,” the Sage said, keeping those gray eyes locked on Linn. 
They moved off without a word, holding the Ember King limp between them, his boots dragging along with the red sash that was now stained brown. 
Linn took a step forward, and the armored Sage behind them mirrored her. As the trees hissed and turned more smoky char than glowing coals, she saw the Everwood blades of her companions more clearly. Coming closer. 
Balon Rael saw them too, and, as stout and stoic as he appeared, he clearly did not want a meeting with them with none of his soldiers to support him. The beetles had scattered, and the beasts they had brought with them were dead or released from whatever spell they had been under. 
Glowing blade unsheathed, the Sage of Balon Rael tossed a hateful look at Maro and ran like a craven. Linn thought to chase him. 
She sighed, and the winds she had not realized she was holding dispersed, blowing out the fires closest to her and fanning a few in the middle distance. The damp would take care of those soon enough. 
The forest was thinner here in the east, and Linn could see the sky clearly. The branches had ceased their whipping frenzy, and the clouds were no longer wheeling overhead so much as drifting. 
“Linn!”
Kole was yelling for her—he probably had been for several lengths, but it was Shifa who greeted her first. The hound’s wet nose touched the back of Linn’s hand, and a stray spark sprouted, giving them both a shock and sending the hound skittering, her hackles raised. 
“Sorry, girl,” Linn said, and Shifa eyed her with those honest browns. 
Behind her, Kole was half-jogging, half-limping through the trees, his breath coming in ragged and greedy gulps. He eyed her as he came to a stop, checking her over for fresh wounds before his amber eyes drifted past her and fixed on the fading forms of the retreating soldiers. 
“He’s gone?”
Linn only swallowed and looked to the place where Rane had been and where Maro still was, lying sprawled but now waking as his warriors—bleeding and bedraggled—swarmed the small patch of woodland where so much had been decided. So much lost. 
“What happened?” 
Jenk came up, and Linn started at his appearance. He was bleeding from a dozen cuts, and not all of them were shallow. They looked to have been made by claws of some sort—the work of an animal or a jagged knife—and the blood that was still oozing was dark enough to be black in places. 
“Jenk,” she said, reaching out. 
Jenk shook his head. “Fine,” he mumbled. 
“But thank you for your concern,” Misha said, coming up last. 
She didn’t look much better, her red hair flowing, the tail having been cut. Her armor now displayed more of the silver underbelly than the obsidian exterior, and in places it had been rent straight through. There was a slick, oily sheen on one side, near her hip, and when she saw Linn staring, she bladed her body and cleared her throat. 
“What happened here?” she asked. 
Linn looked around, the buzzing from her calling the storm three times only now beginning to dissipate. She sank to one knee in the dirt as a new storm was called up at her temples, assaulting her from all sides with a sudden fury. 
She felt warmth as Kole knelt beside her and leaned close.
“It’s okay,” she said, waving him off as she closed her eyes. She placed a hand to her brow and concentrated, breathing in and out. As she did, she felt the link rebuilding. She felt the air coursing through the maze of trees like a light river and made herself its center. It helped, though the pounding only receded to a steady drumming behind her eyes. 
“You fought him.”
Kole turned, and Linn opened her eyes and raised her chin to see the young Willow standing before them. There was more red showing on her skin than pale white. 
“I did,” Linn said, rising as Kole did. 
She looked beyond the Willow and the Embers to see the warriors of the Emerald Road gathered around their fallen champion, who was now standing. The fangs she had seen him sprout had shortened, along with the black claws on the ends of his scarred fingers. 
“I know you did,” the Willow said, her tone difficult to parse. “I saw it.”
Linn regarded her steadily. 
“When the cowards turned to flee, I forged ahead, using my sight to pierce the branches farther in.” The Willow regarded Maro and then turned back. “I saw much of their fight, and then I saw you put the power of the storm into the Sage.”
“The Sage?” Misha asked. 
“He was here the whole time,” Linn said. “Among the soldiers.” She nodded toward the hill they had just come down and the riverbed beyond it, which was now littered with black shells.
Jenk shook his head as Kole looked to the east. The fires had all but died around them, the smoke less choking than it had been before. Linn looked as well and could see little beyond the distant mists. 
“He has the blade,” Kole said, and Linn nodded. He looked at her. 
“I tried.”
“I know,” he said. “None of us could have prevented it. Not with Rane betraying us after all.”
“I’m not sure he did,” Linn said. 
“What?” Misha asked, stepping forward. She indicated the charred woods around them. 
“This was the Sage’s doing,” Linn said. She eyed them each in turn, even the young Willow whose sisters were watching and listening from the unmarred branches above them. “As Maro—”
“The Emerald Blade,” the Willow said. 
“Is he now?” Misha asked, and the Willow stared a challenge. 
“I saw their fight,” Linn said. “First between the Emerald Blade and Brega Cohr.” She nodded at the dead warrior, who was still leaning against his trunk, his yellow eyes faded as he looked up sightlessly into the sky. “And then against the Sage of Balon Rael, who called the sword brother.”
She shook her head, feeling Kole’s eyes. She met them. 
“When Rane moved to enter the fray, I do not think he meant to strike out for Maro.” She cut the young Willow a sharp look, which quieted her. “This power—” She craned her neck and swept both hands out to encompass the scorched rows of pine and birch that had gone up like fresh tinder, though the forest was as damp as the air. “It was put out by the Sage. It was taken, I think. Taken from Rane and sent out against me.”
Kole was nodding along with her. “It makes sense,” he said.
“The soldiers?” Jenk asked.
“He is the source of their strength,” Kole said. “That’s his gift. His power lies in theft.”
“How fitting,” Misha said, crossing her arms and looking back at the wounded Maro. “Given what was taken.” 
The warrior had a vacant look as he began to move back toward the west, checking over the bodies of friend and foe alike and compelling his people to do the same. 
“My power wasn’t enough,” Linn said. 
Kole whirled on her. “You tried,” he said firmly. “And you’ll get the chance to try again.”
“If what you say about him is true,” Jenk said, “then we’re going to need you.”
Linn offered him a questioning look, and he squatted down, fatigue overcoming him. 
“He took his power from Rane, right?” Jenk asked. 
Linn shrugged. “It looked that way. He even imitated your Everwood, pulling the heat into his metal blade and using that as a conduit.”
Their own blades were only now dimmed to black. Kole was still gripping his in either hand as if he were ready to charge on and continue the fight. Judging by the mood around them, Linn thought it unlikely. 
The Willows above had moved off, some of them leaping ahead to track the Sage’s retreat and others fanning out around them, likely looking for stragglers on one side and survivors on the other. 
“And Brega?” Jenk asked, indicating the fallen Raith.
“I arrived after.”
“What about you?” Jenk pressed. “Did you feel anything after you sent your power against him? We saw the bolts from up on the hill. If he felt that power, no doubt he’d try to take it.”
The others looked from Jenk to Linn, and she shook her head slowly. 
“Nothing,” she said. “I felt nothing.”
“Could be,” Kole said. He glanced down at the blades he was still clutching somewhat nervously before depositing them in the straps across his back. “Maybe his power only affects the Landkist.” He looked at the other Embers.
Misha nodded and spat. “I thought it was the work of these damn woods. The fire was there, but it wasn’t responding quite the way it normally does.” She shrugged. “Then again, I’ve got no brazier nearby and no sun shining above.”
“But we did yesterday,” Jenk said with a shake. “No, we had plenty of heat stored. I can’t speak to yours, but my own grew the farther we got from that riverbed. Against the Raiths, I could bring it out in full.”
“And we’re glad you did,” Kole said.
Linn felt a pang. Six Landkist had fought and three had died, not including Brega. The fact that all of them were on her side was not something to be taken lightly. 
“This explains much.”
Another Willow dropped from the trees above with a dull thud, causing Shifa to jump. 
“What does?” the other asked. 
“Did you not wonder why we could never penetrate the reaches in the east?” she asked, pointing in the direction the Sage had gone. “We cannot pierce the branches there because he prevents it. He will drain our power should we try to extend it.”
The young willow swallowed nervously, and the older one looked at Linn with those moon whites. 
“But your power is different, just as the Emerald Blade’s is,” the older one said.
“The storm’s power,” Linn corrected. 
But why should she feel strange? The Embers wielded the flames, after all. The Willows wielded a power of sight that pierced the hidden coves and nests they had no right to. The Rivermen … 
She cast about wildly, and Kole responded with an unconscious flare, his heat enveloping them and causing the dying embers in the trunks framing them to flash. 
“Baas,” she said, nearly breathless. She looked to Kole. “Where is he?”
Jenk and Misha looked to one another, as did the two Willows. 
Linn clutched the younger on the shoulder. “He was fighting with a group of yours,” she said, imploring. “The largest group.”
The Willow stepped back and nodded. “He pushed ahead,” she said. “As far as the Emerald Blade. Maybe farther.”
“Farther,” Maro said, coming over with a silence that belied his poise. Linn, Kole, Misha and Jenk regarded him with a piercing intensity. “He was taken.”
“Taken?” Misha asked in disbelief. 
“He lives,” Maro said, wincing as one of his wounds cracked open with the slightest of motions. “He got to the Sage before I did. He fought, but after his strength was taken, he was as well. He will keep them alive, for now. The Rockbled and the Ember.”
“To use them,” Kole said, nodding along. 
He sounded both disgusted and relieved, but Linn only felt a seeping sense of shame. She had cut a wide path to the south, moving through a deeper part of the riverbed to get around Balon Rael’s forces. She had thought to surprise them from the back—to call the storm down upon them. And then she had seen the green glow of the Emerald Blade and was drawn to it like a moth to a flame. 
“The Raiths are vanquished?” Maro asked, turning to the business at hand. 
“Three,” Jenk said. 
“Four,” Maro said, looking back at the still form of Brega Cohr, slumped in his throne of roots. He sounded almost regretful. 
“There are more, though,” Jenk put in. “Right?”
“Elsewhere at Center, yes,” Maro said. “Many have died, though. Willows and Raiths.”
The older Willow looked down at the ground, a look of pain crossing her features. The younger only grimaced and looked away. Both of them soon moved off, and Linn marveled. Everyone at Center seemed to know his or her place in the larger scheme. Even after such a violent collision, they were busying themselves with the wounded and preparing to face one of the remaining gods in the World on the morrow. 
“I knew what I was going to say to him once I had defeated him,” Maro said, looking back at Brega. “Once I had him at my mercy.” He paused wistfully. 
“What’s that?” Linn asked softly.
“‘It’s past time we spoke, Brega Cohr.’”
“Based on what you’ve told us,” Misha said. “He would have hated that.”
“Yes,” Maro said wistfully. “Yes, he would have.”




Contrary to popular belief, T’Alon knew what the cold felt like. And when he felt it, he knew things had taken a turn for the worse. 
The former King of Ember could count on one hand the number of times he had felt it: that strange slowing of his blood and the sting that went along with it. It felt like death, and as he woke without a start in the deep darkness, he felt on the verge. 
He coughed and hacked, adding his own bloody mix to the slick damp. The dirt was hard and sloped, cutting at his palms as he roved, searching for purchase. The ground had been dug down as far as the clay and the granite beneath it. 
T’Alon sat up and was surprised to feel that his armor—though dented and pinching in more places than it had been before—was still donned. Without his usual heat to burn away the clammy sweat that festered at Center, he reeked. 
He felt a closeness above him and reached up to feel the rough, splintered wood of supports. There were no torches nearby for him to pull on, but the light of the moon and the stars penetrated even these depths, illuminating the oak beams that acted as bars to the sloped pit in which he’d been deposited. 
The Sage of Balon Rael had no need for cages or cellars. He hadn’t planned to be at Center for as long as he had been. His disdain for T’Alon manifested in a lack of fear. T’Alon would have laughed if he didn’t want to cry instead. The King of Ember, not even worth the trouble to build a proper cage for. 
“Where am I?” he called out. 
He heard the guards shifting nearby but knew none of them would step into view. He tested a pull on the reserves in his blood and felt nothing. What’s more, his head swam the moment he tried, alerting him to the constant and pervading presence of the Sage overhead, whose very aura was like the crushing weight of a fortress. It was a heavier thing than T’Alon could ever hope to move, even if he had had a burning brazier beside him. 
He sighed, and as he did, he noted another presence in the makeshift cell beside him. What he had at first mistaken for a boulder resolved into a moving one. 
The Riverman from the Valley core leaned back against one of the beams. Despite the likely drain on his own abilities, it still seemed to bow in a bit under his weight. His great stone shield was resting against the frame on their side of the bars. Not that he’d have the strength to lift it. 
Though there was dried blood that had quit its dripping down his brow, he looked otherwise unhurt. Given what T’Alon knew of the man, even doing that much to him must have taken considerable effort. It was said that weapons of the earth would not betray one of the Rockbled, no matter who wielded them. Perhaps he had tangled with one of the beasts Caern and her Raiths had sent into the battle that was more a shared massacre. 
The thought of Caern brought up one of Brega, and T’Alon winced in a way that had nothing to do with his own hurt as he recalled the image of the Landkist impaled to the hilt on the end of that great black blade. T’Alon began to replay Brega’s final, choking moments before he squeezed that out along with the dreary sights before him as he had so many times before. 
When T’Alon sighed, the Riverman simply stared out into the reaches of the night, his stony gaze matching everything else about him. 
T’Alon made as if to speak but hesitated. After a moment, he cut his losses. “You are unhurt?”
The Rockbled grunted in a manner that made it impossible to gauge his mood. 
“Willing or not,” T’Alon said, not caring if the guards heard him, “we are friends now, you and I. If we mean to have any hope of surviving this, that is.”
The hulk who had made the imbued soldiers of Balon Rael look like toadstools turned his head, slow as the shifting plates of the earth, and regarded T’Alon with something close to disdain. Though he was young, there was a wisdom behind his eyes. It made T’Alon feel judged. This was a man who would die well, no matter when or where it occurred. 
He turned back, effectively finishing their exchange, and T’Alon could hear a guard snickering close by, whispering of his latest defeat. How disappointed they must be in the venerable King of Ember, whom they were guarding like a dog awaiting its master’s punishment. 
T’Alon shifted and leaned back against his sloped pack of dirt, trying to replay the events of the day. He remembered the duel between the Emerald Blade and the Sage of Balon Rael. He remembered Linn’s appearance and wondered with a pang if his current predicament and that of the Rockbled beside him meant she had met her end. 
Had the Embers fallen as well? 
More than the rest, however, he thought of the implications of Balon Rael having the weapon he had sought after all this time. Surely he had won the duel. Surely he had killed the blade’s wielder, who had fought with a brilliance T’Alon could never hope to match. 
He closed his eyes and moved past the faces, concentrating on what had happened after he had fallen. His heat had been taken—sucked out. It had made a crude and mighty weapon out of the Sage’s broken blade, making a mockery of the Everwood Kole and the others were still carrying as an unwitting homage to his desert home. 
He had been dragged in a state of semi-consciousness. The forest floor had dipped, and a spray had hit him along with a sound like that of rushing water, far below. 
A chasm. They had crossed a great chasm. 
T’Alon cursed, but the Rockbled did not so much as flinch. 
He was powerless. The only reason he was alive was because the Sage of Balon Rael willed it—likely so he could try to get something of use out of T’Alon before he snuffed him out entirely. Some more of that precious fire. Perhaps some information on the Eastern Dark. 
T’Alon wished him luck. Whatever he knew of his dark master shifted behind a vaporous cloud at the back of his mind. It was the same cloud his conscience had hid behind while he was doing the Sage’s work these last decades, deposing one king and destabilizing another in an attempt to weaken the domains of the others—occasionally to strike out against the gods themselves. 
He had never needed that fog to hide behind when it came time to face the Sages of the World—the would-be saviors turned tyrants. When Resh had fallen, he had remembered it. That was when he knew he could push through the fog, or else push it back. He had pried loose the barbs on his heart, which now beat freer and firmer, bringing all the remembered hurt with it. 
But whatever secrets he had learned in those early years with the Eastern Dark, he could not recall. Whatever the mission had been. Whatever the truths of the World Apart were, and the Sage’s dealings with it. Thinking on it was like trying to catch a moth in ashy winds. 
He thought of Brega again as a breeze stirred the dead leaves in the dirt courtyard. He thought of all those who had died at Center in another of the Sages’ conflicts. 
And that started the anger building fresh, where before there had been only a sinking depression. The same anger that had brought him out of the deserts. Usually, this would light the fire anew, building it until he had to stamp it down or release it. But that pull from above was like a drain from below. No fire came, and no heat with it. 
“I left the deserts to fight them,” T’Alon said, not caring for the moment if the other man answered. He did not turn, but T’Alon knew he was listening in the dark. “No matter what stories they tell in the Valley, that is the truth.”
He almost went on but thought better of it. 
“The Emberfolk told good stories of you.”
The Riverman’s voice was exactly what T’Alon would have ascribed to him, like boulders moving beneath silver silt at the bottom of a spring—strong and gentle. 
“They said it was courage that brought you out of the deserts,” the Riverman said, not turning to meet T’Alon’s amber eyes with his own slate grays. “But it was fear.”
T’Alon bristled and cursed himself for it. 
“Nothing wrong with fear,” the man said, and whether he meant it or not, there was no greater condemnation. 
“It is the great motivator,” T’Alon admitted sardonically. “Maybe fear was a greater gift, or a greater curse, than my power ever was.”
“The Sages’ power is a mockery of the World,” the Rockbled said, his voice taking on an iron edge. His eyes were hard-set, and his square chin was raised in a way that made him look tall despite his position. “But so is ours.”
“Ours?”
Now the Riverman did look at him, and T’Alon saw the same fatigue he felt in the Rockbled’s eyes, despite the strength the man’s voice projected. 
“The Landkist,” the Riverman said. “The Emberfolk have always thought my people strange for considering the Rockbled nothing more than fleeting things. But we are. Here now and gone on the morrow. I have no right to the strength I have or the victories I’ve won. The Raiths invade the minds of peaceful beasts and turn them into something they should not be, just as the Willows use a sight not meant for them.”
The Riverman looked away. 
“I used my power in the way I felt was right,” T’Alon said in a voice gone soft. 
“Yes,” the Rockbled said. “We all do, I suppose. Even the Sages.”
“Who stops them, if not us?” 
There was a silence that stretched and stretched until T’Alon broke it. “I can’t beat him alone.”
“I don’t think you’re meant to.”




The wind sighed through the trees in the south, and Kole sighed along with it. He kept his eyes closed as the heat of the burning birch warmed the skin of his bare chest. He had stripped to the waist, exposing a bruised but otherwise unmarked torso. He laid his armor in a dented pile beside him along with his Everwood blades, whose work he feared was not yet close to finished. 
It was quiet enough that he could imagine being on the edges of the Untamed Hills. The dirt beneath his resting nails was a little slicker, a bit more full of clay than the slate of the southern Valley, but it wasn’t so different. Even the creaking of the foreign trees echoed that of the trees in the Deepwoods, where the roots grew as large as those at Center though their parents weren’t half as great. 
Kole felt a thrumming in his chest and followed it down into the waiting well. There, a nugget glowed ever bright, smoldering. In the recent past, it had beat against the walls, seeking a way out. Always questing. But he had quieted it. Despite the battle of the morning that had stretched to evening, he had kept control. 
He did not dwell on the irony that he likely had a Sage to thank for that.
He opened his eyes and scanned the squat clearing. It was sparse. Apart from his fellow Embers, Linn, a smattering of warriors, and the odd, pacing Willow, they were a small group. He knew there were others resting in the branches above, watchful and wary. He knew there were many more hidden away with Wend on the Emerald Road to the west. 
Despite a seeming victory, they felt defeated. 
Which called up thoughts of Baas Taldis, the friend who was more often a protector. And one they had not protected. 
Kole observed the others. Jenk was sitting with his eyes closed and his legs crossed, hands resting on his knees. He had fresh stitching in his side and likely could have in others, where he had let his hot blood close the skin roughly, forming scars. The Ember had acquitted himself better than Kole had ever seen. Better than he or Misha had. 
As for the Keeper of Hearth, she was resting just above sleep, her torso as bare as his own but for a fresh wrap of brown bandages one of the Greenfolk had given her. Her breaths came shallow, and despite her exhaustion, he saw her lids flash open at every move, likely imagining jungle cats in the dark—roving beasts who meant to come upon her and finish what their kin had started on the rocky slides to the north. 
And then there was Linn, the Sage of the southern Valley. The Sage of Last Lake. 
In truth, Kole still counted on her strength above all else. He found himself smiling as he watched her, her green eyes a few shades darker than those of her younger sister but no less brilliant because of it as she peered into the reaches of the night. 
Kole tracked her gaze and saw a lone figure approaching with a limp that was not well disguised. He recognized the man formerly known as the Emerald Blade as he stepped into the firelight. He came to the edge of the makeshift circle and stared, seeming to sway on his feet. His hands were more brown than bronze, now, covered in fresh dirt. 
“You buried him.”
The young Willow who stuck closer to them than any of her fellows spoke it as a challenge, and Maro’s yellow eyes swung her way. 
“You buried our enemy,” she said, and although some of her fellows tossed her warning looks, Kole saw that a few nodded along with her.
“I buried Brega Cohr,” Maro said, sitting without a glance at Linn, who continued to stare. 
“Our enemy,” the Willow insisted. 
“He’s in the ground, now,” he said, staring into the flames in a passive manner. “Just as ours are. No harm he can do there. No harm we can to do him.”
There was a sorrow in his tone that had as much to do with the events of this day as with all the others before it, Kole knew. He hadn’t just buried Brega beneath the twisted roots of Center. He’d tried to bury something with him, and only he could say whether or not it had followed him back out. 
The young Willow opened her mouth to speak, but a cutting look from one of the others silenced her. She looked down in a mix of shame and indignation that no one seemed to begrudge her. Not even Maro. 
As for the leader of the Emerald Road, he stared a little longer into the flames before scanning those who were doing the same, his eyes flickering over Linn, Kole and the Embers before locking on a young man who had busied himself laying out rolls of gear on the edges of the ruddy glow. 
“Tres,” Maro said, and the man, who was more a boy, looked up. “What do we have for blades?”
The youth looked over the collection—most of it picked up from those who had fallen—and then back at Maro. Instead of choosing, he rolled up one of the canvases and carried it over, then deposited the pile with a rattle at Maro’s knees. 
Some averted their gazes as Maro looked through the assortment of weapons, plainly uncomfortable with the Emerald Blade wielding anything but. But the man who looked through those weapons, testing their weight and balance, was not a broken one. He looked determined, and Kole supposed time would tell whether or not it mattered. 
Maro hefted one blade that was longer than the one he’d carried. It had a short shaft that might run from the tips of his fingers to the elbow, the rest of the spear-length weapon a stand of sharp-edged steel. It looked to be a head shorter than Misha’s spear, which still made it considerably larger than anything Kole had ever wielded. 
Maro stood and put the exotic weapon through its paces, and while Kole had expected him to be practiced, he had not expected the weapon to move as fluidly in Maro’s hands as it might in those of its lifelong owner, now dead and gone. 
After a time spent moving, stepping and putting the tool through humming arcs, Maro frowned and laid it down. Kole meant to ask him how he had learned to wield it, but he picked up another pair—two blades no longer than those resting beside Kole, though they were curved as sharp as crescent moons. He went into another form with these, and it was even more impressive than the last, all lancing kicks and angled slices. 
He set these down as well, and on it went. All eyes were watching him as he put weapons of all weights, shapes, sizes and makes through their paces. Before long, Kole stopped marveling at the display and began to observe the warriors of the Emerald Road, who were looking on with something that had morphed from despair to awe. They watched with the rapt attention of the converted, prideful tears gathering in the corners of a few eyes as they watched their leader—their the Emerald Blade. 
Kole smiled and caught Maro’s eyes as the man spun, sending a hand axe wide as a short spear lanced out behind it. He could almost see the invisible enemies falling in sprays of red and knew that Maro did not need to imagine. 
Misha rolled over with a groan, and though she frowned at first at the display, she was soon resting easily with her head on the soft side of her arm, watching with a tired intensity as Maro chose a staff next. 
The man was an artist, simply put. 
Maro would not be defined by the blade he had carried, he told his people without telling them. He would not be cowed by the being who was carrying it now. 
The first beads of sweat were just beginning to gather on that bronze brow when Maro set the final mix of wood and metal down and knelt. He looked into the flames, and Kole saw the tiny white moons blinking down like a curtain of close stars as the Willows watched from above. 
“The Sage of Balon Rael dies tomorrow,” Maro said. He looked up and swept those yellow eyes across the gathered, the enraptured. “Just as the Sage of Center, who thought to rule these lands before him, died.” He looked to Misha, Jenk, Linn and Kole. “Just as the White Crest, the Lord of Skies and Lightning, died. Their names are as meaningless as the conflict they’ve drawn us into, their intent lost to the reaches like the lives of our kin and the kin without our lands.” 
“Vengeance makes the World turn,” Linn said, and Kole regarded her strangely. She had not said it like an accusation, but it felt like one to him. Perhaps that said something. 
“This isn’t revenge.” Maro’s stare was a challenge. “This is the way things will be. The Sage of Balon Rael will die tomorrow.”
He looked from Linn to Kole before switching to Jenk and Misha. Kole spared him the need to ask. 
“He has our companion,” Kole said. 
“And he has the Ember you seek,” the young Willow put in, an accusation meant and one accepted with a shrug. 
“We made no secret of our purpose at Center,” Kole said. “The King of Ember was our enemy. Now, he is merely the path to the true one.” Kole turned his eyes to the Willow and then met Maro’s steady gaze. “I came to Center with a mind mostly free of the need for revenge.” 
Linn regarded him with a searching expression. 
“On whom?” Maro asked. 
“The Sages,” Kole said. “Their power. All that represents them.” He looked to Linn. “It has paid to be open.” He turned back to Maro. “You are the second person I’ve known to possess their power and none of their corruption.” Maro shifted. “But Balon Rael is more of the same. He is my enemy because he is yours. Because he was Wend’s and the Gray Peoples’. I do not know if the Landkist are meant to fight the Sages. But we are here. We are Landkist. And we will fight. They’ve brought this reckoning on themselves.”
“The Sage of Center had a change,” Linn said, her voice soft but firm. “Even the White Crest had withdrawn from their conflict before the darkness took him.”
Maro looked to Kole for a reaction, and he nodded along with her. Jenk looked curious, perhaps wondering where she was going. 
“But in this,” she said, “we are agreed. The Sage of Balon Rael will fall like one of these great oaks. And we’ll be the hewers.” As she finished, Kole saw that her hands were balled into fists white at the knuckles. 
Misha rolled over with a relieved sigh. Maro’s mouth quirked into the suggestion of a smirk, and Kole realized how much he had been counting on their support. 
Shifa growled in the night. Kole had learned long ago not to ignore the warning. He shot up as fast as his hot blood would allow and reached for his blades, compelling the makeshift camp into swift action. He heard the branches shake overhead as the Willows jolted, likely shocked that they had not caught whatever the hound had. 
“What is it, girl?” Kole spoke in a harsh whisper, feeling naked as he stood stripped to the waist, his blades held out to either side. 
Shifa was standing at the edge of the light, her paws splayed wide as she faced the western woods. Kole felt the others poised behind him, their own hurts forgotten in the rush. 
A glimpse of lavender in the gloom, and Kole knew it was no beast that was haunting them. At least, not one of the World. 
Kole flared his blades to life and yelled for Shifa to stay as she tensed to bound into the darkness. Bowstrings were pulled taut as the Willows overhead sought out the source of her agitation. Below or just above the cracking of wood in the pit, Kole thought he heard the now-familiar pop and sizzle. 
“Linn?” he asked.
“It’s her.”
“Clever,” a child’s voice said in the darkness. An arrow streaked down, catching a shaft of reflected amber light before the thud that signaled a missed mark. 
“What do you want?” Kole called out. “You can’t hope to come against us as you are now.” 
As he spoke, he extinguished his blades and looked over his shoulder at the others, who regarded him with a range of expressions. Maro had a hand raised, likely directing the Willows above. As for the young one, Kole could not see her anymore. 
“Speak. Now or never.”
Another pop, this one sounding much closer and much higher. Kole turned to see Linn staring up at the swaying branches overhead. He followed her gaze, but the wash of orange light combined with the overcast sky made it impossible for him to distinguish one shadow from the next, no matter his experience with the Dark Kind. The Willows had moved into the encircling trees, watching their lit patch like hawks tensed to dive. 
Kole saw the next pop before he heard it—a swirling of inky black and a glint of lavender, like a jewel forming. In one instant, there was nothing but a wisp of smoke curling round the roots of the tree before him. In the next, he saw the half-moon face of the shadow girl he had burned. 
It was a risky move, to expose herself so fully before a company that had no reason not to shoot on sight. Luckily or not, the Willows held. Shifa took a step forward, struggling to hold herself from the attack. But Kole had given the command, so she settled for bared fangs over bloody. 
“I want to talk,” the girl said, her voice lilting too light to be true. Her lavender eyes—one in the pale and the other in the deep black of the conjured shadows—roved over the company. “It’s all you lot seem to do.”
Kole straightened and lowered his blades, and Linn hissed a warning behind him. He smiled at the Shadow, showing her more tooth than lip. 
“You want your Ember back,” he said, and a slight twitching of her brow told him all it needed to. 
She stepped forward, and so did a pair of warriors to Kole’s right. 
“Hold,” Maro said firmly. 
They did, albeit grudgingly. Two shadows detached themselves from the darkness behind the girl, resolving into the shapes of Willows. Should she try to blink away again, she would be cut down. If she knew that, she did well to hide the fact as she strode past Kole and skirted the edges of the fire. 
As she moved, her pale skin seemed to take on a milky hue, the black that had clung to her unable to stand the bright. It dripped from her, staining the dirt before fading like steam or morning mist. She stared her challenges as she rounded the pit and earned plenty in return. If she moved a little quicker past the piercing eyes of Linn, she stood and made up for it as she locked eyes with Maro. 
“You look different,” she said, ever-prodding. 
“As do you.” Kole spoke up for him. 
He ran his fingers through the oily fur behind Shifa’s ears as the hound approached, her eyes fixed on their unwelcome visitor. The Shadow turned and quirked her head at him. 
“Unburned,” he said, nodding toward her. 
She raised a hand to touch her chin and cheek. “Yes,” she said, favoring him with a killing stare. “I recover quickly. Quicker than you Embers, even.”
“I’d be willing to test that for you,” Misha said. 
She was the only person in the company to stay seated, though Kole noticed that she was clutching the haft of her spear in her right hand. She was still wary, having taken the brunt of the Raiths’ attack. But she already looked more lively than she had an hour before. 
The Shadow rounded the pit, leering at Maro’s men and women, who clearly wanted nothing more than to leap atop her and rend her like dogs going at a hare. Kole could see that she knew that and that she reveled in it, feeding on the tension like the Embers on the flame. 
She came to stand before Kole, and all her playing ceased. She looked at him with hard eyes that held him steady. There was a power to her that she hadn’t had the chance to show him during the chaos of their last meeting. Of that, he had no doubt. 
“You need Rane the same as I do,” she said. 
Kole said nothing, and she smirked with her mouth alone. Her eyes went on staring. 
“And you need your friend.”
“We want him,” Kole said. 
“You need me to get either of them.”
The collective silence said what the others thought of that. But she saw that they were listening. Those purple eyes sought out Linn. 
“You saw his power,” she said. She looked to Maro next. “You as well.” She turned back to Kole. “And you lot felt it, even if you didn’t know.”
Kole frowned. 
“You should have burned those Raiths away in the second exchange,” she said. 
“One of them fought one of our brightest in the southern Valley,” Kole said. “Fought him alone and at length.”
“Brega Cohr,” she acknowledged, her expression showing nothing of the hurt she might have felt at his passing. “The best of them against the best of you. Caern was no Brega.”
“You watched it all,” Jenk said, nearly breathless. “You watched it all and stayed back. You watched your ally impaled, your leader taken.”
She looked at him as if he were a child speaking up in the midst of a conversation beyond his grasp. “You can learn a lot from watching, Ember.” 
Her tone was drenched in condescension, and Kole saw Misha leaning forward. Her patience wouldn’t hold as long as Jenk’s, and Kole’s commands meant less to her. 
“You don’t want the Ember,” Maro said, stepping around the pit. The fire had begun to die down, and the blackness in the scrub behind the Willows was creeping in, twining around the Shadow’s feet like coiling snakes. “You don’t want him so much as the blade I carried.”
She showed him a smile but bladed her body as he approached, tensing to flee. He ceased his advance, and she stilled, staring in an uncompromising way. 
“Seeing the effect it had on you, you might want me to take it off your hands.”
That almost prompted a reaction from the stoic warrior. His red paint glowed with the dying light of the coals, his yellow eyes holding what fire the pit now lacked. 
“You said we need you,” Linn said. 
“Perhaps not you, dear,” the Shadow said, not looking away from Maro. “Not him, either. Though I don’t know how much use the Emerald Blade will be without his namesake.” She turned and eyed Kole before doing the same to the Willows ringing her. “But you Landkist might as well stay behind. Of course”—her next smile seemed genuine enough—“the Willows’ power interests him about as much as the owls they imitate. But you Embers—you’ll only empower him further. The Sage of Balon Rael might as well be one of your Keepers and you his burning brazier.”
There was a pregnant pause. 
“You know it’s true,” she said. “And it’s not just him you’ll have to deal with. Those men and women following him are more dolls than conscious beings. They are warped. Strange.” The irony seemed lost on her. 
“And what of you?” Kole asked, more curious than challenging. “You are not Landkist?”
Her eyes flickered dangerously, but there was a note of something else behind the threat. Was it fear? Uncertainty, at least. 
“You needn’t worry about my power. Not yet, Ember. And if my master gets his way, not ever.”
“You serve the Eastern Dark,” one of the men said. “If your master gets his way, the World will end, and all of us with it.”
“Quite the opposite,” she said, and when they waited for her to go on, she pursed her lips. 
“You move like a creature with free will,” Maro said. “Yet, you would follow one whose very name inspires the stuff you’re made of. You would name him good?”
“Not good,” she said with a shake. But it was clear that they would get no more out of her on that account. “All wills have a price. If you knew it, you might pay it gladly.”
Kole looked to Maro, and both turned to the rest, gauging their reactions. 
“It’s settled, then,” the Shadow said. 
“What’s your plan?” Kole asked, not liking the feeling of being led. 
“To watch yours,” she said, as if it were obvious. “And to join when it’s best served to.”
“When you are best served to, you mean,” Linn said. 
“Is there a difference?” The Shadow cocked her head to the side for the second time, and it already held the twitch of an annoying habit. “Trust that my goal aligns with yours. For now. The World will be no better off with the Emerald Blade in the possession of that tyrant.”
“Better than it would be in the hands of yours, maybe,” Kole said, and the Shadow shrugged, seeming more bored than insulted. 
“Take it up with Rane, if he’s alive at the end of it. For now,” she said, “try to live long enough for the argument to matter.” 
She took a step back, and the Willows took one in. Shifa measured her all the while, her tail as still as a serpent before the strike. Kole pressed down on her crown, staying her. 
The darkness seemed to bow in around the Shadow, the air shimmering like it might under an Ember’s charge, and she melted away, leaving those trailing lavender vapors and a smell like wet ash. 
“We can’t trust her,” Jenk said, shaking his head. 
Surprisingly, the warriors of the Emerald Road were quiet as the Willows, all of them looking to Maro for guidance. 
“No,” Maro said before Kole could. “But an end is coming to Center, and she was always going to be a part of it.” He met Kole’s eyes, yellow reflecting amber brown. “And she wasn’t wrong. When it comes time to face him, we’ll need all the power we can bring to bear. Throwing three Embers at one who would gladly take their fire as his own won’t do us well.”
“Surely, there are limits,” Linn said, though she sounded concerned. “Limits to what he can take in and put out. He seemed uncontrolled when he was draining the King of Ember. Wild and untrained.”
Maro shrugged.
“If the King of Ember is still alive,” Misha said, “he may have all the power he needs.”
“And that’s not taking into account the blade.”
“He doesn’t know its ways,” Maro said. 
“And we won’t give him time to learn them,” Kole said, as much a hope as a promise. “Besides,” he added, turning to catch as many eyes as he could, yellow, brown and milky white, “he doesn’t know what Baas Taldis can do.”
“None of us do,” Jenk said with a laugh. 
Kole knew that could go one of two ways. Maybe it would go theirs for a change. 




They hadn’t spoken any more during the night, and T’Alon’s annoyance had given way to a sense of calm he had not felt since he was trudging through the snows in the north. Then, he’d been certain the Witch’s patrols would find him before anything resembling a friend did. 
But the Eastern Dark had come, the man who was anything but a friend. He had spirited T’Alon away to use for another day. Resh was dead and gone, just like a dozen of the most powerful Landkist T’Alon had ever known. There would be another, whether it be an outcast prince of the Emerald Road looking for revenge or another Ember taken from the bosom of the southern Valley. There would always be another, but for a time, there was only him. 
Now, it seemed, even the Eastern Dark would not intervene on his behalf. He quested for the shadow that cloistered in the caverns behind his heart and could not find it. He sighed, a mix of relief and knowing. 
He looked to the man resting next to him, eyes closed as he slept, or meditated, or whatever it was the Rockbled did before they died. T’Alon smiled as the pre-dawn light lit the skies to the east, its soft rays even spilling into their makeshift dungeon and sending the things that crawled and skittered burrowing. 
A man like him had no right to feel peace before his moment of judgment. But he would take what he was given.
The fog that had weighed them down the night before had lifted some. T’Alon felt the heat rekindle in the deepest recesses of his core. He kept it there, burning low like the forgotten flames beneath the morning ash. He hoped the Riverman had something of his strength remaining. 
As if on command, the Riverman opened his eyes—blue light enough to appear gray—and leaned forward. T’Alon was about to speak, but the sound of metal scraping and boots thudding had him turning. No less than a dozen of the black beetles came to the edge of the barred pit. One bent and undid a ladder of latches while the rest stood back, crouched or arranged in strategic positions. 
They were taking no chances. 
As the small door that was more a grate slid open, the brute shuffled forward, crawling out on his hands and knees as if he’d done it a thousand times before. Despite his youth, T’Alon found himself looking up to the sturdy warrior already. He was dragging the great stone shield behind him, though he seemed to do so with much more effort than he had the day before, his muscles bunching, veins standing out as he heaved. 
He hefted it with a grunt and rose in the midst of the black entourage, and T’Alon followed him out. The soldiers eyed them through their lidded helms—all but one, a young, pale youth whose sickly appearance stood as a stark contrast to the bulk of him below the neck. Balon Rael’s magic doing its work and taking its toll all at once. 
The soldiers moved to prod the two of them with their rods and spiked barbs, but T’Alon and the Riverman made it easy for them and moved off without complaint. As he walked, T’Alon wondered if some of his own power was flowing through the veins of these poor souls. He wondered how much of them remained as he studied them. They said little and seemed to feel less, but they were not unthinking beasts like the Dark Kind, nor were they as rabid as the Sentinels. It was their eyes that unsettled him. It wasn’t the color—that ranged from dark to bright and lurid, but rather the lack of life behind them. He had only seen the look once before, among the mountain men of the southeast, who turned the very vapors of the earth into dreamstuff fit to smoke and carry. 
Whatever answers the stuff brought were soon lost to the haze that covered them over, and the calm that tricked once steady men into mania—that brought leaders low enough to be less than the goats their sons herded. 
T’Alon shook off the thoughts of the past and looked to the dreary present. They were led down a choked lane bordered by leaning trunks—young saplings they had pulled from the sucking mud only to sink back in as part of their stronghold—dead and leaning. Through the gaps in the rows, T’Alon could see the trees on the outskirts of the dirty plain. They were not so very far. Center was not an easy place to tame, and it made him smile to think of the sorry attempt. 
Ahead, the lane opened to reveal a haphazard courtyard that was even wetter than the one they had come from, and as T’Alon entered, the muffled sound of many voices became a roar as the soldiers of Balon Rael displayed their brand of humanity—all the sorry bits—with their jeering, shouting and hissing in the stands that encircled what seemed to be an arena. 
One of the beetles shoved him roughly forward, and he nearly went down in the mud, but the Riverman’s sturdy arm was waiting. He caught it and lifted himself up under its weight. Though he was wary, the Riverman stared straight ahead, ignoring the jeering crowd on their roughshod benches and the oppressing weight of the halved boulder he carried on his back. 
T’Alon looked up before looking ahead, noting the clouds wheeling in the clear. It was strange to see the sky without the obscuring net of the many-layered canopy. He breathed in, closed his eyes for a space, sought out that burning nugget deep in his core and tried to keep from smiling as he brought his eyes down and met the emotionless grays of his latest enemy. 
It made sense now, and T’Alon laughed in spite. 
“I didn’t think you were the type for pomp and circumstance,” T’Alon said, speaking loudly enough for a smattering of quiet to sweep through the scores above and around. “Then again, you are the lord of the east, where stone towers take precedence over the crops that could feed your soldiers’ families for generations. Why look to the future when you are chasing the past? I am no judge.”
His stare was directly ahead, to where the Sage of Balon Rael was sitting in a throne carved from the dead trees of Center. His armor was fresh and undented, and his helm was resting beside him, its new wearer none other than a headless corpse that could only be Asha. 
T’Alon swallowed a grimace at the grizzly sight, recognizing the attempt to unsettle him, but it appeared his words had had the opposite effect. The soldiers in the crowd turned their attention to their king, the source of their power and their bane. T’Alon, for his part, searched out the Emerald Blade, which was leaning very near to the Sage’s resting hand; his fingers were questing toward it without touching the pommel. Its edges were dull in the overcast dawn, looking more like the slime atop a still pond than a brilliant and deadly treasure.
“Did you think I would not know?” the Sage said, lifting his helm to reveal the blackened stump where the blonde-haired, blue-eyed commander’s head had sat. He tossed the hunk of metal into the muddy pit, where it sank rather than rolled. 
T’Alon said nothing. 
“You are an Ember. One of the last.” The Sage leaned back, his face somewhat obscured in the shade of a flapping canvas some shoddy craftsman had strung between two stakes. “Those other pups from the south don’t have the power to do this.” He kicked Asha’s corpse, making it lean like a puppet—awkward and angled. 
“And you are a stranger from far-off lands,” T’Alon said. “Out of place and out of time.”
The Sage of Balon Rael laughed, but there was a hint of the nerves T’Alon knew were nested below the surface. 
“You look tired, Balon,” T’Alon said with a smile. He looked around, making a show of it. He stood up straighter, his armor shifting. “Your men and women look tired.” And the faces that glared back at him, free of their sheltering helms, did look sickly and ashen gray. T’Alon knew they had been called the Stone People, the Gray People, and many names besides. They all fit in the moment. 
Perhaps the Sage of Balon Rael had limits to his power. After all, he had either not caught the coil of flame pulsing at T’Alon’s center or was willingly ignoring it. T’Alon still felt the weight on him, like the air itself was pressing him, sucking the power from his bones and sinew. But it was lighter than it had been. More fleeting and less full. 
“You’ve convinced these pups of the south that you are their friend?” the Sage sneered, leaning forward once more. His eyes were red around the edges, and his knuckles blanched white as he gripped the splintered edges of his chair. “You, who serve the Eastern Dark like a dog.” He paused. “Even Brega Cohr, would-be Prince of the Emerald Road, was caught up in your legend. The great King of Ember. The last, and soon to be late.”
T’Alon pursed his lips, and Balon Rael straightened. 
“Your legend is unearned,” he said, and it seemed to T’Alon that his words were no longer about show. 
“And you are so desperate to make your own, you can’t see that you are the same as the evil you run from,” T’Alon said. 
“Run?” Balon Rael glanced sidelong at the soldiers ringing him, his eyes pausing for a spell as they passed over the Emerald Blade. “I mean to stop the Dark Kind at their source.” He reached out and grasped the hilt of the blade, and its many facets lit like a reborn sun for the briefest of moments before settling back to a dull glow. 
The Sage of Balon Rael gritted his teeth and closed his eyes, willing whatever was assailing him to stillness.
“No matter your seeming allegiance,” he said, staring T’Alon down. “You want the Sages gone just the same as I do, even if you don’t know why.”
“You all want each other gone,” T’Alon said, his voice taking on the frustration he felt. “Each thinks the others too much a threat to his rule. Those who remain, that is.”
That got a reaction. Balon Rael was cunning. He caught the threat in T’Alon’s words and did not take it well, which was as well-taken as T’Alon had intended. 
“The power of the World Apart draws near,” he said, meeting as many eyes as he could. “And the Landkist are not the answer. They are scattered and leaderless. Superfluous and wasteful with their gifts that were born from us.”
“They are of the World,” T’Alon said. “We are of the World.” 
He indicated the Riverman, who was standing as still as the ground beneath him. T’Alon could hear a low note droning. He had at first taken it for a hum, but now recognized it as something deeper. Something beneath, and something very much connected with the Rockbled. 
“Finality,” the Sage said, his words projected by means T’Alon didn’t care to guess at. “That is what we seek here today.” He swept his gaze out to encompass his loyal troops. His poisoned children. “That is what we witness: the deaths of our enemies, who would serve the greater darkness of this World to usher in another. You Landkist.” He spat. “Your very presence invites the challenge of the World Apart.”
He stood, and the crowd drew a collective breath. 
“Not while we stand,” he continued. “Not while our towers stand in the east and our children toil beneath them, making a life out of the dirt of this World as the Landkist and their lords plot to give it away. You don’t deserve your power, but I’ll take it on and bring about the legacy you failed to deliver. I have the Emerald Blade. I have won.”
There was a grumbling in the crowd that held the hint of threat. The Sage looked to T’Alon, who met his stare with one of deadly amber. You could take all the fire out of him, but you couldn’t take that stare. 
The Riverman spat into the mud, a sound that seemed to echo louder than the boastful words and the thrown helm. A sound that asked for judgment. 
“What is your name?” T’Alon asked in a conversational tone. “I don’t believe I’ve asked.”
“Baas Taldis,” the Riverman said. “And I will not be dying today.”
T’Alon regarded him with a swell. The Rockbled’s brows were drawn. He seemed to be tiring, his bulk bent under the weight of the shield the Sage had not bothered to take away. 
T’Alon stepped forward. “Your followers are convinced of your power, which is only rivaled by your folly. Your aura now is one of fear. You are a meager savior.” T’Alon’s look changed, and he made sure to show it to more than the Sage standing on his timber pedestal. “How many Landkist have you killed to power yourself?” he asked, his voice rising with an emotion he hadn’t felt until he let it through. “How many to power your men? The very beings you seek to destroy give you your strength.”
“Don’t turn this around, T’Alon Rane,” the Sage said, his voice booming but losing a modicum of its former control. “I left the stone towers because I knew you were on the move. You and the dogs of the Eastern Dark. I know he wants me toppled. I was content to stay back—”
“And do nothing,” T’Alon accused him. “Nothing to protect your people from the coming night.”
“You serve its master!”
“Not so,” T’Alon said, shaking his head, though he said it a bit quieter. 
The Sage who looked so much like an ordinary man leaned over his cracked and dusty rail, spittle flying and eyes bulging. “There is no stopping the World Apart without power,” he said. “There is no stopping the Eastern Dark without it.” 
He lifted the blade with his left hand. It seemed to shimmer in response, and T’Alon saw another grimace cross the Sage’s features.
“It appears your brother doesn’t care for your grip.”
“My brother.” Balon Rael spat again and held the sword lengthwise before his eyes, staring into the swirling jade depths. He lowered it, and the pulsing slowed, the glow dimming once more to a fairy flicker a hair above twilight. “You don’t know.” 
He seemed to be speaking more to himself than T’Alon. Seemed to forget who was watching him. 
“A coward,” he said in a level voice. “When I learned of his … change, I knew someone unworthy would seek to wield his power. His form has changed.” He turned the blade over. “But his potency remains.” He smiled. “We will kill the Eastern Dark. We will kill the Embers and the Rivermen, the Willows and the Raiths, if there are any left in these cursed woods. We will burn the whole of Center to its ashen roots if it gives us the strength to throw back the coming tide.”
“You will fall,” T’Alon said. “Then or now.”
“Our power is our own,” Baas rumbled. He set his feet, and the Sage of Balon Rael stood straight, composing himself and showing another smile.
“You forget,” the Sage said, raising his unburdened hand. 
Baas wrinkled his brow and shook, but stayed on his feet. T’Alon could not say the same. He felt a sucking that seemed to come from within, pulling his essence more than his breath. The tiny coal he’d coaxed in the depths flickered and stung. 
“Just as the others forget,” the Sage went on. “You Landkist owe your power to us. It is all of the same source, and I know how to use it.”
“Then you will be the cause of your own ending,” Baas said, falling to one knee. 
“No,” Balon Rael said, laughing wickedly. 
His men recovered their former confidence under the scene that was unfolding before them. Beings of such seeming power and defiance reduced to those who knelt unwillingly. 
Just as the darkness was about to take T’Alon, the weight lifted and his breath returned. He panted with his palms in the dirt, fingers splayed, sweat dripping from a brow that was slow in warming. He looked up through blurred vision to see the black armor of the titan take on an amber glow that soon faded, leaving trailing motes behind. 
“You can’t use our power,” T’Alon said. “Not truly. And you can’t keep it after you do. You are selling lies to these men and women.”
His voice was too weak and the collective jeering too loud for him to be heard. Whether the Sage heard him or not was moot. Balon Rael raised a hand for quiet, and a hush descended on the assembled. 
“I give you a gift,” he said. “I know you will not join us in building our new bastion against the night. A shame, you being an Ember King. It might’ve been your purpose, in another life.” He smiled almost ruefully. “I give you the opportunity to die in battle. But not against me.”
Baas rose from his kneeling position and turned to T’Alon, setting his feet and squaring his shoulders. 
“Kill one servant of darkness to please another,” the Riverman said, loud enough for all to hear. He shook his head but drew the shield from around his back. He seemed slightly less burdened than he had been before, and as T’Alon searched, he found that the nugget at his core had been rekindled. 
He looked from Baas to Balon Rael, and the Sage nodded slowly. He was lifting his influence as he saw fit. Two Landkist would fight to the death under his rules and using the power he deemed fit, all so he could make a point. 
“The others will come,” T’Alon said, taking a wary step back from Baas. He was surprised by the Riverman’s turn, but already his martial mind had begun to explore. He had defeated him once, but he had done so with the full use of his power. Now, he was less than sure of the outcome. 
“No doubt they will,” Balon Rael said. The blade in his left hand glinted in light it didn’t catch from the gray skies above. 
T’Alon leapt back and flared, the veins in his arms and legs stinging as though they had been invaded by barbed insects as he did. The fire that lit his palms was pale yellow with an orange core, like the fruits that grew from the trees of Center. It would not be enough, he knew as he eyed the circling Riverman, who seemed to grow more solid, more smooth with each passing step. 
He came on faster than T’Alon could have anticipated. He leapt to the side as the stone shield lanced out like a rounded spear, the wind of its passing following him and taking another spike from his once-decadent armor. 
T’Alon came up in a roll and stretched his left hand out. Rather than the beam he had intended, there was little more than a discharge that was more burning smoke than licking flame, and Baas took the brunt of it on the shield that seemed a part of him and charged on through. 
It continued like that for a time. T’Alon flared and dodged, lancing crescents of yellow flame when the straight shots failed him. He drew the fire from his palms and put it into his legs, but even then he felt the Sage drawing from him and bolstering his opponent. 
“It seems you counted on an alliance only half-formed,” Balon Rael said, watching with a glee that was unbecoming of a would-be god. 
T’Alon dodged another swipe but slipped in the muck and went down. He didn’t have time to curse as the shield came down. It broke the dried and cracking mud apart inches before T’Alon, and he rolled away, catching the Riverman’s eyes as he came back up and in. He scored a hit on that thick brow and sent his opponent reeling, bringing his shield up to protect his eyes. 
T’Alon took advantage, risking his crown as he ducked under the shield and slammed both palms against the Rockbled’s chest. The concussive blast knocked them both back, rolling and smoking, and each stood and ran back in, Baas roaring a challenge that took T’Alon by surprise given his stoic demeanor. 
They spun and struck, T’Alon’s speed acting as much as a barrier as a weapon. But he could not penetrate the Rockbled’s defenses, and he knew which way the Sage was drawing this one. He would tire long before the southerner. 
The thought slowed T’Alon enough to betray him, or else Baas Taldis was faster than he had initially let on. As Baas switched his shield to his left hand and struck out, pitted side facing the Sage and his pine chair, T’Alon was forced to duck inside. He put all the heat he could into a balled fist, getting some red in the mix, and decided he’d ask forgiveness later as he shot in. 
They stopped. 
Baas stared at him with brows raised as T’Alon’s crackling comet of a fist stared him down, close enough to dry the salt beneath the Riverman’s bangs. 
“The shield,” Baas said, nodding to T’Alon’s fist. 
There were grumbles in the crowd to the west, and Baas shot back as if he’d been struck, coming up and wiping imagined blood from his lower lip. T’Alon circled him like a predator. He could see the Sage leaning forward in his tilting chair out of the corner of his eye. Saw the Rockbled squatting before him, shield poised. 
T’Alon called on the power the Sage’s lapse afforded him, pouring all of it out. 
He slammed his palms together as Baas rose, and something close to the beam he’d meant to call before came. The blast was like a dam breaking, all white fire with streaks of racing blue. 
The Riverman brought his shield around and took the blast full on, and T’Alon poured enough in to bring him to his knees as the Riverman stood firm, roaring against the flames as his shield—all earth and molten rock—took on the glow of a star. 
When T’Alon relented with a gasp, Baas lowered his shining disc and displayed a smile of victory. For a moment, T’Alon thought he had been betrayed, baited into releasing all of his power in a ruse to let the Riverman live a bit longer. 
But then he heard it: that same rumbling that seemed to emanate from the ground below. Soldiers stood in the crowd, cheers turning to jeers, encouragements to demands. The Sage of Balon Rael stood too, but T’Alon could not see him to know whether his look was one of recognition or imagined victory—to both cause and witness the death of his rival’s great champion. 
T’Alon heard the split before he saw it. The timbers of the fortress were fresh-hewn but poorly laid. This outpost was never meant to stand as long as it had. As long as it had taken to fetch the Emerald Blade. 
It all came crashing down, and the cracking and splintering of the timbers was merely a portent to the crash and scrape of armor bending in, soldiers crushed together as the walls came down, the earth sinking only a few feet in the circle around them. Enough to test and overrule the shallow supports they had dug. 
T’Alon struggled to rise as Baas stepped forward and brought his right hand across his body, propelling himself into a spin. He went around twice and then once more, then launched the star shield toward the leaning and splintered tower and throne as the Sage of Balon Rael struggled to gain his footing next to the displaced corpse of Asha. 
Just before the shooting star hit him full in the chest, the Sage brought that green blade up before him, and the collision sent up a flash of orange and emerald that had those looking from the fresh wreckage reeling and covering their eyes. 
The tower fell in a burst of light and smoke, and Baas fell to his knees as his commands to the earth ceased. 
T’Alon looked around. The southern wall was mostly intact, but the eastern tower, threadbare throne and northern wall had fallen in on themselves, the mud beneath now swimming with the blood of those who had been crushed under the weight of crazed ambition. 
T’Alon stood on woozy legs and stepped toward Baas. He rested a steaming hand on Baas’s shoulder as the Riverman let out breaths that were long and deep with recovered effort. 
Together, they looked over the devastation, and together, they watched the black beetles crawl out from under it or pour down from atop it, their obsidian blades out and waving like pincers as they encircled the pair. 
“Have you managed to keep any more of that power hidden?” T’Alon asked as Baas tried and failed to gain his feet, but Baas shook his head. 
T’Alon sighed and stepped forward, calling the flames back to his waiting palms. They answered after a time, but the soldiers had mixed rage with their shock, and he knew he was all but spent. 
They closed in like a black sea at the change of tide, and T’Alon thought he heard the trill of songbirds rising above the crumbled battlements as he met them. 




Linn kept expecting the whole lot of them to go down in a torrent of red fire. A blaze that would turn the charging black swarm to motes of ash on the wind. 
She had seen the King of Ember in his full glory, but while the Sage of Balon Rael had fallen beneath the broken timbers of his own tower, the effects of his power lingered. Rane sent up a wall of yellow flame as the first line surged forward, backing away until he was standing just before the kneeling Baas, whose chest was heaving and pulling with effort. 
How he had managed to keep such power hidden from the Sage, she did not know, but it had been a marvel to behold, and though Linn was the only one among them who had seen the duel in full, everyone sheltered beneath and among the distant boughs and branches had seen the northern wall collapse. 
They all had heard the screams. No one had cheered at the sound, but there had been a silence of indrawn breath that Linn could only count as righteousness. 
Linn shifted, reaching back out of habit for the silver shafts she had given away. 
The young Willow crept forward on the branch beside her and looked over. “We strike?”
Linn sighed and looked to the western stand. She saw figures moving beneath the trees there: Kole, Jenk, Misha, Maro and his men and women not blessed by the bark of Center. 
The Willows were restless. They had been unable to use their power of sight out of fear of discovery by Balon Rael. Linn’s vision had sufficed, but these sentinels of the trees liked being told what was happening across the pitted field even less than they liked being led by a strange. 
Linn couldn’t say she blamed them. 
“We were never meant to be warriors,” the young Willow whispered, more to herself than the others. A few on the staggered branches frowned, while others nodded solemnly. “The Raiths are the wolves of Center. The defenders of root and stalk. We were meant to watch them. To guide them.”
“Maybe it can be that way again,” Linn said. She expected a rebuttal, but the Willows were silent. 
She watched the Embers pick their way over the leaning stumps and muddy pools, making all haste toward the leaning outpost that was nothing but a pile of wood and tar. Maro took up their flanks, and his score of warriors—those still able-bodied enough to fight—fanned out around them. 
There was no alarm raised from the towers of the fortress. Even before Baas had brought a pair of them down, the others had not been filled. Balon Rael had called all of his men to the arena for his vain show. The move was either laughably foolish or entirely intentional. 
Linn feared the latter. 
If there was one benefit to the devastation the eastern men had wrought on this section of the plateau, it was the freedom with which the air moved here. The wind swooped in on wings from the swirling clouds overhead, and Linn had no difficulty corralling it until the Willows near her moved to farther branches. A broken twig passed across her field of view, and she recognized that she had built up the beginnings of a small storm. The clouds were mostly white, but Linn spotted the errant grays and spoke to them in a way that was becoming familiar. 
She felt the charge break the span from branch to sky and winced as the shock spread from finger to finger. Her hair rose in its tail as the tiny sparks spread out, eager to be let go. 
“Archer,” an older Willow whispered harshly to her right. “They are nearly at the broken gate.”
They were. The Embers, Maro and the two dozen warriors had paused before the gates, peering up the leaning battlements and sharing looks that Linn recognized as confused. They had expected resistance, but those who could have given it were currently fighting to cross the conjured line of fire T’Alon Rane had set before them in a roiling crescent that was rapidly losing height. 
A pair of brutes charged through, ignoring the biting flames though they curled into the gaps in their black armor. Baas tried to stand but could not, but Rane found enough heat to shatter the chest beneath the plate of one warrior as he tripped the other directly before the Riverman. Baas fell on him, finding a strength in the dirt he couldn’t quite bring to stand. That one died hard. 
The Ember’s exchange caused his wall to falter, and as the next line of enraged and rabid beetles sought a way in, Linn knew her time had come. 
She stood on the end of a branch that splayed out like a waiting palm and spread her arms wide, charged fingers gathering the wind she’d called. She breathed in and felt the currents leaking through her chest, feeling more like a spirit than an element of the World. 
With an exhalation, she brought her palms together as she had seen Rane do in the pit and poured her gathered air out, imagining its tip like the serrated edge of the arrows she’d fired at the Dark Kind in the south. With its mild charge, the air was visible as a spear. The blue-white shimmering clipped the top of the north-facing wall and broke it apart, carrying the shards and splinters in its wake as it smashed into the dirt before the burning wall and turned a dying blaze into a torrent that ate the screams along with those who had made them. 
She breathed in again and looked to the Willow to her left, who regarded her like one might a Sage, or something beyond them. Linn felt a pang more for that than for the wicked men and women whose burning she’d caused. 
“Now,” she said, and the Willows dropped down, the dozen or so streaking toward the walls on bent legs used to traversing the treacherous canopies of the Emerald Road rather than the solid earth below. 
Linn watched them go, then looked into the fighting pit that was now half-engulfed in flames. She saw the burning shells and corpses of the group she’d caught and thought they looked like coals on the edges of a fire. She swept her gaze to the east and saw Kole looking her way. He nodded and made for the gap, the others on his heels, and Linn hopped down from on high, landing light as a feather. She made even pace with the Willows in no time at all. 
As she ran, she scanned the trees on the edges. There were many shadows between and among the branches, but she was watchful for one in particular. Shifa the hound was loping in the dirt field, circling the outpost and likely watching for the same. Linn cursed to herself and looked back toward the looming outpost, which now resembled a black chimney stack.
Shadow would come, Linn knew. She just might wait until the rest of them were dead. Or she might be picking the Emerald Blade from the wreckage even now, prying it from the dead white fingers of the fallen Sage.
The fallen Sage. 
Linn didn’t believe it for a second. Judging by the paler looks than usual on the faces of the running Willows beside her, they didn’t either. 
Several of the company went up and over the jagged timbers, while others found gaps in the splintered base. Linn followed these, picking her way over the crushed bodies in the latticework beneath. She moved slowly, stepping over small gaps of Baas’s making that might reach to the World’s middle, trying her best to ignore the glint of polished armor she spied in the depths. 
These were wicked men. They had died a wicked death. 
All to serve a Sage who wanted nothing more than power. All to stop one. 
She pushed through the other side and shielded her face from the flames still burning eagerly throughout the yard, the lines of fire climbing like desperate snakes along the wood walls looking for nesting sites full of fresh pine. A dozen or more of the black-armored soldiers had fallen in the blaze she’d caused, while half that number lay at the feet and knees of Rane and Baas. 
But there were plenty more, and before they could claim the lives of the two Landkist, Kole, Maro and the fury of Center came upon them for the second time in as many days. 
Linn looked up as the Willows took up their positions around her and on the few stands remaining above her. She felt the charge building and called to it, but it took some time to answer. 

Kole ignited and ran the first soldier through—a woman with short-cropped auburn hair—before she could do the same to the man who would’ve been his king. Misha and Jenk entered the fray, Everwood spear spinning in its familiar fury and yellow sword jabbing straight and carving crests that clove helms and the skulls beneath. 
If he had held any lingering fears for Maro’s prowess without the sword he had been named for, they were laid to rest in short order. The Prince of Center chose the path of most resistance, carving north toward the densest and most unburned section of black armor. They were milling like waiting jackals, working themselves into a crazed lather as the flames died enough for them to approach the center of the yard. 
Maro hit them a space before his warriors, and a pair of pairs fell under the blur of silver he cast about him like a living shield. Kole could not see the speeding hafts clearly enough to recognize the weapons the man had finally chosen to lead him. When one shattered—a curved blade that resembled a crescent moon—he merely picked up one of the obsidian axes from a falling brute and made a hilt of the next in line. 
The fighting was all heat and fury, fear and desperation. But every once in a while, awe found its way into the spaces between killing. Kole turned his toward Maro, the Emerald Blade. And as the King of Ember fell to his knees, his fire all spent, Kole thought he showed the same. 
The warriors of the Emerald Road pushed in far enough to take the pressure off of the three Embers, their fury the pressing haft behind the spearhead that was their leader. 
Kole looked to the left, where Linn was standing with those piercing greens looking skyward, her Willows crouched or standing about her like the guards of a goddess as they sent their black-feathered shafts into black metal plates and the seams between them. 
As Kole looked through the burning gate his twin blades had made at the wreckage that had been the Sage’s seat, he thought they might not need the storm after all. His near-smile turned to a thin line as the remaining soldiers of Balon Rael fell screaming. 
Misha cut one down and then watched as the next fell. She whirled toward Kole, as did Jenk, but he was staring straight ahead, through the falling and squirming mass of black armor to the burning wreckage where Baas’s great shield was still smoldering in the gaps.
Kole knew his flames hadn’t been coming easily, but now they died away completely, the fire along his blades going out in a wisp and leaving nothing but cooling Everwood in its place. Jenk and Misha stepped back as their own weapons went out, and Kole turned to see T’Alon struggling to rise, his eyes focused on the pile where the Sage was buried. 
Maro shouted for his warriors to abandon their needless slaughter, and they began to step back in cautious confusion as their hated enemies crawled and groaned at their feet. Kole focused on one who had lost his helm and felt a shiver go up his spine as he watched the man’s face shrink and shrivel. His skin took on the pallor of death before he knew it had him, and his eyes peeled back as his head hit the ash and stayed, heedless of the coal that burned its way through the skin of his scalp as he stilled.
Kole expected another wave to hit him—a feeing like drowning—but there was only a nausea he couldn’t shake. It was like a poison at his core that warred with the fire he was trying to keep burning. He saw Jenk and Misha frowning as they waged their own internal battles. 
The pile shifted comically, as if it were nothing but wood shavings trapping a giant. Baas’s shield was expelled with the force of a charging ram and took the head from the young man who had spoken to them more than most at Center as it sailed and then embedded itself in the wood of the western wall. The man’s body stood for a second longer before falling like a coiled rope, and the others looked from him to the shifting pile in horror.
The Sage of Balon Rael still looked like a man as he emerged from the wreckage, but his skin had gone from pale to gray, his eyes from milky to black. He stood before them in the courtyard with armor that was more broken than intact, blood running down his brow and leaking from his mouth, where a macabre smile revealed broken teeth. He was holding the Emerald Blade low enough to scrape the dirt with his left hand. It flickered like a portent. 
“Did you think I would not know of your coming?” he asked, his mouth struggling to make the words. 
He seemed to blur slightly as he stepped forward, as if his form was holding more energy than it was able to contain. Perhaps that was why Kole and the others were still standing. As the black eyes passed over them, they froze for a moment, and the Sage’s brow was drawn in a momentary surprise.
“We counted on it,” Maro said, stepping forward as he motioned for his men to step aside. 
“What will you do against me now that I hold the source of your power, and much more besides?”
Maro did not give an answer. Not with his voice, in any event. 
He shot forward faster than Kole would have thought possible without the blade imbuing him. Perhaps it had left some of its influence behind, or perhaps he truly was just a special case. 
Their clash sent Maro reeling as the Sage’s black eyes widened. He brought the blade in and shattered one of Maro’s with a simple parry, the green light blinding as it flared on impact. But Maro came back in, cutting low before he spun and brought the black metal of the short sword screaming toward the uncovered seam in a bulky shoulder. 
That, too, went wide as the Sage countered, but Kole saw that his attention was gathered in full, Maro good enough to compel him to full action. 
“Now!” Kole shouted as the Sage dueled with the hero of the Emerald Road, who was fighting with the knowing fury of a cornered wolf. 
Kole, Jenk and Misha lit their blood and blades with effort and charged in just as Maro was thrown wide. Kole hit the Sage first, stabbing him in the side, his burning blade making a seam where none had existed and drawing a scream. He tried to pull back, but the Sage gripped him with a strength like a mountainside and squeezed, snapping Kole’s forearm as though it were a twig. Then the Sage’s forehead screamed in, cutting off Kole’s cry of pain as it smashed into his face, sending him tumbling, brow spurting. 

Linn opened her eyes as the charge built. The Willows fanned out around her, bows drawn as they searched for an opening. Kole was on his hands and knees, one blade still clutched in his working hand as the other burned in Balon Rael’s side. 
The Sage had no time to remove it. His form seemed to blur like the wings of a bee as he brought the Emerald Blade around to parry the burning spear and the glowing sword of Misha Ve’Gah and Jenk Ganmeer. 
Misha stepped in, planted her feet and sent a jet past his head, causing him to lean awkwardly as Jenk drove in for a killing blow, aiming straight for the gut. But the Sage spun quicker than should have been possible, his eyes taking on a green glow like the forest Raiths as he brought the hilt around in a backward spin to the back of Jenk’s head and shot him into the wreckage, Everwood blade tumbling and going out. 
Misha stepped back and barely countered the green blur that came at her like a tornado, the Sage pouring out his gathered strength and seeming to grow more comfortable with the god’s weapon as he did. 
Misha planted and sent her spear into a spin. Now that the Sage was not harried, he stepped back and jutted his right hand forward, pulling back with gritted teeth. Misha cried out and fell, spear going out as she clutched her chest. She writhed in fresh agony, and Maro charged in again, bleeding from a dozen cuts Linn hadn’t even seen the Emerald Blade make in their previous exchange. 
Balon Rael released Misha, who collapsed and turned to meet the attack. His armor took on a red glow as he poured out the Embers’ collective fire. 
Linn saw the warriors of Center tensing, unsure how to proceed. She knew they would be slaughtered when they attacked. She wouldn’t let that happen, not without trying her hand first. 
Once again, the Sage of Balon Rael had ignored her to his own detriment. This time, she meant to finish the job. 
Before she could send her bolt in, she saw Kole rise, his blade still burning in his right hand as his left clutched at his side. He shot in before the Sage could run Maro through, the warrior having fallen under the latest jade onslaught of Sage and sword. 
Kole struck with his solitary blade, which was met by the bright emerald the Sage was holding. Balon Rael’s right hand gripped Kole round the throat, and his eyes widened as he drank in the heat the Ember provided like a brazier. 
Kole screamed and drove in, the fire along his blade going red and then blue. The air seemed to shimmer around him, turning to that liquid sheen Linn was used to witnessing on the walls of Last Lake, the timbers of which were meant to protect while those here were meant to slaughter. 
The Sage took a step back, his armor glowing orange in a way that reminded Linn of the White Crest in his molten keep. His right hand ignited, and he punched Kole in the ribs. The Ember coughed blood, his scream morphing into a savage growl, but he pressed the Sage back another step, and in an instant, the curtain of almost-water in the air around him ignited into an aura of orange and red flame. It coated him from head to toe, and on he pressed. 
The warriors of the Emerald Road shrank back, shielding their eyes from the heat of the two beings—an Ember at full power and one who would wield the same. 
But Linn knew Kole was near to breaking. His eyes opened wide the instant before the Sage sent him flying. He hit the southern wall hard enough to crack the timber, and his flames went out, though he remained conscious. 
The Sage of Balon Rael worked to rein in his sudden fire and turned with a look like madness toward the rest in the yard, the mud turning to cracking clay beneath him. The Emerald Blade shone in his hand, and he sent ripples through the earth as he walked that knocked down several of those closest—the latest gift he’d taken from Baas, who was still kneeling a hair below consciousness. 
For some reason, Linn knew the bolt she called down now would be the only one. The sky was tired, the angry vapors it had contained before having moved on or blown themselves out. But there was enough drifting above the plateau. Enough for her to call, and call she did, thinking the bolt into being, feeling its charge and bidding the sky to throw it down. 
It did. 
However it looked to the rest, it looked white to Linn as it struck her, and for an instant, she thought she had gone too far—asked for too much. Her teeth felt near to chipping, and her bones shook near to cracking. Her eyes stung, so she closed them. Her skin burned, but she gritted her teeth and fought on. 
But the wracking stopped, and when Linn opened her eyes, everyone in the pit regarded her like they had Kole moments before. She held up a hand before her and saw the bolts forming a chain between the tips of her fingers. The charge built and hammered against her heart, and she couldn’t keep it in. 
Though the Sage of Balon Rael saw her and brought that green blade before him, she let him challenge the bolt that had plenty of her in it. She set her feet and angled her shoulders, unfurled her left hand toward him like the tip of an arrowhead, and gathered the charge in her chest. 
Then she let it race, doing her best to keep it away from her heart. It jarred her lungs as it ricocheted off of the soft inner stuff and seemed to make itself in the atmosphere just before her pointing hand. It was as if she was making the bolt anew, her body turning it from a thing of the sky to something of mortality. 
It bent sharply up but carried on through, hit the edge of the glowing green blade and made a pop that had many ducking and covering their ears. Small bolts split off from the point of impact like the spray set off by a breaking wave. And though Balon Rael avoided some of the damage, the shock still found him and caused him to shake and cook some in that coil of a shell. 
Linn was not aware that she was screaming until she stopped, but she thought she heard another voice carry on for a second longer. It sounded like the memory of the White Crest as he had been, white wings unfolded and shining in the sun. 
At the end of it, she spread her feet and began to gather the wind. It was slower coming than it had been before. And as the Sage got to his feet in his smoking armor, half his face a bubbling mess, she knew she did not have the time to wait. 
She glanced to either side, where the Willows had taken up her flanks and were pulling back on their strings. The warriors of the Emerald Road—including the wounded Maro—were holding their blades steady, intent on the final clash. Baas rose on legs she had never before seen so unsteady while Rane continued to wallow, and Kole struggled to rise through the blood and lost heat while Jenk stirred in the timbers and Misha crouched, fighting to stay awake. 
As the Sage stepped forward, his face splitting into a grin that displayed a knowing madness—the madness only a thing cursed with long life could possess—Linn saw an inky black swell curling up from one of the black suits of armor behind him. She thought it a trick of the fading light at first, but as he took another step, the blade he was holding glowing as a ward against fresh challengers, the wisp coalesced into a form like a child’s, all lean sinew and crouching danger. When her eyes flashed open, they did so with a deep lavender, and the Sage spun too late. 
The Shadow leapt upon him like a cat on a mouse, dodging the slashing blade and crawling up and over his struggling form until she was clutching his back like a babe to its mother, or a leech. She produced a blade blacker than anything the men of the east carried and guided it into the leaking wound Kole had made. She drove it in with a hiss and a smile. The Sage began to choke and thrash as she guided it up toward his heart. 
She detached herself with a pop and reappeared a few feet away, her eyes both nervous and intent as the Sage thrashed and screamed in a rage before he realized she was gone. 
He stood for a moment, the blur that shook his form fading until he was standing more solid and real before them. He seemed to shrink, Linn thought, his armor weighing more heavily on him. The blade glowed brighter at the looming threat of death, perhaps picking up on the panic in its wielder, who sank to one knee and coughed more blood than phlegm into a waiting pale hand. 
Before any of the rest could, Shadow sprang forward again like a predator on a wounded bird. She popped in a pocket of black smoke and appeared directly over the Sage, who looked up lazily. She perched on his shoulders and curled those inky hands around the haft of the blade he was holding weakly. He thrashed again and cried out, and the Shadow fell around him like black water. When she reappeared, she did so atop the pile of broken wood where Jenk was only now coming to stand, the Emerald Blade held out before her. 
It glowed brightly, and she studied it with a wondering look, her purple eyes roving and wide, as if she couldn’t believe she truly had it. There was a growl, and the Shadow spun to see Shifa standing atop the pile, all threatening spikes. 
“Shadow.”
Linn looked to T’Alon Rane, who was standing almost bent over, one hand stretched toward his companion, who eyed him dispassionately. 
“The blade, Shadow.”
She smiled, white teeth standing out against the black that painted her. The deepening shadows of the late afternoon seemed to follow her, always obscuring her in places, making the pale flesh that peeked out shocking. 
“You don’t deserve it,” Balon Rael said through the choking that was wracking him. He looked pitiful and dangerous. Maro stepped forward to end it but was promptly flung back to skitter through the mud as the Sage spun and used the power stolen from Baas to unfold the ground on which he’d been standing. 
He stood, and Linn cursed, gathering what wind she could as the Willows let fly. The shafts streaked forward like bolts and burned up in the haze he put up, the fire leeched from the Embers still very much in his blood. That shimmering wall of heat separated him and Shadow from the warriors who were milling just outside, unable to cross through. He wheeled on Shadow and took a step forward as she took one back. 
Instead of chasing the little beast, he extended both hands. She actually laughed at him—a wicked sound, like a child laughing at a chained hound straining to bite. 
But the Sage of Balon Rael was not laughing, and as Linn watched in horror, the Emerald Blade began to glow brighter than she had ever seen it. She looked away at first, the brightness too much for her to bear. She heard those around her falling to their knees with gasps and curses as the glow burned its way through their lids like an exploding star.
Balon Rael laughed, but the sound grew distorted as he groaned. Linn opened her eyes, holding up a hand to shield them as she watched. Shadow had dropped the blade into the pile, where it was blinking rapidly, faster and faster as the Sage tried to draw upon its power. 
It shattered, and out of it poured a shape that recalled the desert drakes Linn had seen in the painted scrolls Mother Ninyeva had brought with her out of the deserts. Its eyes glowed a deeper green than the rest of it, like the verdant plants of the central plateau, and its wings spread out wide enough to brush the cracked walls to the south and north. 
Maybe it roared, or maybe it was a sound in Linn’s own imagination, but it had the same effect. The beast disappeared as soon as it had come, and the light of the shattered shards glowed a while longer before they faded into simple gems of the earth. 
There was a pause as those who hadn’t managed yet opened their stinging eyes and witnessed. 
The Sage of Balon Rael knew before they did. He fell to his knees like something defeated and turned on them. 
“What will you do when I’m gone?” he raved. “What will you do when the Dark Months return and don’t fall away this time? What will you do against their master?”
“The same as we’ve done to you, I suppose,” Misha said, speaking for the rest. No one offered a complaint. 
The wall of heat fell like a curtain of suspended water, and the warriors of Center nearly fell upon the kneeling Sage before he began to scream. His skin turned green, the veins beneath lighting with the power he’d harnessed. 
Too much. It was too much, Linn knew without knowing. 
He opened his mouth, and the scream cut off. The red lines in the whites of his eyes turned a sickly green, like the mucus atop a swamp. His hands curled, and Linn heard the muscles snapping in his chest as whatever beast he’d taken in fought him from the inside. A ring of fire spread around him and had the warriors falling back as Shadow watched in horrified fascination. 
He stayed like that, the would-be God dying as a curled and broken thing. 
Linn looked around. She saw Maro coming to stand, a strange expression on his face that looked like wonder. Kole had propped himself up against the wall, and Misha and Jenk were standing at the base of the pile between the Sage and the Shadow, looking up at the latter with their Everwood unlit. 
“What is your true form?” T’Alon asked, speaking more to himself than the rest. He walked toward the dead Sage and kicked him over, and he splayed in the mud like the rest of them, nothing majestic about it. “Is this all you are? All you have become?”
He got no answer. 

T’Alon didn’t understand what he was feeling, but it flirted with disappointment before crossing straight over into despair. He felt it on the borders of his heart. There was a beast that had been staring from the edges like a wolf on the line where the firelight touched the deeper dark and went no farther. 
He looked from the corpse of another being who had called himself a god and up to the shattered remnants of one who had done the same and recognized the folly. 
The Sages were not beyond redemption, but they seemed unable to reach it. T’Alon looked upon the broken shards of the Emerald Blade, which had been the Sage of Center before he trapped himself in a weapon to be wielded by a mortal deemed worthy.
He knew the Eastern Dark had come even before the sky went black. 
The look of fear he saw on Shadow’s face confirmed it. He heard a bowstring pull taut and turned slowly toward the center of the courtyard. 
There, standing among the shells of the dead beetle men of the east, between the Landkist of the southern Valley, the Willows and warriors of the Emerald Road. Standing before Baas Taldis, the most sturdy man T’Alon had ever met, and a stone’s throw from Maro, a swordsman whose like the World would never see again, was an old man. 
He was like dressed like a trickster out of the oldest stories. Like a charlatan. His face was smooth but aged, his skin caked with the dust of travel. If you didn’t look at the eyes, you might think him a grandfather. But there was no hint of gentleness therein. 
Behind him, Linn Ve’Ran was striding forward, the wind picking up around her and the Willows taking up her wake. 
T’Alon held up a hand to her, and she stopped, hesitant. He looked to the left, where Kole was leaning, panting, against a tree that had been felled before its time. 
“Your freedom lies broken yonder,” the man said. 
His voice was not the cold well of death, nor did it emanate from a chasm of evil as in some child’s tales. Those things were reserved for the World Apart. 
“I need a blade against the night, T’Alon Rane. And that blade is you.”
T’Alon thought to fight, but the shadow behind his heart was a real thing and had been since the day he had lost a century ago, falling in the southeastern mountains to the being who stood before him now. He had felt like a fool then because he hadn’t known his power. He felt like one now because he did, and had thought himself free of it. 
The Eastern Dark reached out a hand and laid it on the missing plate of T’Alon’s left shoulder, his finger touching the skin of T’Alon’s neck. 
T’Alon was thrown into a vision, as he had been in those mountains where Shadow had been made by things like her. He saw the World Apart in all its black and spineless terror. He saw the Witch of the North, whom he’d fought before, shining like a white beacon against the night. 
But he knew what the Eastern Dark did: that she was as much a force against them as she was a beacon drawing them in. She was like the bottom of a well, just as the White Crest had been, and like the Sage of Center. Like the Sage of Balon Rael, who had kept his power well-hidden but had been no less potent because of it. 
Those remaining had been there when the World Apart was first breached against the Laws that had not been known. The Eastern Dark had been there, too. 
“We are together in this,” he said, and it sounded like a death sentence to T’Alon. “My Everwood blade.” He looked to Kole with something like disdain, and craned his head around to see the wary stares of the other Embers of the Valley. “The Embers are too few. Too weak.” He nearly spat, but was above such things. 
His eyes settled back on T’Alon. 
“Master.”
Shadow limped down from the wreckage, approaching like a beaten thing. The Eastern Dark looked on her in a kindly way, but she shivered nonetheless, and T’Alon couldn’t help but pity her despite his own circumstances. 
“What happened in the west?” she asked. “You are—” She struggled to find the words, or had found them and feared to let them out. 
“Less than I was,” the Eastern Dark said with a grimace, his first showing of true emotion since his arrival. 
T’Alon’s brows rose. The Eastern Dark was weakened, somehow. Vulnerable, as if he weren’t truly here at all. 
He smiled at T’Alon as if he had guessed the leaning of his thoughts. 
“Oh, but we are intertwined,” he said, placing his palm flat against the black and red plate above T’Alon’s heart, and T’Alon felt the wolf come into the light. “You cannot be rid of me without being rid of yourself.”
“The deserts,” Shadow pressed, reaching her hand out. 
The Eastern Dark slapped it away in irritation. “The fools awoke something I’d left for another. But it found him. It found them.”
“The deserts?”
Linn stepped around his back, and his eyes twitched in her direction. He turned and looked her up and down before locking on her eyes. She let out a sigh, and the breeze that had been following her died. 
Either he had decided he did not need to kill her on the spot, or he could not. But he seemed to be thinking about it. Perhaps he had sensed a piece of what she’d been granted by the White Crest. He glanced at Maro as well before turning back to T’Alon. 
“You are the Eastern Dark?” Linn asked, sounding at once disappointed and disbelieving. 
He smiled, a bit of his cold humor leaking out in the look. “You expected something more sinister, no? Like the Sentinels, perhaps. Or one of the Night Lords themselves?” He looked at her again. 
“Your servants,” she said, her tone threatening despite the unease she was feeling. 
Kole peeled himself from the wall and limped forward in halting steps. “I am not the enemy you think I am,” the Eastern Dark said. He looked to T’Alon. “And he is not the savior. But he could be. One remains. You’ve fought her before, but you didn’t have me. I didn’t have you, as it were. And the World Apart draws close.”
“The deserts,” Linn said again, sounding desperate. “What did you find in the deserts? What did you mean?”
He looked at her with a slow and dawning recognition, and then he smiled as her eyes widened. 
“What did you do?” she asked, her hands balling into fists. A charge built around her that had her swaying and buzzing all at once. 
“I broke a link in the chain,” he said with finality. 
He seemed to come out of a daze and turned in a slow circle, meeting as many eyes as he liked. The Willows had lowered their bows, as unsure as the rest of them. 
“The Dark Months come,” he said. “They will not be going back this time. Not until she has fallen.”
“Why?”
Kole had come to stand even with Linn. He stood on wavering legs. Tears were gathering around the rims of his eyes now that his heat had blown out. 
“Why what, boy?”
“You are the Eastern Dark,” Kole said. He said it like an accusation, and like a regret. “You.”
The Eastern Dark sneered. “To be young,” he said derisively. “You were merely a last resort. You and yours.” He nodded to the other Embers. “The few Dark Kind I let in were guided to you to make something of you. They did. I’ll admit that.” He shook his head. “Not enough.”
“My mother died because of you.”
Linn stepped in front of Kole, fighting to keep herself calm, her thoughts likely wheeling over those who had split off on the black plains to the southwest. Those who had headed for the deserts from which the Eastern Dark had returned. 
The Eastern Dark observed Kole dispassionately. 
“Many mothers will die before the loop is closed,” he said, T’Alon thought, in as gentle a way as he could. “Sons. Fathers. Daughters. Brothers and sisters. Friends and lovers. The World over will wallow in the darkness we brought upon it unless I stop it.”
“The World Apart cannot be stopped,” Maro said. “It is as natural as the forest and the trees within it.”
The Eastern Dark laughed, but his patience seemed to be wearing thin. “Not so,” he said. “But you are forgiven for thinking it so, as it always has been for you.”
“You really did bring it about,” Linn said in horror. “The World Apart. It was the Sages’ doing.”
The Eastern Dark looked as though she’d slapped him. “Woke it up, more like,” he said. “And I have worked to put it right. To lay it back down to rest and close its burning lids forever, unlike my brothers and sisters.”
“And the Embers in the Valley?”
“One of many such groups,” he said. “We thought to fight against the Dark Kind. To stave them off with the Landkist the World sent as its defenders. Why do you think each of them has a city of Landkist? Or a plateau?” He swept his hands out. “I chose wisest with the Embers as my champions. But none of us chose wise.”
“You speak of closing the loop,” Linn said. “Breaking the chain. But what if the Sages are meant to defend us? To free the World from this darkness?”
T’Alon sighed. 
“Go back to your Valley,” the Eastern Dark said. “If we should fail, you’ll return to the life you knew. The life I prepared you for as none of the others prepared theirs. You may even survive another generation. Who am I to say?”
Then he turned to T’Alon. “If she stands,” he said, “the World falls. You know this. You have known it, no matter how you hate me. The chain is nearly up.” He kicked the foot of the dead Sage at their feet. “Another lies broken. But one link remains.”
Kole ignited in a flare that split the gloom and struck out. The Eastern Dark made everything slow and smiled in his sure way as he touched T’Alon on the cheek. 
T’Alon tried to sequester a piece of himself away. He did it with a memory of Resh, lying beside him in the firelight that warmed without burning. Her skin felt warm against his, her nose cold in the biting frost. 
He took that with him. 




Igniting that blade was the hardest thing Kole had ever done. His heart felt close to bursting as the fire forced its way into the Everwood he was still clutching in his working hand. 
The old man was speaking in riddles. The old man reeked of veiled intentions. The old man was the Eastern Dark. 
Kole did not have to believe it fully to hate him for it. 
He flared and stabbed with all the pent-up fury he could muster, which was considerably less than he’d have liked. The object of all the collective hate and misery inflicted upon the Emberfolk that went well beyond the sorry fate of Sarise A’zu was standing before him. 
And as Kole plunged his burning blade in, the image of the old man evaporated. 
Things that had seemed slow now sped, and Kole hit the dirt, jarring his jaw and sending shards of agony into the break in his left arm. He rolled over, his blade smoking as it cooled in the dampness, and looked up from the pile of black-armored bodies to see T’Alon Rane standing alone. 
T’Alon sank to his knees before Linn, close enough for Kole to brush him with his boot. He screamed a scream like he was dying, though he didn’t. 
He knelt like that, head bowed and seeming dead apart from the shallow breaths he was drawing. Those in the broken and scarred arena moved over like jackals coming at a still-twitching carcass. 
Kole sat up with an effort, and Linn eyed him with concern. He could see the wear on her face that mirrored most of those around them as she tried and failed to stir much more than a stiff breeze in anticipation. Kole looked to the left, where the Shadow girl was flitting from spot to spot, unwilling to leave T’Alon to them but unsure how to proceed. 
She was scared, he realized. Frightened and excited by whatever was happening. 
Kole knew T’Alon was gone as soon as he raised his chin and considered those before him as though they were ants beneath a waiting boot. He rose in a fluid manner and stepped back. Linn and Maro mirrored him, while Jenk and Misha stepped in from behind. 
“Rane?” Linn asked, her voice giving a warning. 
The Willows pulled their bowstrings taut. Shifa, who had come down from the pile, growled. 
“He is gone,” Baas said, his first words since they’d arrived. He stood, his bulk casting a shadow over the King of Ember. 
“Not entirely,” the Eastern Dark said in a voice that sounded much like T’Alon’s. He raised his hands and turned them over. He looked up and smiled. 
“Kill him, Linn,” Kole said, his head swimming. 
Maro apparently already had it in mind. He stepped forward with a blade bared, but the King of Ember leapt back and called up a wall of fire that had Kole rolling, crushing his arm beneath his weight in the process. Kole whipped his head around and saw the orange flames shooting skyward, black shadows drifting within like ink spilling down colored glass. 
He could see around the edges, where Jenk and Misha were rushing in from behind, but the Shadow girl had the King and wisped them both away without a taunt to leave behind. 
The flames roared for a long moment after they had passed, and when they died, they did so suddenly, leaving a stunned silence behind that felt like defeat in spite of the victory the Valley Landkist had helped to win for Maro and the folk of the Emerald Road. 
Kole locked eyes with Linn, laid his head back and fell into a darkness he welcomed before the coming light would force him to face the World and all its moving pieces once more. 

“I felt something,” Maro said as Linn stood with him on the edge of the Hollow. “When the blade shattered, I felt as though it were my heart.”
“It was important to you,” Linn said absently. 
They were looking down over a camp that was not as busy as it could have been, had more survived. A fire was burning in a rock-lined pit around which the Embers were sitting or sleeping—Kole doing most of the sleeping, while Misha and Jenk sat without talking. Baas was sitting on a clutch of roots nearby, chewing some piece of grass or other. His shield was leaning against his seat, almost as an afterthought. The ash had yet to be washed from its pitted surface. 
They had yet to move deeper into Center, to where the young and old were holed up in their nests. Linn knew she and hers would go no farther in. 
For now, they had a place to rest. The lower canopy provided soft bedding, and though the Willows were still watching from the perches their white eyes saw far beyond, the land felt safer than it had when they had arrived. 
Was that victory?
“No,” Maro said, still hanging on to the thread. She regarded him with interest she tried not to feign. “It was something more.” 
He lifted his hands and turned them over, observing them in a manner that reminded her too soon of the King of Ember, or the Eastern Dark. Whoever and whatever had come in from the west, or from the skies, or from some deep place beyond man’s reckoning to cast a shadow and light a fire. 
“He left you something,” Linn said, laying a hand on his bare shoulder. 
He regarded her with those yellow eyes that were unlike anything she had seen before, even among the rest at Center, though Brega and his Raiths offered something close. 
“The Sage of Center was an uncaring thing,” Maro said. “A creature made more of killing than anything else.”
“And yet, he withdrew, trapping himself or turning himself into the very blade you won. Why do you think he did that?”
“A question even the Sightless does not seem to know the answer to.”
“I think we know,” she said. 
He nodded, distracted.
The Sages had the capacity to change. Linn had seen it in the White Crest—had felt it, even. She knew it of the Sage of Center who was the Emerald Blade or had become it. She’d heard it about the Red Waste, who had first convinced the King of Ember to take his people south to avoid the very manipulation they had endured regardless. The Eastern Dark had found them, had turned their would-be guardian into a captor and their Valley into a killing field meant to strengthen them so that he could use the Embers in the time of his need. 
The Sages could change. They just seemed to have a habit of dying just after they did. 
The thought of the Red Waste called up the Eastern Dark’s foreboding words about the western deserts. The place Linn’s foolhardy sister had gone. 
What had he said?
Try as she might, Linn could not remember. She took comfort in the fact that he had not seemed like a man fresh from victory when he had arrived. He had seemed, if not wounded, then changed in some significant way. The Shadow girl had known it. T’Alon had, as well. 
Something had gone wrong in the deserts. Perhaps the Eastern Dark had lost the duel with his absentee brother, though he had suggested the Red Waste was gone. Perhaps he had come upon Iyana and the Emberfolk, and the deserts had given them the power to throw him back. 
Perhaps they were all dead, their eyeless sockets picked over and now a nesting place for black beetles that scuttled like the soldiers of Balon Rael beneath uncaring dunes. 
She shook her head and sighed with a shudder. 
“You are wondering what to do,” Maro said.
Linn couldn’t find an answer, which was answer enough. 
Now he laid a hand on her shoulder. “Where does the wind point you?”
“Wherever I want it to, these days,” she said with a sardonic smile. “Which doesn’t help matters.”
“Of course it does,” he said, nodding down to the company. “That one needs to be pointed at something or someone before long.”
She frowned, knowing he was speaking of Kole but not knowing why. 
His yellow eyes alighted on the sleeping Ember and then swiveled back to her. “Do you believe in the Eastern Dark?”
“I saw him.”
“Would you have stopped Kole from killing him?”
She paused. “No.”
He nodded knowingly. “Then he should be stopped, in whatever it is he is doing.” He crouched down and ran his fingers along the moss at the edge of the bark on which he was standing. “The Dark Months are coming, and all they bring with them.” He looked back up at her over the red markings—the scars—on his shoulder. “Do you truly feel he will stand against it?”
“I think he called it,” Linn said. “Made it, in a way.”
“We cannot undo what we’ve done,” Maro said. “Sometimes, death is a herald of redemption.”
“The Eastern Dark must die,” she said. “Whether he is right about the chain of Sages, or whether the World Apart pours in its darkness and wipes us all out, him included. The Eastern Dark must die.”
And the King of Ember with him. 

“North,” Linn said, and Kole felt his ears twitch. 
Baas said nothing, which was usual. Jenk said nothing, which was not. And Misha did not make a show in any direction. 
“Chasing,” Kole said. “We’re always chasing. Farther from home and farther from certainty.”
They were sitting at the edge of a shallow pond that skirted the edge of the great swath of barren land Balon Rael had cleared. Already, green shoots were sprouting in the dirt. Center would take back its land and cover it with the same choking explosion of life as the rest. 
For now, the yawning circle let the sun in, and the Embers drank it deep. 
Kole turned his left hand over. The sticks supporting the underside had come loose from the wrapping, but the pain was minimal. His arm was almost healed, though it would be a while yet before he could wield his blades properly. 
“We have to stop him,” Linn said. 
“We came here to stop him,” Kole said. He knew she was right, but he couldn’t help but feel like a dog on an endless hunt. 
As if she had been summoned by the thought, Shifa bounded past, hunting voles in their earthy burrows.
“T’Alon Rane,” Kole said bitterly. “The King of Ember, now a tool of the Eastern Dark.”
“We knew he was,” Jenk said. “We’ve known since the White Crest.”
“No,” Kole said. “He was different.” 
He looked back at Linn, who nodded. Even Baas grunted his agreement. Misha shrugged. 
“Does it matter?” Misha asked, leaning on her spear, her fire-red hair hanging in a wild tangle. 
“There’s only one way to find out,” Jenk said. He looked at Kole and then at Linn. “We’re going for the last one, right? The last link in the chain, he called her.”
“It’s cold in the north,” Kole said. 
“Not a place for fire,” Misha warned. 
“A place for wind,” Linn said, a smile coming to her face despite the circumstances. Kole felt warmer because of it. 
“Iyana was always the smarter one,” he said, earning a push between his shoulder blades from a muddy boot. 
“My sister is trying to find a future for the Emberfolk.”
“And what are we doing?” Jenk asked. “Chasing our past? Our long-forgotten King?”
“We’re saving the World,” Baas Taldis said. “Whatever it takes.”
It sounded good when he said it, so they let it stand and watched the sun rise, though it barely kissed the tops of the eastern trees. 
The World.
Kole thought of the Valley. Of Last Lake and Hearth. He thought of Wend and the Gray People, of Maro and the Emerald Road. 
He thought it a better thing to drive him than vengeance, a fire that burned him enough to scar. 

“The Line of Mena’Tch, you say.”
Shadow stood still. The Eastern Dark became annoyed with her when she flitted from patch to patch, shadow to shadow. She did not like being still. 
“That is what T’Alon Rane thought.”
“He was powerful,” he said, nodding. 
They were standing on a slab of gray stone that jutted out over a ridge overlooking the lower shelves of Center, watching the sky turn blood red as the sun sank low at their backs. 
Shadow did not like looking at his face. She hoped she would get used to it, but there was something about it that unsettled her, and she was not easily unsettled. 
She knew T’Alon Rane, and she knew the Sage who had made her, but they were separate things now the same. 
She would have hissed. 
“I know you have questions,” he said, turning those amber eyes her way. They held a touch of black they hadn’t before. “But I cannot hold the door any longer. Not this time.”
Shadow swallowed. She was a thing of darkness, but it was not the same as those that spilled forth from the World Apart. Those frightened her. 
“She cannot join you?” Shadow asked, her question halting and hesitant. 
The Eastern Dark studied her as if he was trying to decide if it had been said in jest. He might’ve killed her then and there if it had pleased him to do so.
“She is the final chain and the thickest,” he said, largely ignoring the question but answering it in his own way. 
Shadow thought of chains and how they slithered like snakes across the slate. She thought of the Sages like a chain with broken links. The Twins of Whiteash, whom she and T’Alon and Resh had slain. She thought of the White Crest and the Sage of Center, whose body had become a blade that had shattered in her hands. 
She thought of the Eastern Dark, who had been there at the start. Who had called into the void and heard a whispered answer. She wondered why he was not among those hunted and then realized that he was. 
The Embers would not suffer him to go freely out into the World. They had awoken like coals brushed clean of ash and given wind and tinder on the morrow. 
“There is no fire left in the deserts, Shadow,” he said, turning back to the eastern sky, which had dipped into the lavender she liked so much to look upon. “The Embers cannot protect the World, because they will soon be gone.”
Much had happened in the deserts in a short span, Shadow knew. So much that it had forced her master to drastic action, to use the anchor in T’Alon Rane’s heart. 
She wondered if she could have killed him before he took T’Alon. She wondered if she should have as she crossed her legs and sat in the shade that became her. 
“Two more Sages gone,” she said. 
“Three.”
“Three.”
She waited before speaking again. “Did it grant us time?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “Perhaps there is no time left for this World.”
A new one, then. 
Shadow hated most things and most people. She hated the Sages, and she hated the Eastern Dark most of all. 
A new World after the dark was past. She liked the sound of that. 
The red in the sky stayed a while longer, and then they climbed down, picking their way among the rocks as the moon rose like her lunar sun. She flitted freely from crevice to crack, alcove to looming boulder. She became his Shadow, this walking god made suddenly more mortal than before. 
She thought she missed T’Alon Rane and realized she didn’t. As she skipped in the places between this World and the dark, she thought she heard him in the depths. 
The moon was high, and the stars were out. The air took on a bite as the north wind swept down from the highlands. She clung to his shadow and mixed it with her own, wearing its darkness like a burial shroud. 
She smiled in the dark and thought of how she’d save the World. 
Or watch it burn. 
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