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Author’s Note


Hello, readers.

I truly appreciate you reading, and I hope you’ll love this world as much as I do. If you do, it would mean everything to me if you’d leave a review. The algorithm gods have little mercy on authors!

Aurora’s Rift has been on quite a journey. Some of you may remember when it was first published in 2019 as a LitRPG. It wasn’t on sale long due to life intrusions, but it was given new life in 2022 when YONDER purchased serialisation rights. The book underwent extensive rewrites, becoming a progression fantasy romance and losing most LitRPG elements (sorry for those of you who love stats!), but having laboured over this story for now five years, I’m truly happy with how it ended up, and I hope you’ll enjoy this trilogy.

There’s romance (spice level is low, no sex on page), a bit of isekai magic, a bit of lost gods and destructive wannabe deities, and a whole lot of found family.

I have taken the opportunity to write something that blends many aspects of fantasy, romance, and magic in a way close to my heart, and I also wanted to explore a new world from the perspective of someone who, despite fears and challenges, finds home there.

I hope you’ll love Lithrial, Teinath, Ferelthin, Apathan, and the whole gang as much as I do.

Happy reading!


For Rekka, whose belief in me still sustains me every day.

I miss you always, my beloved friend.

I see you every time I look up at the stars.
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One


The words seem to come from everywhere and nowhere.

The rift begins a new age, splitting time itself with magic older than the forgotten gods. It is a moment of chaos and upheaval, when alliances fracture along fault lines and peoples are raised up to thrive . . . or are brought low. Anything is possible. Anything can happen. Ancient secrets are revealed, futures forged or broken.

Aurora’s Rift demands heroes to shape what comes next.

It is the anvil upon which your mettle is tested.

It is the arena in which you will wrest your future from the ashes of the past.

Take your place among legends.

Welcome, my friend, to the world of Sirethan.

I am floating in a sea of stars, the glowing colours of nebulae bright and cold. Purples, blues, pinks, greens—a rainbow of potential worlds, ready to be born.

Below me is a planet. Through clouds, I can sketch the outline of continents, see the sharp edges of mountains cutting through their cloaks of mist.

The planet is Sirethan, and it is alien to me as I float suspended above it.

It is time for you to meet yourself.

Again the words are nowhere and everywhere, inside my mind and outside with the stars.

And I’m already in this. I’ve barely touched character creation, and this is already the most beautiful game I’ve ever seen. It feels real, impossibly so. How.

The world fades away beneath me, replacing the topography of Sirethan with a sea of people. Faces look out from a crowd so innumerably vast I would have to walk for days to get past the blurs at the farthest edge of my vision.

There have been rifts before, and there will be rifts again. Each time Aurora’s Rift tears open the sky, the people of Sirethan know there is glory to be won—and that there is everything to lose.

Some say Aurora’s Rift is the hand of fate. Some say it is a gateway between worlds. Others say it is the curse of the gods upon the sinful. Others yet say Aurora’s Rift is a mirror—it will show you who you are, who you secretly wish you could become. It will show you what you are meant to be.

Aurora’s Rift sees your innermost self. Do you wish guidance as you choose the shape your life in Sirethan will take?

I’m curious what it will say—this is something I’ve heard about, that the game lets players choose their species no matter what, but will suggest one to the player if they like.

“Yes,” I say. “What do you suggest?”

I don’t want to play as a human; that much I know. I don’t know if it will take that into account or not, but . . .

Let us show you the world of the elves.

It’s not human, but I am a little disappointed—then again, I’m not sure how it’ll be, pushing my consciousness into a body that is different from the one I’m already in. I’ll at least look at it, see what it has to say.

“Show me the elves, then,” I say.

As soon as I say it, the throng of people in front of me thins, the faces of strangers receding to leave people who must be Sirethan’s elves. They are diverse, of every skin colour and size. Their eyes are wide set—like my human ones on Earth, and I can’t help the small laugh in my throat—and they have the delicately pointed ears so well-known since Tolkien made them a classic a century and a half ago.

The elves are a people apart. They once dwelled only in the beating heart of Sirethan’s central forest in cities woven from crystal spires and the great heart-trees that shone with gleaming white wood and glowed in any light. The elves rarely traveled roads and waterways, and they only interacted with others in times of great need. Proud and self-sufficient protectors of their culture, their land was devastated by the last Aurora’s Rift that cut through the very centre of their civilisation, after which dawned the current age.

Would you like to know where you fit in with them?

“Yes.”

Forced to choose between annihilation and radical change, the elves barely survived the cataclysmic years of the last rift. At great cost to their most precious homeland and their people alike, they have now spread out across Sirethan, where their beloved history and heritage are all but lost to the shock of change and the need to survive. You grew up in the southern city of Mithrathan listening to tales at your grandfather’s knee, tales of wondrous temples and gods who walked among the people. When an elf from the woodland vales even farther to the south arrives and begs Mithrathan’s elves to follow him, you are the only one to listen. You are there when Aurora’s Rift breaks open the sky. You finally have your chance to seek what it is you have hungered for.

The words send a chill through me, and my scalp prickles. I want to see the other choices, but I think I already know that the game has guessed right. This feels like me.

“Show me other choices,” I say. “I might come back to this.”

The elves rejoin the masses of other peoples, and one by one, the game takes me through the five other options of humanoid species in Sirethan. There are the folk, tall and proud workers of stone who emerged from under the mountains some three rifts back. The humans are described as the humans I know—a paradox of compassion and cruelty, certainty and ignorance. There are people descended from dragons, the serpentus, and there are the changelings who can alter their own faces to blend in with strangers. Finally, elementals who have been worshipped as gods at times throughout the ages of Sirethan.

With all of Sirethan’s peoples staring back at me once more, I smile.

None of the stories sink into me the way the first did. Perhaps it’s a first-encounter bias, but I was right in that I already knew.

“I’ll be an elf,” I say.

The crowd recedes—or perhaps gives way as if I am speeding forward—until I stand in front of . . . me.

I see myself in an elf body. Those are my green eyes, my freckles, my wavy-curly black hair that ends at my shoulders. If the freckles are slightly different, they almost seem to suit me more, a constellation dusted across my cheekbones and nose. I reach up on impulse and feel my ears, and the image in front of me mirrors me. There they are, longer and pointed, poking just through my hair.

The grin on my double’s face is what I notice before I feel my own mouth muscles tugging at my cheeks. I see my dimples denting my skin.

Are you at home in this body, or would you wish that you could look different when you enter Sirethan?

I hadn’t realised I could change, and suddenly I feel a little dense. Of course I could change—character creation is always a huge part of these games—but do I want to?

A half smile on my face, I shake my head, then say aloud, “I like—I like the way I look here already.”

Very well.

Sirethan is a vast world, and you will find that you can express yourself in it however you choose.

I hug myself a little, bouncing on my toes. It’s only now I realise I’m no longer floating. At some point in this process, a floor happened. Looking around, everything but the small pool of white light that houses me and my image is deep, velvety black.

Gender is a nonissue in Sirethan and will not affect your existence here. Please state the pronouns you would like to be used to refer to yourself as you go through your life.

This gives me pause, and it shouldn’t—it’s standard in games these days. I don’t know, though. I’ve always felt pretty much meh about gender as a whole, but only because of its context on Earth. In a world where it doesn’t matter and where my body is already what I am comfortable in, who do I want to be?

It’s a question that I haven’t asked myself in a while.

“She and her is fine,” I say. “Thank you for asking.”

You’re welcome.

I just thanked an AI, but it never hurts to be polite.

The world of Sirethan is a world of possibility. Magic is real and present, though different peoples have different ideas of how and when it should be used. Among the elves, magic is respected, with serious magical training treated with reverence. All elves have the potential to use magic, though like any skill, it must be developed.

If you prefer to defend yourself with blades or bows, you will not need as much magical training. If you favour magic’s practical uses alongside the philosophical, magical training is essential.

You have many paths before you. Each path forks many times before it reaches its end, and you can take its twists and turns and forge ahead however best allows you to reach your goals.

I feel a wave of longing for magic, the choice of being a mage settling into my soul. And then, my mind . . . opens.

It’s the only way I can think to describe it. Where once there was just physical and mental and emotional energy, now there is something else. I can touch it with my mind. It tastes like cool, crystalline water. I can feel it. I can⁠—

You have discovered your mana pool. Your mana is what allows you to weave spells. It is governed by your willpower, and if you nurture it, you will find that no obstacle you face will be insurmountable.

I hesitate, not sure what I want to do. I haven’t played anything as a mage in ages. I do know that the game allows cross-class builds, and I love the idea of playing as a mage-rogue hybrid.

Your family will name you, as is customary.

I’ve never heard of such a thing. Names in games are such personal things for so many gamers—and for people in life too. What if I hate it?

An elven family will consult their seers to choose their child’s name. You will be given a name that reflects your culture and the effort to preserve it for future generations.

I can’t say no to that.

“Okay.”

Ready yourself. Your life in Sirethan is about to begin. There is no going back.

My image in front of me vanishes into stardust, an unreadable expression on her—my—face.

The floor beneath my feet is gone, and again I am suspended among the starclouds, Sirethan below.

And then Sirethan is coming closer, closer, faster and faster.

Something around me compresses me, warm and solid and alive.

There is no going back.


Two


“She will be called Lithrial, for as she was born, the stars sang shimmering songs with their light, and the aurora danced across the sky. Lithrial Abellan, your child. She is home, and the nebulae know her name.”

They are the first words I know.

Around me all is dark and warm, and I feel arms cradling me. Huge arms. Something moves aside, and I see faces. My heart surges with love.

They are there when I take my first steps on shaky legs, one of my hands in each of theirs. They laugh and sing to me, swinging me between them.

When I trip and fall, Apa heals my wound with a touch of his hand and the coolness of magic. Ama conjures golden lights to dance upon the tips of her fingers until my tears and hiccups stop.

I am bundled in furs by the fire, listening to loud grown-up voices arguing in the kitchen. Apathan, Apa’s apa, sits beside me with his knitting, singing to me a song of the days before the last rift, when our people had a home. He sings the Way of Trees, of a people who once honed themselves with the solidity of ancient trunks, strong as a forest and as interconnected. In my child mind, I dream of such a stalwart core within myself, deep roots and reaching branches, a violet strength sustaining me. To the sound of Apathan’s voice, I sleep.

Ama and Apa are gone.

It is only me and Apathan now, and there is a hole in my chest where my parents once lived and loved me, and Apathan fills it with his care and his warmth and his stories.

I am furious. The landlord has raised our rent again, and we cannot afford to pay it. In my rage, I set fire to the curtains. It blazes purple and gives off silver smoke. I am thirteen. Apathan puts out the fire with a thought, his face unreadable.

In the mornings after that, Apathan and I stand in the centre of our apartment’s biggest room. He shows me how to do the graceful dance of forms he has done every morning since I was a child, since before Ama and Apa died, since as long as I can remember. He is the only person to ascend to White Oak in our communal memory. I, still a world away from the lowest leaves of Black Cherry, can only marvel at his control, his focus, his will. First we move with just our hands, and then he gives me my first staff, carved by his own skill. It is tooled from grip to tip in beautiful elven knots, the life knots, runed with the names of our ancestors. When I touch it, the end that cradles a moonstone in careful fingers of wood begins to glow. Unlike his staff, mine is unadorned with spells. Those I will add myself, as I learn them. My fingers itch to do just that. It fills me with hunger.

Apathan smiles.

“Lithrial,” he says, “you will see beyond these borders. Just you wait.”

“I am content here with you,” I tell him, and it is true.

It is also a lie. I long to leave Mithrathan, see the world and if it holds answers on why Ama and Apa left us all alone. Why they left and never returned. Why the only answer we ever got was a messenger of their deaths.

The city is large and cruel, and while we live in the midst of other elves, serpentus, elementals, and changelings, it is the humans who rule here with their One God and their religious rules, and they make sure we know we are heretics and supplicants, existing here on their sufferance.

“Patience,” Apathan tells me one night as I fall asleep in front of the fire. “Patience, ma grath.”

I sleep.
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My eyes open to the smell of ash and wood and mint.

Apathan has already brewed his morning infusion of icemint and chamomile, and it fills the air with a familiar scent. He insists it does not make him sleepy; if I drink it, I want to go directly back to bed.

As my vision clears and the banked embers in front of my pallet stir with a soft breeze, I remember.

My chest is tight, ribs drawn close together, heart jostled by their nearness.

This is—this is real. It feels—I am Lithrial. Evie is someone else and not, at once me and not-me.

How did they do this?

There is no going back.

That line from the beginning repeats in my mind, lodging there like truth. Surely everyone has felt this—that must be why the game is so popular.

It must be.

There is a creak of a rocking chair in the kitchen, and it shakes me from my scattered thoughts, followed by the pop of Apathan’s bad knee. I swallow the morning staleness in my mouth and flinch from the suffusing love that fills me at the sound of my grandfather’s voice.

“Ah, you are awake, as’lin.”

He emerges around the partial wall that is our only wall separating our living space from our cooking space. We have one other room, where he sleeps, and down the corridor we share a privy with the rest of our floor.

“Good morning, Apathan,” I say.

“I wondered if you might go to the market today. I am afraid the weather is changing, and my knee is not looking forward to trying its luck with the stairs.” He looks at me over the steaming mug of mint.

“Of course.” I scramble to sitting position, stretching out my joints. “Do you want me to try to soothe it again?”

Apathan holds up his hand. In that gesture and my own instinctive words, I know we have this conversation often. “I would appreciate it, as’lin, but I fear it will do little good.”

“Please, let me see if I can ease your pain.” I mean it, and something in me feels that I can do this, even if I haven’t seen any spells or ability trees yet in this game.

This doesn’t feel like a game.

There is no going back.

My grandfather nods, going to sit in his chair by the kitchen hearth. I kneel beside him, thinking of all the memories I have somehow of sitting at his knee, staring into the flames, listening to him tell me our histories and stories, bringing the past to life like sparks against the void.

It is his right knee that troubles him.

For the first time, I see a pulsing golden light at the corner of my vision. When I turn, I see a carved wooden board beside me, within arm’s reach like everything in this small flat. The board is white oak, like Apathan’s highest attainment, and when I concentrate on it, I can feel the magic in it.

I’m stymied for the barest instant by the fact that this, like my belt pouch, does not feel anything like any game I’ve ever played in my life. The golden light tugs at me like a parent’s gentle nudge—and with the same sense of safety.

I need to use a healing spell to help Apathan.

I touch the board, its carvings of delicate script, and my mind lights up with magic, swirling through me. It creates a constellation in the shape of a tree upon the board. At its roots, there are three stars that glow brighter than the pinpricks around them. Each is a different colour, each the beginning of one main root in the wider picture. To my surprise, the tree—this must be the literal skill tree—is three-dimensional. I can see my way around it. There are seven main roots, four still dark to me. I look to the first light, and it soars closer to me, words appearing beneath it in silver script against the black background.

Something in me remembers this enchantment, a tool of Apathan’s devising for me to explore my progression in the art of magic. It fills me with a fondness that feels all too familiar. The spells in it exist regardless of how we categorise them; he just knew I liked the organisation, that my very-literal mind loves to see things in context.

Ela’s Touch

Named for the elven god of healing, Ela’s Touch soothes away minor pains and gives a bonus to stamina or mana regeneration for a short time.

This looks like a healing spell, but I want to see the other options. This root is green, the stars attached to it dimmer, but the same colour. Next to it is a brighter star that pulses light blue.

Aura of Deigith

Surrounds the target in an aura of ice that chills anyone who comes too close and, when used in combat, adds ice damage to the user’s weapons for the next attack.

Interesting. I push the tree to the side for just a moment. “Apathan?”

“Yes?”

“When your knee hurts, does it swell?”

“Yes, child.” He indicates his left knee, where I can clearly see his kneecap through his woollen breeches. The right is almost bulbous.

I pull the tree up again to look at the last lit spell, which is red. If this hasn’t veered from a hundred years of gaming tradition, it will be a fire spell, but it’s worth looking at anyway.

Sudden Blaze

Conjures a ball of fire that can be thrown at an opponent or used to intercept and incinerate incoming missile attacks as well as draperies that get too close to angry teens.

That looks like my first big DPS spell with the chance to do damage over time. Area of effect, no less.

I don’t expect to be able to fling spells too quickly.

I wonder where my quest log is. I try to think it into existence, removing my hand from the carved wood on the wall, but nothing happens.

“Looking for your journal?” Apathan looks at me. “You might have some useful notes from last time. I would be a poor patient if I didn’t remind you.”

“Oh! That would be helpful,” I say.

“It’s just here. You should keep it in your pocket like you usually do,” he says, handing me a small leather-bound journal.

I open it. It leaps open to the first page, and there is no quest log, just a to-do list scribbled in a hand I both recognise and don’t at the same time. Or maybe it’s not a to-do list—it’s a . . .

Apathan has his eyes closed, leaning back against the tall frame of his rocking chair. From the way his throat bobs when he swallows, I cringe. He’s in pain, and I’ve been fussing with spells. I flip through the journal, looking for where I might have kept notes. There’s a bookmark toward the back, and when I open to it, the page says Codex. A memory comes to my mind, of myself, tongue smushed between my teeth and lower lip, writing scribbled notes about one of Apa’s stories while Ama laughed at my seriousness.

“You should put that in your codex, as’lin,” she said then.

There, on the first page past the label, is Apathan’s name. I easily read what is scrawled below, even though the script is one I’ve never seen before.

The cold seems to help. Simply using Ela’s Touch does calm the pain for a short time, but it does little to stop the inflammation. Some words are crossed out, and then, perhaps both strands at once, but two of ET to one AoD?

As I read it, I remember how to do it.

I place both hands on Apathan’s knee, fingers overlapping. Reaching out to my mana, I feel what the scribbled note meant. I can pull on the roots of that tree like they are strings to be plied together. I catch two strands of the green glow, twisting them with one strand of the blue—perhaps not literally, but it’s the only way I know how to explain to myself what I’m doing. They twist together.

Spellwork is like weaving. I lay lines of the triune threads across each other, over and under, around to form a lattice, and I place it over Apathan’s right knee.

The whole thing takes perhaps a few seconds, and my hands glow as the colours blend in a soft flash of light that settles onto Apathan’s breeches and sinks in, vanishing.

He gives a soft sigh of relief, opening his eyes. “What did you do, as’lin? It felt different.”

“I wove in the Aura of Deigith, shenan.” The word comes to my lips as instinctually as the spell came to my hands. Shenan. It is a word full of respect and kindness, goodwill, and sincerity, one given to those worthy of it only. “I hoped that it would help calm the inflammation.”

“Calm it, yes. Look, child.” Apathan taps both his knees with his fingertips.

The swelling in his right knee is demonstrably better. I feel a flash of pride that flares like golden light in my core.

I get to my feet, and Apathan smiles up at me.

“Thank you, as’lin,” he says.

When he stands, he balances for a moment on his left foot, stretching and curling his right leg. I don’t hear any startling pops.

“Oh,” he sighs. “That is a relief. It feels so nice and cool—I ought to have thought of it sooner.”

“Rest here,” I tell him. “What do you need me to get from the market?”

“There is a list on the table,” he says. “It shouldn’t be much. Take my coin purse.”

“I have coin of my own, Apathan,” I protest.

“Even so.” He points to the small drawstring purse on the table, on top of a piece of paper that must be additions to the shopping list.

I marvel at the fact that I recognise the tone in his voice, that note that he will not brook refusal, that he will take care of me, and I feel with it my own exasperation and desire to take care of him.

How much of me is Evie and how much Lithrial now?

On impulse, I kiss the old man’s cheek and go into the living space, ducking behind the screen in the corner to change. In a small bureau, I find sturdy wool breeches with reinforced knees and a long tunic and overshirt that is almost like a longer version of an open-front hoodie on Earth. On a stool next to the bureau is a carefully wound belt with a pouch attached, which I buckle on at my waist over both tunic and overshirt. The overshirt’s sleeves are three-quarter length and just loose enough that I’ll be able to move easily. I pull on stockings and a pair of soft leather boots.

The clothing is all simple, serviceable. It is all shades of grey and green. I place my small journal in the pouch that hangs from the left side of my waist now. It is leather as well, and it closes with both drawstring and a flap that attaches to the pouch with a toggle made of horn. I open and close it a couple times to see if I need to get used to it, but it’s as if my muscles remember the motion from doing it a thousand times over already.

Opening it one last time, I peer in. My journal is there, leaning against the front of the pouch, as well as my own coin purse—light, but not empty—and a small stone disc with a rune on it. I immediately know it for a keepsake, given to me by Ama before she died.

When I reach into the pouch, my vision shifts.

Of course—this has to be my inventory.

I can see tabs of items organised by type: weapons, armour, accessories, consumables, valuables, sentimental value, and miscellaneous.

The last one is probably a nice way of saying junk. Either way, that’s where the similarities begin and end to any game I’ve ever played, no matter how powerful the virtual reality. It doesn’t feel like code; it feels somehow normal. Mundane.

I move to the accessories out of curiosity, and it shows me the two equipped items I have.

There is a belt of elk leather and the token I pull out, holding in my hand. I instinctively recognise it as giantsbone, a rare mineral mined by the folk stonesmiths of legend. My new memories tell me there have been no stonesmiths in this age. The token was a gift from my parents before they vanished. Its surface is shiny with oils from my skin, as if I’ve held it in my hands for hundreds of hours. This, more than the belt, feels like mine.

The folk—I know them as the stoneworkers of Sirethan, but there are crafts within stoneworking that have been lost to time, just like the history and knowledge of the elves. Once, elven masters attained the level of Purpleheart, the pinnacle of trees, denser than oak and vibrant violet at its core. Now, Apathan has reached only the fifth ìre out of nine, White Oak, and he is revered because of it.

This is a game.

The thought comes to me unbidden, a wave of incredulity washing over me all over again. I press my nails into the pads of my thumbs, feeling four pinches per hand, as vivid as anything I’ve ever felt in my life. It’s unnerving how realistic this is.

I quickly inspect my clothing, which makes me feel silly. It’s a simple cotton tunic and cowl over woollen leggings and elk-leather boots. The leggings and boots are of good quality, and a memory intrudes that they’re both rather new, earned for helping a neighbour.

It feels like a decent starting set of equipment. Handling the token brings with it an immediate sense of nostalgia and longing for Ama and Apa.

This is disconcerting.

My own parents, back on Earth—we’re not close. I’ve never had a bond with them where their absence was more than relief. Finding it here is a strange kind of pain and one I didn’t expect. It feels real. For all intents and purposes, here it is real. Fuck. They’ve really built an entire world for people to escape to.

The thought thrills me. Earth is . . . exhausting. Post-climate-crisis fragility, a wash of newly independent small nations finding their feet—my homeland of Scotland among them—the corporate grind, a world still recovering after only barely managing to yank itself back from the brink of total self-destruction? All of it makes me tired. I’m about to run a simple errand for a fictional grandpa, and it’s making me happier than I’ve been in years. Maybe ever.

No wonder this game is popular.

There is no going back.


Three


Iget the list from the table—it’s mostly groceries and a few bits and bobs—and call out a goodbye to Apathan. I pick up a sturdy canvas bag from near the door. Apathan’s in his room when I leave, calling back a “Fen’arda dahy siri sa” in response to my goodbye that has the feel of ritual to it.

Fen’arda dahy siri sa.

Home’s always waiting.

Gods, if the game-makers kill Apathan to get me moving on my quests, I’m not sure I’ll ever forgive them. I grip the token in my hand, and like with the board on the wall, something flares into my vision, making me jump.

So you never lose your way and always find just what you need.

That sense of longing for Ama and Apa grows stronger, and I now realise what the token actually does. It’s a map.

Most of the city of Mithrathan is shown there, with a small gold dot pulsing over my current location. Which happens to be in what looks like the slums. The corridor outside the apartment I share with Apathan is shabby, but clean. I look back to the map, zooming out to show Sirethan. The name seems to mean the whole world. And they don’t have countries, at least not the way we do on Earth. My map seems mostly filled out until I try and zoom in on another city, Dunan. Beyond a few landmarks and major street names, it’s a formless grid.

It must only work for places I’ve been. Places Lithrial has been, that is.

I don’t pass anyone as I trot down the stairs, and when I leave the block of flats, I find myself in a shabby street that doesn’t quite deserve the moniker of clean like our building. There are rows of tenements, all stuccoed beige, and while it’s not crowded, there are people. Most seem to move with purpose, and I let my instinct guide me to the left, up a slight hill that curves with the street.

The market is there, that close. It reminds me of my few brief trips to the European continent, where greengrocers and markets were an everyday experience in Paris and Kraków, easy to find good food. Fresh food. It’s a pleasant surprise to find it the same here.

The market is mostly full of elves, but there are a few of the folk around, as well as serpentus and a pair of elementals, who are surrounded by curious onlookers. The serpentus and elementals are all humanoid, but the serpentus’s skin glimmers in the sunlight that shines on their scales with a metallic lustre, and the elementals are lithe and fluid—too lithe and fluid to be mistaken for elves or humans, though their ears are as pointed as mine.

No humans. Their absence speaks as loudly as the serpentus’ and elementals’ presence.

For a while, I go from stall to stall. A few of the vendors call out a “Hello” to me, and I dredge their names out of whatever stockpile of memory the game’s given me. I know to move on quickly from Barm (he overprices his salted meats) and to pick up a pair of apples to give to Pol (she appreciates the gesture and throws in an extra cookie). There are foods here I know, like yams and berries and tomatoes, and there are foods I recognise, like kumquats and dragon fruits.

And there are some that are completely strange to the part of me from Earth, even if they’re familiar to Sirethan-me. That cluster of bright red berries that looks like currants the size of grapes—that’s ersath. Makes a good jam and a better pie, and it grows prolifically throughout most of the year. Good for constipation too, as long as you don’t eat too many and get the opposite problem.

There’s a stall with household goods, where Voreth (its owner) offers me a homemade loaf of bread his partner baked for Apathan, and there’s a stall not far from there with a bunch of serviceable knives.

It’s overwhelming.

With a coppery coin my mind seamlessly identifies as a bit in colloquial terms, formally a groat, I buy a small, portable meat pie. I half expect it to be like a pasty, and it isn’t unlike a pasty, but when I bite into it, it makes me gasp as much for the flavour as for the piping-hot temperature.

Once my tongue cools, I can identify several spices I know—clove, chili, and smoked paprika—and others I shouldn’t know, like the startlingly acidic bite of Deigith’s heart, a fruit only edible after first frost whose seeds are dried and powdered into the spice I taste.

I’m halfway through the food when a face across the market catches my eye. And my breath catches in my chest.

Instinctively, I know I have a history with the man. He’s muscular for an elf, tall and broad. His skin is tanned brown, his hair like wheat touched with the golden-hour sun. He doesn’t see me, and I do not want him to. Embarrassment floods me along with memories.

I’m reminded, too keenly, of my ex, Greg.

Agreement surges, almost as if the memories find that a suitable analogy. Oh, there’s history here, all right. Painful history. The betrayal type of history. His name is Dira, I remember. And he broke Lithrial’s heart into a million tiny pieces—he’s why my life is only me and Apathan, without space for others.

Dira is making his way around the market, and my mind lights, again, on knives.

Not in a “stab him” sense, though I don’t think many people would blame me. Because the knife stall is out of his marketplace trajectory. I’m doggedly edging closer to the knife stall when a commotion breaks out at the other end of the market.

“Get out of here with that drivel!” someone yells.

The knife vendor, who’s an unfamiliar face to me, snorts, meeting my eyes. She’s an elf with black hair and brown skin, and she looks a bit like she regrets setting up shop here if the way her hand is working a knot out of the side of her neck is any indication.

“What’s going on?” I ask her.

“Just a farm boy from the south here in the big city to pronounce doom on everyone,” she says, rotating her shoulder as her hand drops to the table. “Chased him off yesterday, but he’s back.”

“What’s he saying?” I sidle a bit closer to the knife stall.

“Claims Aurora’s Rift’s about to open,” she says. “No one can predict something like that, and he’s a fool for trying. Twice a fool when being right is the end of the gods-damned age. No one wants that.”

“Right,” I say absently.

I can’t see whoever’s talking, but I suspect this doomsayer isn’t wrong. He does seem to be gone, though. My attention turns back to the knife stall, darting a glance around me in case Dira’s changed his path. He hasn’t. He’s talking to an elemental crafter I don’t know.

On impulse, I pick up the first blade that catches my eye. It’s got a carved bone handle, and it feels good in my hand. The balance is excellent. The blade is slightly curved and about as long as my forearm.

“How much for this?” I ask.

“Thirty,” the knife vendor says shortly.

That’s about half of what I’ve got in my own inventory, and my heart gives a little palpitation at the high price. “Twenty.”

I’ve never tried to haggle before, but Lithrial has.

“Twenty-five, and I’ll give you a whetstone.”

“Twenty-three, the whetstone, and I’ll heal your neck before I move on,” I tell her.

She raises an eyebrow at that. “You’ve got a deal. Got thrown from a hart two years back. Still aches.”

“That sounds unpleasant.” I hand over the money, pocketing the whetstone and unbuckling my belt enough to slide the sheath’s loop through it. The knife hangs nicely at my side.

“If you can help it at all, I’ll give you a discount the next time I see you,” the woman says.

I improvise again, this time threading the tiniest bit of heat into the Ela’s Touch spell. The woman jumps a bit when the palm of my hand touches the side of her neck, but after a moment, she raises both shoulders and releases them, giving me a sideways look.

“You a healer?” she asks.

“Not really, but my apathan has a bad knee. I’ve picked up a few things. Did it help?”

“Best it’s felt in ages. Thank you.” To my surprise, she hands back five silver bobs.

“You don’t have to do that,” I tell her, trying to ward off the money. “A deal’s a deal.”

“I’m in pain every day,” she says, “and right now, I’m actually not. If I were a better person, I’d give you all your damn money back.”

“Thank you.” I relent, pocketing the coins again. “I’m Lithrial.”

“Ara,” she says. “Hope to see you again—and I’ll give you a discount if I do, especially if you’re willing to help me out again.”

With a shy smile, I nod a goodbye at Ara, moving in the general direction of the shouts I heard before. Another circuit provides no sight of him or Dira. Feeling like I missed something important, I turn back to head home.

I take a different route back than I took on the way to the market. This part of the city seems to be built on low hills, and between buildings sometimes there is the slightest glimpse of a river to the east—the Mithra, my Sirethan memories tell me—but it lies between me and enormous buildings, obscured by others creeping higher the closer they get to the water. White stone, golden domes, something like crystal that glitters in the sunlight—that is where Mithrathan’s wealth and power dwells.

The sight fills me with trepidation, hot and squirmy and vaguely indignant. That is where the wealthy humans live out their lives, thinking those of us this far from the river to be little more than animals.

But there are colours here, in the Knolls. The Knolls. That’s what this neighbourhood is called. Around one corner is a park with an enormous tree, rope hanging from the branches, knotted for climbers and well-used. Around the next corner, I’m distracted and run directly into someone. The someone cries out, reeling back with a hand covering his face.

“I’m so sorry!” I apologise. “I wasn’t paying attention.”

The person still has his hand over his face, and he’s blinking. Almost squinting as if in pain.

Shame floods me. Of course he’s in pain; his nose is bleeding.

“Oh, Ela forgive me,” I say without thinking. “I—I can heal that for you, I think. I’m truly sorry.”

“You didn’t do it,” the guy says, still wincing. He’s an elf too. “The jolt didn’t exactly help, but it’s not your fist that bumped into my nose.”

I don’t have anything I can give him. No handkerchief, nothing.

“Please,” I tell him. “I can heal it if you let me.”

After a moment of somewhat suspicious hesitation, the man nods his assent.

I try what I did with Apathan, adding a bit of cold to the Ela’s Touch spell in hopes it’ll reduce the swelling. He’s already got that bloom of red around his nose and eyes that will likely be a hearty bruise very soon, and I touch his nose with light fingers.

He blinks several times, then holds up a hand as if to push me away. I back away hurriedly, just in time for him to sneeze loudly.

The timing of the sneeze coincides with a wave of wooziness that washes over me. Apparently my mana hasn’t had quite enough time to recover after healing two people.

“Sorry,” he says, opening and closing his mouth. “Itches.”

“Who ran their fist into your face?” I ask.

“Didn’t get a good look. But most would probably say I was asking for it,” he says. “I’m Teinath.”

“Lithrial,” I say, so automatically that it throws me mentally off balance. Evie. My name is still Evie, isn’t it? For a moment, I’m truly not sure. I try to disguise my sudden discomfort, and I peer more closely at Teinath. “Were you by chance the person they were yelling at in the market?”

Teinath takes a step back warily. That’s enough of an answer for me.

“I just healed your nose. Do you really think I’d waste my own mana by breaking it all over again?” I say wryly.

“It wouldn’t be the strangest thing I’ve seen lately,” he says.

His stomach chooses that moment to growl. Loudly.

“Do you live nearby?” I ask, scrutinising him.

He looks exhausted, and his clothes are travel-worn and travel-stained. I think I already know that answer too.

Teinath shakes his head. “I’m from Viathan, or near enough.”

Viathan is in the mountains to the south. Far to the south—it’s at least a week’s journey if you’ve got a hart to ride. More than double if you don’t.

Apathan might not be thrilled about this, but I’m going to trust my instincts again.

“Come on,” I say. “My apathan makes a mean roast clucker, and people at the market like him enough to give me fresh bread to take home. Why don’t you come for lunch?”

The elven man looks at me as if I’ve grown a second head. At first, I think he’s going to refuse. He’s about my height, with gold-brown skin and the kind of silvery hair Apathan says used to be the envy of all the elven world. His eyes are green like spring leaves.

Suddenly he laughs.

“I’d be delighted,” he says.


Four


Apathan is in the kitchen when we get to the apartment, and he raises one eyebrow halfway to his shock of grey hair when he sees I’ve brought Teinath.

“Company, as’lin? I don’t believe I’ve seen this young person before.” Apathan wipes his hands on the front of his legs and comes to shake Teinath’s hand.

The apartment smells like roasting clucker indeed, as well as something spicy. I carefully remove my shoes, watching Teinath do the same a bit awkwardly.

“This is Teinath,” I tell Apathan. “He had a bit of trouble at the market today and is far from home. I thought a friendly face or two might be welcome.”

“Ah,” says Apathan. He fixes Teinath with a shrewd look. “You’re from the south, by your clothes, and if you ran into trouble, I suspect you’re the one I’ve been hearing about these past few days.”

The look of dismay that crosses Teinath’s face fills me with shame. “Apathan⁠—”

“It’s no mind, as’lin. A guest is a guest, and I meant no disrespect. If you don’t wish to talk about it, I certainly won’t push the issue.” Apathan claps Teinath on the shoulder, and the young man jumps.

“No one believes me,” Teinath says as I move to set the bag of groceries on the table. “But it’s true. If you’ve heard of me, you’ve heard what I came here to say.”

The poor guy looks like he dropped a fresh cake into a latrine.

“That I have.” Apathan motions at him to follow, and for a few minutes, Apathan bustles about the kitchen while I set the table for lunch.

There’s conversation through the meal, mostly about mundane things. Apathan asks me the news from the market, and I show him my new knife, which he approves of even though I can tell he’s surprised at the impulse purchase.

He asks Teinath questions about Viathan, about his family, and about his journey here, all of which Teinath answers around mouthfuls of roast clucker, spicy mango salsa, and Apathan’s midday infusion of berries and mint. I can’t help but notice that he sidesteps all the questions about his family, and Apathan is far too polite to push.

Finally, though the conversation comes around to the reason for Teinath’s poor reception in Mithrathan.

“You came all the way here to preach to the masses that Aurora’s Rift was returning?” Apathan asks. “Son, you’d have more luck convincing the humans that their One God danced at the cabaret on full moons.”

“It’s true,” Teinath says stubbornly. “The rift is coming, and it is a chance for our people to forge a way forward instead of depending on dredging up the past.”

“Our people,” Apathan muses. “Tell me. How are you so certain about this?”

I’m curious about this as well. Teinath seems to be as sure about what he’s predicting as anyone is about the colour of the sky.

“My family li—lives in Viathan. Our closest neighbours are a tribe of elementals. They are certain it’s coming, and they even know where.” His voice hitches slightly on the word lives, but Teinath finally looks like he’s eaten his fill. His plate is wiped so clean I might not even have to wash it. “You can feel it when you get close.”

Teinath says the last part so softly that his words seem to land gently in the middle of the table.

“Why did you come here?” I ask. “What were you hoping would happen?”

“I was hoping some would believe me, and we could be there when the rift opens.”

I glance at Apathan. He looks thoughtful, his head tilted ever-so-slightly to one side with a toothpick I carved him between his lips, bobbing as he moves it around.

Chances are, Teinath is wrong.

At least, that’s what common sense in Sirethan would say. But I already know I’m going.

The thought feels strange, foreign. It’s not just the game telling me I’m supposed to do this—I want to. Teinath doesn’t seem like the human zealots who sometimes come to the Knolls to preach their supposed truths in hopes the rest of Sirethan’s peoples will agree to being second-class citizens in their One God’s hierarchy for the rest of our lives.

Teinath doesn’t seem like much of anything, really. Just a bedraggled young guy who is maybe a little desperate. I’m not sure why he’s desperate, but a lot of folks are desperate in this world.

“I’ll go,” I say aloud.

An almost bell-like tone rings out in my mind, and when I look at Teinath, an image of an immovable object seems to superimpose itself over him. The Rock.

Two pairs of startled eyes are suddenly on me.

Apathan and Teinath are still staring at me. Abashed, I clear my throat. The Rock? This elf? He’s about as far from Earth’s former wrestler in those old classic films as anyone could possibly get. That The Rock could have snapped this guy in half back in the first half of the twenty-first century.

“You what?” Teinath himself is saying. “You believe me?”

“I don’t know,” I tell him honestly, shaking myself out of the bizarre thoughts. “But I figure if you’re right, I want to be there. If you’re wrong, well. I’ve always wanted to travel.”

There’s a flash of something in Apathan’s eyes, there and gone in an instant.

“You are sure about this, as’lin?” he says.

“Yes,” I tell him, but that’s only half true. “Will you be⁠—”

“I’ll be fine, Lithrial,” Apathan says. He reaches out and pats me on the hand.

Teinath still hasn’t unglued his eyes from my face. Instead of looking grateful, he looks half-panicked.

“Unless you don’t want me to go,” I say, and he almost trips over me in his hurry to cut me off.

“Of course you can come. I just—I mean. No one has believed me. And I might not be the safest person to travel with. I’ve got to keep telling people.” Teinath looks at Apathan almost guiltily. “Today wasn’t the first time someone punched me over it.”

“Well,” I tell him, “at least I can heal your face again if I have to.”

For some reason, he doesn’t seem to find that comforting.

“Apathan?” I look at my grandfather. The toothpick dangles from his lip, ready to fall.

“Hm? I was just thinking. I personally hope young Teinath here is wrong, but I’ve been trying to shoo you out of here for years,” Apathan says with a wink. “There are worse things you could go chase.”He pauses, seeming to consider that with a small wince. “Well. Perhaps not. But if Teinath is not wrong, I can’t think of anywhere better to be than there to see it begin. None of us can see past the rift, if it is truly coming.”

His words sober me. “What happened last time, Apathan?”

“I’m not that old, as’lin,” he says, and Teinath laughs nervously.

“I know.” I frown at him. Fear steals through me, sudden and quick and breathless. “But you are the only elf in Mithrathan to reach White Oak in who knows how long.”

Teinath’s head snaps up at that, and Apathan gives him a gentle nod in acknowledgment.

“What does the rift do?” I ask.

This time sadness falls like a veil across Teinath’s face.

Apathan answers slowly. “The histories are always muddled around Aurora’s Rift. But they say it starts like a crack in the sky, widening until it cuts across the entire world. Magic is wilder. Strange things happen, like giant rocks falling from the sky to crash into cities and fields. More than that, I cannot say. Magic alone growing stronger and more unpredictable—that is enough to shape a people, for better or for worse. Among elves, we say that Ferelthin is the only one who knows why the rift comes. Humans believe their One God used the last rift to punish the elves for our sins, destroying fabled Truisthan and driving us to scatter among them. But truly, if our gods cared for us, I do not think they would have let their people fall so far.”

Part of me is surprised not to know this, but it seems the rifts are few and far between. Often enough to fade to legend, not quite sporadic enough to be ignored as simple myth. And Aurora’s Rift doesn’t come to Sirethan so frequently that people live in fear of it.

“Do you still wish to go, as’lin?” Apathan asks.

His voice is gentle. He takes his toothpick from his mouth with soft fingers and places it on the table, his eyes blue and full of love.

He is giving me an out; I know he is.

But there is no way out of this one. Teinath is right. He has to be. It’s the whole reason I’m here.

“Yes,” I say. “I’m going.”
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We are too poor to hire mounts, so Teinath and I plan to set out on foot tomorrow morning. He has no belongings except for a small rucksack he left at a tatty inn near the market, and while I wait for morning, I go over my newly acquired dagger.

It’s white steel, an enhanced steel perfected by the elementals in a previous age. The grip is carved bone with an antler pattern, and it fits perfectly in the palm of my hand as if it was made for me. Not for the first time, I wish Apathan had shown me how to reach Black Cherry. All this time training with him, and I never touched even the first leaf of our once-fabled attainment.

Except holding such a knife is for the first time, because I’m not Lithrial; I’m Evie.

The thought is, to my surprise, unwelcome.

After chasing it away, I go to the board on the wall and pull up the literal spell tree to peer at it. I’m not surprised to start with three pretty basic spells—healing, ice, fire. I’m curious about the other roots of this tree, though. They’re not dark any longer. There’s a point at the tip of each root that glows a different colour. They all correspond to one of the elven gods, it seems. Apathan knows so many of these.

I hop from root to root for a while, shying away from necromancy, which is indicated by a white light and connected to Basath, the god of death. Orange is Viath’s wind and rock, which is interesting, but the yellow and purple roots are what really get my attention. Yellow corresponds to the god Aranin, who has dominion over plant and animal life. The first spell in that line is surprisingly a passive magical skill that makes it easier to find herbs and increases rapport with animals.

A vague picture of me as a cartoon princess surrounded by cheepy birds makes me nudge that root aside for the purple one. I’ve got nothing against Cinderella or Snow White, but I want something a little more exciting that doesn’t involve raising the dead. Maybe later for both. I could be a princess surrounded by cheepy birds and zombies. Zombie cheepy birds. Maybe.

Purple is storms and spirit, and it seems fitting, considering it’s governed by the god Ferelthin, and he’s the god of mysteries and secrets along with storms and divining the next Aurora’s Rift. I feel a bit reckless, but this is my first time playing any game in so long that I don’t want to be too intense about it.

The first two spells make me itch to experiment and try to learn them, but I don’t think Apathan would approve of lightning inside. I already know his stance on fireballs. (Hard no.)

Forked

Call on the power of Ferelthin to channel chain lightning into your enemies.

Static Charge

You’ve found your peace with the storm within, and its bite will not break your skin.

Wondering how on earth—or how in Sirethan, I guess—I’m supposed to learn new spells, I curl up in my small bed. I haven’t stopped to think about how sleep works in this game, but it’s worth giving it a shot.

No sooner do I close my eyes than I drift away. I dream of endless stars in a vast purple-black sky.
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Apathan is waiting for me when I come out of my blankets in the morning with my packed rucksack, wistfulness in every swooping line of his baggy robe and every wrinkle of his aged face.

“I can’t say it isn’t a surprise to see you go this way,” he tells me, closing the distance between us and taking my hands. “But I know you, as’lin. You’ve always been meant for bigger things than living in the Knolls and helping your doddering apathan.”

“Doddering? Pfft,” I say lightly, but the grip of Apathan’s hands on mine makes my eyes sting. “You’ll be okay without me to heal your knee?”

“I can work magic myself, you know. I’m the one who’s supposed to be old and senile, not you.”

“Apathan,” I say, exasperated. “You’re as fit as I am but for that knee.”

The old man is a tough one. He’s been putting me through my paces with staff training for years.

“Promise me you’ll take care of yourself,” he says, ignoring me. “And that Teinath too. He seems like a smart enough young man, but he lacks common sense.”

“What does that say about me?” I ask dryly.

“You’re not the one getting a fist to the face for saying things most people would prefer to believe were impossible.” Apathan gives my hands a squeeze and lets them go, starting to turn away. “If it happens he’s wrong, see a bit of the world before you come home. You’re skilled enough with healing that you could easily make your way most places like you’ve done here.”

“I’m not a healer,” I say automatically. But this near-ritual denial brings with it a sting in my eyes.

“Yes, as’lin,” Apathan replies over his shoulder as if he doesn’t notice my eyes turning glassy. His customary response to my declaration of not being a healer, which he follows with something not so customary. “I have one more thing for you.”

He goes to his room, which is little more than a glorified cupboard, but he does have shelves built into the walls and a wardrobe wedged between his small bed and the wall that almost butts up against the mattress. He opens the door to the wardrobe as I peer around the corner, something in my gut whispering what he’s about to do and wanting to protest.

My staff is in the corner, awaiting my departure. But Apathan pulls out his staff. It’s beautiful—a piece of art as much as a tool, even though it’s both. He patterned my first staff against it, but his is the real thing. As if in answer to my question from last night, my mind takes in the patterns carved into the wood below the focus at its zenith. Something’s missing from it. Then I look over and see his bedside table, where there are is a small pile of what looks like wooden coins, all different types of wood, all with various holes in them . . . all of which correspond to the strange, puzzle-like protrusions on the staff. Of course.

The wooden coins attune the staff to certain spells—and can allow its wielder to use them with far more grace and precision.

If he’s removed those attunements from his staff, even if he didn’t take all of them, that can only mean one thing.

“Apathan—” I start, but he shakes his head once so firmly my protest dies in my throat. I swallow the lump threatening to lodge there.

“It is long past time for you to have this, as’lin,” he says. “You deserve it.”

Apathan closes the distance between us, and I back out of his room before he hands me the staff, gently picking up my usual staff from where it leans against the wall and fondly hefting it as if greeting an old friend.

I hold his precious gift in my hands.

“Its name is Bond-Bearer,” he says softly to me. “It is made of ashbone, now a very rare tree that grows only in the ravines of the southern mountains, and it is inlaid with Sirethite, which is stronger than steel and reacts with mana. The violet spinel at its focus is a unique gem. Seldom do you see violet spinel so large or with such clarity. That was passed down to me from my amathan’s apathan, long before our family came to the Knolls. In a time of great need, your forebears used their craft and their magic to create a tool and a weapon from heirlooms passed down for generations. And now I entrust it to you.”

“Apathan,” I begin, staring at the violet crystal, as clear and bright as the moonstone on my old staff is opalescent and opaque, but my grandfather shushes me.

“You are too untested yet to fully appreciate all of its benefits now, as’lin. But you are close to your first attainment.” At this, I shut my mouth with an audible snap, which makes his lip twitch in amusement. “Did you think all this time I was not training you? The final steps must be your own, and indeed they are far from final—Black Cherry is the foundation into which you will take root. Perhaps one day you will attain White Oak, like me, or even beyond. Perhaps you will, in your travels, find something worthy of adding to Bond-Bearer’s craftership to raise it to even greater heights. Perhaps you will make something truly legendary, something that will make your ancestors rejoice with pride. Until then, it will serve you as well as it has served me.”

I am struck speechless.

But before I can gather my wits, there’s a knock at the door. It has to be Teinath.

When I open it, it is. He comes in only far enough to close the door, his foot bouncing on the floor a bit as if he’s ready to be off.

We should go if we want to get out of the city before the peak of morning buzz. There’s a hard lump in my throat that doesn’t seem to want to budge. I think I could stay here with Apathan and live a boring city life in the Knolls and be content enough with this game as is. I’ve never had family like this.

But that’s not what I need to do. I need to go. And something tells me the rift will find me whether I seek it out or not.

“I’ll come back for you,” I promise him.

There is no going back.

I try to silence that voice, almost overcome with yearning to throw myself in Apathan’s arms the way I’ve never wanted to hug my own family.

“Home’s always waiting,” he says.


Five


Teinath and I don’t speak much on our way out of Mithrathan. The morning is still and quiet, and as much as I know this is the right choice, I can’t shake the uncomfortable meld of dread and excitement that is building in me.

Between the two of us, we don’t have much money, but as Apathan said, I can likely barter healing for food and lodging if all else fails. The sun warms us as we walk, chasing away the chill of the morning, though a light haze still sits over the outskirts of the city.

There are plenty of travellers on the roads, mostly in carts and on horseback, though we are far from the only ones walking on the separate footpath. We’re downwind of the road, and after a few hours of walking, with the sun now dipping toward the horizon, I need to use my own healing spell on myself to chase away the headache from the constant smell of horse urine and manure.

In spite of the odours, the countryside is lovely. Rolling hills spread out on either side of the thoroughfare, and they are green with the blush of late summer ready to cool into autumn.

“We’re only about two miles from Rahnbrug,” Teinath says as the heat fades in the golden hour.

He pauses to take a drink from his waterskin and gives me a nervous smile.

“That would likely be a good place to rest and spend the night,” I agree.

My map shows that he’s correct about the distance, and I’m grateful for that. I don’t remember ever just walking for a full day in a game before, but I haven’t once felt weighed down by exhaustion. Maybe that will change, or perhaps I just needed to stretch my legs so much that the game just went with it. There doesn’t seem to be a fast-travel option, which just seems weird. It tickles at the back of my mind, but since I don’t mind walking, I let the thought fade away.

About a half a mile from Rahnbrug, though, we crest a small rise and find a sea of tents spread out before us. There is a vague memory somewhere in my head of the Rahnbrug fair, a pre-harvest gathering of artisans and merchants to sell off the last of the old year’s stock before the new year begins. With a small jolt, it hits me that the year in Sirethan begins after the harvest instead of midwinter. Little things that feel so natural here—how did the devs manage this?

The thought is chased out of my mind by the changing of the wind that brings with it the unmistakable aroma of roasting meat.

Teinath hasn’t missed the smell either. “Perhaps⁠—”

“Absolutely,” I say, and he grins at me.

We work our way into the crowd, which looks to be dispersing slowly for the night. It doesn’t take long to find a stall that is selling roasted haunches of beef crusted in black pepper.

There’s a queue, and the price on the board outside indicates it’ll cost a whole silver bob for both me and Teinath to eat a decent meal. There’s six copper bits to a bob—in the Knolls, I paid a single bit for my meat pie. I wince at the massive price difference. Six bits to a bob, three bobs to a bender, nine benders to a sov, or sovereign. I instinctively could make change as easily in the currency of Sirethan as I could with pounds and pence on Earth.

But that doesn’t make the prices less extortionate.

Waiting is a bit agonising, but when we’re about five people from the front of the line, I notice that one of the cooks has a bandage on his arm, and he’s holding it pointedly away from the heat of the beds of coal where the meat is sizzling.

“Let me go first,” I say to Teinath. “I don’t know if this’ll work, but if we can get a meal for free, we should.”

He nods at me, and his eyes flicker to the injured cook.

When we get to the front of the line, I step forward. “Would you be willing to, say, feed the two of us if I heal your cook’s burn for him?”

I really ought to find out how much healers usually charge. I’ve always been able to handle the odd injury or Apathan’s knee myself, so it never occurred to me. Lithrial. Lithrial-me, not Evie-me.

I shake myself before the man taking orders notices.

“If you’re good at it, aye,” he says. He’s one of the folk, tall and broad and shaped like a rectangle. His hair is strawberry blond, down to the beard covering his face. “Move to the side of the line. Telan!”

The injured cook—Telan, it seems—comes over when beckoned, and I give him a reassuring smile.

“Bad burn?” I ask.

He grunts. “Happened yesterday. Bloody crow flew right into the tent and gave me a fright. Bumped it on the coal trough.”

Telan starts to unwind the bandage, and Teinath cringes with a sharp hiss of breath.

It’s blistered bad, a borderline third-degree burn, but I think I know what to do here.

I weave together Ela’s Touch with the Aura of Deigith, splitting it about half and half instead of the way I did it with Apathan. The pale threads of green and blue settle over the burn, radiating outward into Telan’s skin.

Telan sighs his relief with a slight shiver from the coolness of the ice spell I used, and he looks at me sideways. “Thank you. I’ve been struggling to keep up all day.”

He flexes his healing arm—now merely pink with scar tissue that should fade in days—and grins. “I’ll get your plates.”

The two of us eat quickly as we walk toward town. As much as I want to stop at every stall, I don’t have the money or the mana to buy everything I want to buy. There are stalls with beautiful cloaks in all colours, threaded with shimmering embroidery and studded with gemstones. There are stalls with saddles for horses and harts, and I linger there, looking at a tooled leather saddle meant for a hart that is made of shiny, bone-white hide and has compartments for storing small baubles as well as buckles for saddlebags.

I pull myself away from the saddle. Maybe someday.

Teinath knows an inn here, so I follow him, finishing up the rest of my meal as we walk. The plates they gave us are part of the meal, almost like a hard-shell taco but thicker, and they taste of rye instead of corn.

We cross through the open gate into Rahnbrug.

It feels almost too easy, but it’s been a long day. I haven’t had to fight anything yet, and I don’t know if I should be nervous about that or not.

The game feels like a real world. The people feel like people. I don’t really want to hurt anyone.

We find the inn with little trouble. Rahnbrug is a good-sized town, with stone buildings and paved streets. Like most human settlements, the lights are gas and oil instead of magic, but it looks comfortable enough. I wonder what it would be like to visit an elven city sculpted from the land itself, using magic to navigate, light, comfort. None of the elven cities remain, and it’s illegal to use that kind of magic in human cities under the rule of their One God. Basic healing and small spells don’t ruffle anyone’s tail feathers, but the bigger things require mages cooperating, and humans don’t like the idea of nonhumans cooperating with magic.

The thought fills me with quiet resentment, the kind of resentment that comes from long-since having resigned oneself to something unfair or unjust.

The inn Teinath knows is called the Clucking Cockerel, and while it’s small and cheap, it’s clean. No one here needs any healing, so we have to pay for the room. Four silver bobs might not seem like a lot, but it’s a significant amount of my remaining purse.

Teinath and I can only afford the one room, but there are two beds, which makes him look noticeably more comfortable. I put my rucksack on the one closest to the door, feeling like I might actually collapse.

“Just so you know,” I tell him, stifling a yawn, “if there’s ever only one, I’m happy to take the floor. I slept on a pallet at Apathan’s for years.”

“Oh,” Teinath says. He blushes. “Thanks. People sometimes get ideas, and I just don’t work that way.”

Interesting. “Well, you don’t have to worry about it from me.”

I half expect him to go down to the common room and start talking about the rift opening, but instead he goes behind the small folding screen in the corner and comes out in nightclothes.

I do the same. Sleep will be welcome.
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I never gave any thought to what it might be like to sleep in a game, since Credence of Forsythia, the game I worked on for years, didn’t have that. Part of my mind wants to work out how long I’ve actually been in here, but since I am no longer employed on said game and don’t feel tired of playing this one yet, I’m not sure I care.

My mind hovers for a bit on why I’m no longer employed, the sting of corporate nepotism and bullshit that finally broke me. I’d given my resignation on the spot, one of the benefits of the vestigial at-will employment that wriggled past the increased labor protections of recent years.

As I drift, I feel a vague but heady lethargy of relief.

Falling asleep just feels normal, down to my tossing and turning.

When I wake in the morning, it’s to the distant smell of baking bread and the rustle of blankets that tells me Teinath is awake.

He’s . . . kind of adorable. His silvery hair is sticking up in several different directions, and his mouth is half-open with the kind of yawn that you need but won’t quite happen, and his bleary green eyes are muted, not quite working out where he is.

“Morning,” I say to him.

He looks at me, and the hovering yawn chooses that moment to take over his face. It jumps to me a moment later.

“I think that’s the first decent night of sleep I’ve had in weeks,” Teinath says, rubbing the yawn tears from the corners of his eyes with the back of his hand. “I hope I didn’t snore.”

“If you did, I was far too dead myself to notice.”

We both have so little with us that packing up takes almost no time. Teinath goes downstairs to breakfast first, and by the time I join him, there is the sound of raised voices from the inn common room.

Shit. I ought to have gone with him, not that I have a clue how combat works in this game.

I run down the wooden stairs as fast as I can, my rucksack on my back and my staff wedged at a diagonal to keep it from banging into the narrow walls on either side of me.

Teinath is standing against the far wall of the room, his back wedged up against a dresser.

There’s a human man holding a knife to his throat.

“Get away from him!” I yell it without a thought.

No one in the room is moving but me. Not to help Teinath’s attacker and certainly not to help Teinath.

“This little shit says Aurora’s Rift is opening,” the man says. He’s enormously tall and burly with sun-scorched pale skin and blond hair in tight curls against his head. “We don’t take to liars in Rahnbrug.”

“But murder’s fine?” I say, and a murmur goes through the room. “If that’s true, sounds like Rahnbrug could use a few lessons in priorities.”

The man turns to look at me, slowly lowering the blade from Teinath’s throat. Teinath swallows hard.

This human has a solid foot on me, and I’m not short.

“Ragan,” someone says beside me. “Just leave it. Let them leave.”

I don’t dare take my eyes off this brute to see who piped up.

“No,” Ragan says.

Predictable enough. My heart is thumping out a rhythm that feels all too real. If cooperative magic is outlawed in human settlements, offensive magic definitely is. And I’m an elf, so even if this Ragan hits me first and I claim self-defence, I doubt the magistrate—or the temple—will care.

He advances on me, but he doesn’t look like he’s going to strike. The knife in his hand looks all the more wicked the closer he gets to me. It has a sharp, well-honed blade that looks like it could slice a hair in two without even trying.

“‘No one but the One God can know the hour of the rift’s appearance, or its place of birth,’” he says, quoting from their scripture. “It is heresy to claim otherwise.”

Oh, no. He’s one of those.

I am not sure there is much worse in the world than those who will hurt you without a thought and think the whole time they’re doing it for your own good, or those who harm you because someone simply told them they should.

“To you, perhaps,” I say. My voice is steadier than it should be. “Your god is not my god.”

“My god is everyone’s god,” he says.

I reach for my mana pool, and it flows into me like fresh, clean water. Something crackles in me, making my scalp prickle.

“If you touch me, you will find out what my god can do,” I murmur, thinking of Ferelthin and his lightning. That is what I feel rippling across my skin. I haven’t really learnt that spell, but this surfaces in me like it’s part of me, the same way I set purple fire to the drapes.

I snap out of the strange sensation just in time.

Ragan lunges at me, and I dive to the side, feinting around him to close the distance between myself and Teinath.

Teinath, for all his nervousness and seeming timidity, is named for fire. I feel him straighten behind me, and to my surprise, I can sense the ripple of him drawing on his own mana pool.

Ragan regains his footing, looking more amused than irritated that I evaded him.

“You would use your blasphemous magic against me?” Ragan laughs as if it’s the most ridiculous thing he can think of.

“I haven’t touched magic yet. But you’ve attacked both my friend and me—you would harm innocents for no reason in the name of your god?” I fire back.

That sends a whisper of discomfort through the room, but I can’t tell if it makes the human bystanders more or less likely to support whatever Ragan is going to do.

“Heretics are not innocents,” he snarls.

“Tell yourself that if it makes you feel justified about murder,” I tell him.

The crowd shifts again. A couple people make their way surreptitiously toward the stairs and vanish, and a few others look as if they’d like to do the same. I shouldn’t be surprised—Lithrial shouldn’t be surprised—but I am.

I hope that Teinath is sensible enough not to actually set anything on fire, but I don’t know. The last thing we need is an angry mob chasing us the whole way to Viathan.

I can’t tell if what I’m feeling is the lightning inside me or just pure adrenaline.

When Ragan steps within arm’s reach of us, though, the air electrifies, and lightning materialises, looping and cracking around his immense body, stunning him where he stands.

“Run,” I gasp to Teinath.

He doesn’t need telling twice.


Six


We bolt out the door of the inn, Teinath snatching the strap of his rucksack from where it was sitting on a bench, and the two of us immediately turn at the first corner, cutting off the line of sight from the inn’s door.

I don’t know Rahnbrug, but Teinath does. I let him lead through the streets that are only just beginning to wake for the day.

“I’m sorry,” he says over his shoulder between breaths.

The day is going to be a warm one, and starting it off running for our lives has made it a sweaty one.

“It’s okay,” I tell him. “You do what you have to do.”

“He couldn’t have killed me,” Teinath says, and I’m not sure I hear him right.

It doesn’t seem like anyone’s following. Or perhaps Ragan just went the wrong way outside the inn. Either way, I don’t like it.

It’s not until we’re well out of the town and heading southward that I work up the nerve to ask him. I’m still catching my breath. I adjust my rucksack and pull out my staff, using it as a walking stick since it doesn’t have a blade attached. A battle-ready staff in the hands of an elf would draw more attention than we want or could handle. Teinath swigs from his waterskin, and the movement reminds me I didn’t have time to refill mine. It’s only about a third full. I take a reluctant drink, trying to ration what’s left. My stomach growls.

“What did you mean when you said Ragan couldn’t have killed you?” I ask Teinath to distract myself.

Teinath darts a glance at me almost guiltily. He shakes his left arm so the sleeve pulls back. Under it is a tattoo that shimmers in the morning haze of sunlight. It’s the same colour as his hair, and it’s done in small swirls that reach almost to his wrist. It doesn’t look elven at all.

The sight tickles at my mind, like I ought to recognise it nonetheless.

“A spell,” Teinath says. “The elementals taught it to me, to protect me.”

“What does it do?”

Part of me is relieved to hear these elementals didn’t just fling this guy into the human world to spread the news of a rift without some form of protection, but at the same time, why hasn’t he used it yet?

“It’s hard to explain.” At the slight hesitation in Teinath’s voice, I hazard a guess that he doesn’t trust me enough to explain yet. “But elementals read the balance of the earth. This helps use that balance, turning disruption back on itself.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” I tell him. “Why didn’t you use it?”

“He hadn’t decided to kill me yet,” Teinath says matter-of-factly, as if it’s a mere statement of truth. “He was just . . . playing.”

“Yes, that is I think the least comforting thing you could have said.” My skin prickles again, but this time it’s not my magic or my lightning. My lightning. I reacted with instinct, but now I think I could do it again. The thought of Ragan makes me shudder. If I ever get the opportunity again, I will absolutely make sure to grab him somewhere painful and shock the shit out of him.

Worse than a zealot is a sadistic one. Suddenly the path around us is too quiet, but nothing jumps out at us.

“Let’s just get to Viathan,” Teinath says. He looks a little abashed. “I’ll try not to start any more fights like that. Though you did a great job of at least keeping it from escalating, like the silver-tongued hero in the stories.”

That is even less comforting. We made an enemy today.

There is no going back.
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I wait until we stop for the night to look at Bond-Bearer. I didn’t have time after Apathan gave it to me, and I didn’t want to try to walk and scrutinise it at the same time. Both Teinath and I agree that avoiding the villages is a good call for the next few nights in spite of his desire to spread the word about the rift. We don’t have a tent, but Teinath insists the weather will be clear enough to camp, and enough people do so that the smoke and light from one fire won’t be a huge signal to anyone following us.

We don’t even have bedrolls, but we find a thicket at the edge of a small forest that is comfortable enough, and while Teinath goes to sleep, leaving me first watch, I pull Bond-Bearer into my lap.

Dodging Ragan probably saved me from being one-punched into oblivion, but the sooner I work out a more arcane method of self-defence, the better.

The top of the staff is slightly thicker to support the violet spinel focus, and I run my fingers over the attunements Apathan left. Ela’s Touch is there, and Aura of Deigith, as is Sudden Blaze. Apathan taught me what they were long ago, and my fingers itch to replace the attunements he took away. Much as I know I wouldn’t be even capable of using most of them—he’s had a lifetime to collect them as he reached White Oak attainment, and I’m not even Black Cherry—it still smarts. The spells he left he still knows, of course; otherwise a mage would be useless without a staff. He will, however, need to replace them on his new staff to be as effective. Staves are important for focus and can magnify a mage’s power. He took the ones he would need to rely upon the most. But he didn’t take everything.

Out in the woods here, I smile as I see one of the ones he left, tracing the tiny carved leaves that line the circumference of the attunement. Aranin’s Awareness. If nothing else, it might help us find food we can hunt and not have to pay for. Having a staff attuned to a spell doesn’t automatically teach the mage how to use it, but it does open the door, and this is one he’s primed for me over the years in teaching me about the natural world wherever we could—growing in cracks between paving stones, the weeds that grow along the river, the migration patterns of birds.

And then I realise something else when I touch my finger to the exquisite facets of the violet spinel: Apathan—or another ancestor—has enchanted the stone with the same weave as the carved board of white oak on the wall at home.

With a smile, I look at the yellow pulsing light on the tree that grows in my vision.

Aranin’s Awareness (Passive)

You are learning to listen to the world around you, and it is ready to speak to you as well. You will grow more likely to notice helpful, low-level items that can be used for medicinal or sustenance purposes as well as crafting, and the animals that share this world with you are less likely to be hostile unless you attack them first.

No sooner do I look around the thicket than do I see a gentle glow around the bushes that enclose us. I tug a branch down in front of my face so I can look at it more closely, recognising it immediately.

Common bramble. I remember Apathan’s fondness for the berries, of course, but I also remember him telling me how the green berries can be used in healing tinctures before they ripen. The leaves also make a good painkiller when boiled, as well as poultices, and the branches are suitable for simple craftwork—if not very sturdy.

I switch my focus to the purple root of the spell tree, touching the violet spinel again. Sure enough, there are points lit there too. I turn the staff in my hands, looking at Forked and Static Charge, which are illuminated.

For a time, I sit in Aranin’s Awareness, feeling the world around me, connected by mana that flows in and through me. It’s as if I’ve been missing a sense my entire life, and the sense of expansiveness that comes with this connectivity is heady. Raw. Alive.

When I look up at the sky, the stars are bright above my head, and they seem to hum in my periphery. They are so distant, but their light touches us, reaching through time and space to this moment. Though I can’t remember ever being on watch before now, as I sit in this web of energy and thought and magic, I would dare even Ragan to try to sneak up on us. I can sense field mice at their business in the dark, insects on the wing, gobbled up by birds and bats that swoop through the night.

The conscious exploration of my mana, of how my mana interacts with the world around me—it seems to wake up a yearning in my deepest parts, and I think if I could just reach a little farther, if my straining fingers could make contact with something just outside my arm’s length, everything would change.

Teinath rolls over in his sleep, the movement as loud as a shout in my state of hyperawareness.

The day seems to catch up with me all at once, and it leaves me exhausted, like it’s brought me a basket full of rocks. My limbs grow heavy, and I think I actually want to log out. It’s time. The moment that wave of sleepy sound ebbs, it washes away the meditative state and with it, my ability to not be overwhelmed.

This has been a lot, emotionally and . . . everything. I could get lost here, lost in Lithrial, lost in playing this game and this role. Part of me wants that more than anything, and it’s that as much as my fatigue that nudges me to act.

The campfire and Teinath’s sleeping form vanish as I close my eyes, but when I think log out, nothing happens.

My staff is next to me, so I hold it as if it might help. I try thinking about stats, about anything, but with each attempt, I’m greeted only with the sound of Teinath’s now-steady breathing and the increasing pace of my heart rate. If I lay a hand on the violet spinel, I see the spell tree. If I hold the token from my belt pouch, I can see the growing map of where we’ve traveled and trace the path we took from Mithrathan, but that’s all.

Settings, I think. Save. Save and quit.

But there is no settings menu, no save screen, nothing.

There is only the fire and Teinath and my now-pounding pulse.

I wrack my brain to try and find some way, any way, to get the log-out screen to pop up. I concentrate until a headache blooms between my eyes from frowning. I try clicking my heels and thinking there’s no place like home.

Every ounce of exhaustion that had me on the verge of sleep moments ago is gone, evaporating like so much breath in night-chilled air.

I try thinking help and I try thinking let me the fuck out of here and I try thinking I will fuck both Buchanan brothers if you let me out of this game.

I try not to think of the time I almost hit on Ethan Buchanan at an industry event, back before he and Zachariah made their billion-pound-sterling game, back when I was in the throes of new betrayal after being cheated out of my own game and my three-year relationship in one fell swoop. Yeah, maybe a night with the Buchanan brothers wouldn’t be that steep of a price to pay, even if I’m pretty sure Zachariah’s gay.

Still, nothing happens. If I was really expecting them to be listening to me like the literal omniscient game-dev gods people treat them as on Earth, I’m disappointed.

It’s as if I am on Earth, trying to throw a vase at my ex-boss with only the power of my mind. God knows I tried often enough in those interminable meetings.

All the days I’ve been here, I’ve just . . . gone with it. All the times it felt so real I thought it couldn’t possibly be a game.

All the times it warned me.

My stomach twists, and I am suddenly burning hot.

I half flail, half scramble from my patch of earth, gasping for cool air.

I try one more time to think log out. One more time.

No matter how hard I close my eyes, when I open them, I’m still in Sirethan.

There is no going back.


Seven


For a moment, all I can feel is the night air on my skin.

All of those moments I thought this place felt so real, all of those fleeting fancies about the devs being some kind of genius, all of those come crawling back like an entire army walking over my grave.

It doesn’t matter how I’m here. Could I ever even get an answer to that question?

This cannot have happened to everyone who has played this game. That would be tens of millions of people.

My mind races through a million possibilities that span the unknowable event horizon where I went from Earth to a fantasy world in truth. I don’t know. I don’t know how I got here.

The realisation strikes like a hammer hitting an anvil.

I don’t know how I got here.

I delve into my Evie memories that now seem a world away. Because they are. The thought comes on a wave of tinny near-panic.

I remember the straw that broke the back of my proverbial career camel—my shithead of a boss listening to the legacy hire I’d begged to bring up my idea since I knew my boss wouldn’t listen to a woman, especially not to meek little Evie.

And bring it up my colleague did, all right. He explained my idea with a fervour that ploughed right past broaching the subject and into pretending he’d invented it.

I remember that. I remember the hot, molten rage as the boss who ignored me for years promoted Mr. My Dad’s the CFO ahead of me and how he flippantly informed the boss that I’d “helped.”

I remember the resignation letter, dropping it off at HR in person, and walking to the light rail station with a single box of my office belongings, mind spinning on adrenaline and . . .

Then what?

How did I get from there to a game that is not a game? Because on Earth, Aurora’s Rift is a game. It’s the single most successful game in decades, lauded for its realism, its magic, its everything.

Surely, if the tens of millions of players were literally disappearing into the game world, someone would have noticed.

Some say the rift is a gateway between worlds.

The line from my first moments in Sirethan—hovering above Sirethan, really—spins back into my mind.

I couldn’t begin to explain it, how it could be possible. But . . . I’m really here.

My fingers seek out the edges of my arm’s reach, and it is there, with the sensation of fibres and grit and blades of grass, that I feel my way back to myself.

Breath.

Beating heart.

Blessed, blessed breath.

This body feels like my body.

It is my body, but for the ears.

Apathan knew me. I feel a pang when I think of him, of his kindness and his warmth for his granddaughter. For me. Lithrial.

A wave of confusion goes through me, and again I’m unmoored by the sudden terror of having left Earth behind.

In its wake, as it recedes back into the ocean of my mind, another question surfaces like it’s been washed up to shore.

Was there ever anything there for me?

How many times have I yearned for an escape from Earth? How many nights did I cry myself to sleep as a child because no matter how many doors I opened, none of them took me to another world? How many times did I wish for something—for anything—that would make me feel alive?

I sit all the way up, gazing up at the unfamiliar stars that cut a bright swath across the velvet black sky. There are constellations there, groups of stars I can name that I shouldn’t know. That hum hovers in the distance, farther away but still present, like a singing bowl too far away to see but palpable.

I remember the sensation of warmth, of birth, the memories that layered upon me when I arrived here. Even now I can reach back to them just like I can remember Earth memories. Maybe more than Earth memories.

I love Apathan, love him in a way I don’t think I’ve ever loved my own family. He has cared for me—for Lithrial—in ways my Earth family never did for me.

Would it be so terrible to be here?

The answer to that is no. I don’t even have to question it; it comes on a wave of pure pathos, confused by worry about the real Lithrial, if she is real and if I have somehow killed her, but that answer, that no in itself, is neutral. A strong negative.

As I look up at the constellations above my head, the arc of the Starry Waterfall, the edge of the Great Tree reaching its bough of stars over the northern horizon, I feel a yearning unlike anything I’ve ever felt before, and more than anything I’ve ever felt before, I know this one will be fulfilled.

I lie back, silent tears streaming down my cheeks. My arms shake as they lower me to my bed of grass.

Directly over our small campsite is the Wolf and the Raven. My strange, impossible memories whisper their tale to me—two beings bound by circumstance and forged in fate, unwilling to be separated even in death. The gods cast them into the sky, and there they remain, reigning together in light and power for all eternity.

Fierce determination fills me. If my oldest, wildest wish has somehow come true, if I’ve found myself a new world beyond all reason and understanding, then so be it.

If I am here, then I am home.
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Dawn is already lighting the eastern sky. The sun still rises in the east here. That brings me some strange comfort.

Teinath’s silvery hair has dusted across his face, and his mouth is half open, though he’s not snoring. It’s time to wake him for his own watch after a few minutes of simply seeing his chest rise and fall and seeing him as a real, flesh-and-blood person. It takes me longer than it should to wake him, as if when he opens his eyes, this strange newness will shatter.

But then he stirs of his own accord, opening sleep-crusted eyes and yawning, and he takes over for me. To my surprise, the moment I lie back, my pack cuddled half as a pillow, half as something to hug, my brain runs out of steam.

Going to sleep in Sirethan is so much easier than going to sleep in my usual life. I wake after what feels like only a minute, to Teinath poking at my shoulder with two fingers.

“Morning,” he says. “We should get going.”

The day is sunny, bright enough that even the still-climbing sun casts long shadows and brings heat to the morning chill before we’ve gone a mile.

I lose myself in my newfound routine with Teinath. We travel southward for the next two weeks, sometimes sleeping in inns and getting yelled at or chased out for Teinath’s predictions, other times sleeping in the bracken or small caves or once—not pleasant—in an early autumn storm that leaves us both soaked through and miserable. Magic keeps us warm but not dry; there’s no point in expending mana to dry us when we’ll be wet again in moments.

Now that I am aware of where I am, that I am no longer on Earth, my sense of time seems to right itself. At first, I expect it to mire me in anxiety, but to the contrary, it’s like my body relaxes into it. With Teinath by my side, I learn the rhythms of Sirethan, consciously reinforcing the memories that lurk within me with new ones of my own making.

Each night when I’m on watch, I let my mind expand into that meditative state. It is nothing like those guided meditations my company used to force on us in the name of “employee wellness.” Those were mostly a half-hearted capitalist way of patronising the union by giving us five Mindfulness Minutes out of every two hours of company time as if forced downtime qualified as actual downtime and not another task on an endless to-do list.

In Sirethan, for the first time I understand what actual mindfulness was getting at all along. In listening to my breath, I notice things I never noticed before in decades of being alive. There is a pause where each inhale hovers for the barest instant before becoming an exhale. And it comes again when that exhale reaches its emptiness and turns to refill my lungs with an inhale. Beyond that, my mana flows with each breath, weaving through subtle channels in my body just like my veins transport precious oxygen to my farthest extremities with every beat of my heart.

Night after night, I seek out those pauses, feel the ebb and flow of blood and breath and the magic of mana that pulses beneath all of it. I reach and reach, and while my awareness of the natural world sharpens, my grasping hands still catch hold of nothing.

When the mountains appear on the southern horizon, I know we’re getting close to our destination. Teinath’s step seems lighter, but something here feels different. Nervous.

The land is rolling hills, the grasses fading from their rich summer greens to yellows and browns with the coming harvest, and not far to the southwest, there’s a line of thick trees just beginning to hint at summer giving way to autumn with a dusting of yellow-orange amid the green. Trees all in a line indicate water of some kind nearby. A vague memory suggests there’s a river that flows down from the mountains ahead.

In spite of the loveliness of the day, though, there is restlessness. A flock of birds over the next hill rises up, flying without the usual grace of their murmuration, losing their path, scattering, trying to group up again.

And stranger still, I feel it within me like a discordant resonance that itches just beyond my ken.

I don’t like it. I tighten my grip on Apathan’s staff, thankful it’s far more than a walking stick.

“We need to hurry,” Teinath says, his eyes on the sky. “Time is short.”
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Something about traveling with a companion on foot forges a bond I never knew was possible. Teinath and I create a language as we move from place to place, the exertion teaching us how to read one another’s bodies and expressions and gestures as much as it teaches us to conserve our breath.

Twice more, we encounter strange flocks of birds in the following days, and each time, we pause on our path, staring at the sky. Swallows, normally as fluid in midair as a school of fish in the water, collide with one another with startled squawks, and a raptor circling far overhead goes into its laser-precise dive only to miss the entire flock and have to arrest its strike with clumsiness the internet would gleefully meme. Go home, kestrel, you’re drunk.

But the bird isn’t drunk—none of them are. I can’t shake the feeling that something else is going on here. Animals sense storms and shifts in climate. It makes us wary, the world drawing close around us. We are, of course, also animals, and we can feel something is off even if we can’t understand why.

We stop that night on the banks of a stream, where a stand of birches marks the only water we’ve seen in days. The watershed of the continent means this stream will eventually flow into the Mithra to the north, and for a moment as Teinath kindles our campfire, I stare into the burbling brook with the knowledge that the waters I’m watching will one day wash through Mithrathan, through the heart of the city.

It leaves me with a yearning for Apathan so strong, I have to turn away, tears stinging at my eyes. I hope he’s all right. I hope he is indeed taking care of his knee.

We eat a simple meal—not that we’ve eaten any complicated ones on this journey—and afterward, Teinath watches me silently as I move through my staff forms. It’s an exercise in futility, not in its actual utility but in what I want from it tonight. I want to feel closer to Apathan, and he’s the one who taught me to move like this.

Teinath seems to sense it. “He’s truly ascended to White Oak?”

He’s never interrupted me in the middle of my forms before. I complete the current movement—it’s ill luck to leave them unfinished—and gather myself before I answer.

“Yes,” I say. Then, after a moment of hesitation, I continue. “He told me I’m close to Black Cherry before we left. I don’t know if I believe him.”

Teinath eyes me appraisingly, then gives me a shrewd half smile. “Are you looking for reassurance that he was right? Because I’m hardly the one to judge, but I’ll agree if it would help.”

I laugh at that, a raspy sound from a throat unused to mirth. We’ve had some chuckles, Teinath and I, but we haven’t exactly been laughing the house down. Not that there’s a house.

Blowing out a breath, I lean on my staff, which still feels alive with the kinetic energy of my movements.

“You don’t need to lie for my sake,” I tell him. “I suspect you’ll be among the first to know if Apathan was right.”

“Have you ever seen anyone attain a new ìre?” he asks.

I’m about to shake my head, or the Evie part of me is, but instead I nod. “I was young when Apathan ascended to White Oak,” I say, dredging forth the memories. “I didn’t know what it meant at the time.”

That’s why the reluctance; not only was I young, but I was mired in grief. It hadn’t been long after my parents vanished for good, and my foremost memory of Apathan’s ascension is ear-piercing, keening wails that he wouldn’t wake up.

I thought I’d lost him too. It took seemingly half the Knolls to find someone who knew what was happening, and the news of it had spread out like fire touched to the ever-dry Erisian Plains in the height of summer drought.

Teinath is waiting for a further explanation.

“All I know is that he went away, inside himself, for what felt like forever to a child,” I tell him softly. “And when he came back, he promised me he would never leave me like that again.”

As I am saying it, I realise what that meant. Apathan could have risen higher in the Way of Trees; he just chose not to so I wouldn’t feel abandoned. Teinath seems to understand at the same time, his green eyes widening.

We are both silent for a long time, mulling over this nearly lost way of life our people used to know intimately. Once, every elf would have known how to attune ourselves to the Way of Trees like we attune spells to our staves. Every elf would have known how to attain Black Cherry, and every elf would know the potential of climbing higher upon branches ready to bear our weight into a canopy of power built upon the solidity of roots that dig deep into the earth.

Finally, Teinath meets my gaze and asks, “Will you teach me?”

In his eyes, I see what I feel. It’s like the sharp intake of breath at the top of a roller coaster’s first dramatic plunge, and neither of us know what happens when gravity takes over. Like me, Teinath is acting on the things he can control.

Even as I nod, I feel the shifting force propelling us upward, forward, toward the inevitable plunge into the unknown.

Two days later, the unknown finds us.


Eight


“What is it?” I ask.

Teinath has stopped walking. We started our morning with Apathan’s forms like he asked, and as we’ve moved farther south, I’ve noticed small changes in how Teinath carries himself already. And right now, any new fluidity he’s gained vanishes as his posture grows rigid, wary. We’re getting close to the mountains now, and both of us have instinctively avoided the main roads and their increasingly busy streams of people headed to and from Viathan.

Now, though, he is not looking toward the mountains, and he is not looking toward Viathan.

“Someone’s following us,” he says.

Again, that sense of wrongness creeps up my spine like it’s climbing a ladder.

We are in rolling hills, lightly forested in parts but mostly deforested to supply Viathan and other cities with timber in years and ages past.

I should have noticed. The land here is perfect for someone to stay hidden as long as they’re smart enough to keep their head below the ridge lines, which it seems whoever it is has figured out.

A howl rises from the next hill, perpendicular to the direction that holds Teinath’s attention. He immediately turns his head toward the eerie note that hovers in the air.

My skin immediately prickles with the sound. Unmistakable. Wolves.

The howl that joins it has an undercurrent of rage.

“That’s not right,” Teinath says. “Wolves shouldn’t be here.”

His voice has tightened with nervousness, and I pull my staff from my back without thinking.

The first wolf crests the hill immediately eastward of us, not fifty yards away.

I’ve never seen an animal with rabies before. It’s been eradicated in Scotland for a long time. But my first good look at the lupine form loping toward me immediately makes me reassess. A trio of howls follows, and the wolf racing at us snarls with such hatred, I almost lose my footing. With Aranin’s Awareness, animals shouldn’t be attacking without me going after them first.

“Don’t let it get close!” Teinath calls out urgently.

My stomach churns with fear. I can’t stand the thought of stabbing these creatures, and if it comes within stabbing distance, I think we’re well and truly minced anyway. I’ve never actually fought anything before, and aside from the occasional drunk who got belligerent, neither has Lithrial. But at the same time, a strange and unfamiliar sensation turns my blood to a raging river. It wakes up every cell, every patch of skin.

I feel alive.

I draw deep on my mana, hating what I’m about to do before I do it, but our survival depends on it. Casting Sudden Blaze feels as natural as breathing. The fire roars away from me and hits the wolf full in the chest and face, and the animal yelps in pain. The sound dissolves immediately into a growl and snapping of teeth.

Three more wolves are hot on the first’s heels. My mana isn’t replenishing as fast as I would like it to. I’ve got enough for one more big spell, and belatedly I wish I’d waited a moment to use my fire spell, but there’s no time for recriminations.

I fling lightning at the wolves, aiming for the still-burning leader and thinking of the promise of chained electricity with the spell called Forked. Lightning flashes through the fire-charred fur. Just as it’s meant to, it jumps to the next-closest wolf, then again, then again. All the wolves’ fur stands up straight with the electricity. The dip in my mana hits harder than I expected, exhaustion pouring over me.

They’re getting closer.

“Teinath,” I say, “a little help would be welcome.”

“Working on it,” he mutters.

I don’t know what he’s doing, but whatever he’s doing, he’s not doing it fast enough. I aim my staff at the wolf, hoping that I can cast some sort of basic attack with this staff. There was no combat tutorial—that should have tipped me off that something was wrong—but now’s not the time to gnash my own teeth when I’m about to get ground between frothing fangs.

A bolt shoots from the tip of my staff, hitting the first wolf, which is staggering forward now. The other three are fanning out. They’re trying to flank us.

It also means my Sudden Blaze wouldn’t even be useful a second time if I had enough mana for it—they have to be grouped together or it’s a waste.

Teinath braces himself, and the ground erupts.

Furrows of earth and rock spread out from the epicentre of our small circle, shooting toward the four wolves. The one I’ve injured severely drops on the spot, collapsing to the earth with a whimper.

The other three are flung to the ground, but they scramble back upward again. Another howl sounds in the distance.

“Viath,” I say reflexively, and it comes out like a curse.

Maybe it is. Viathan, Teinath’s hometown. Named for the god of wind and earth.

But that didn’t come from Evie-me. It came from Lithrial.

No time.

One of the wolves is on me before I can think, its jaws snapping at me. I leap backward, slamming my staff into its rib cage with a heavy thud. The wolf’s jaws are coated in spittle, bubbles frothing over its gums as it tries to bite me.

I hit it with basic attacks, feeling my mana slowly replenish with each hit, but it’s not enough. Teinath is now throwing balls of arcane rock shards at the wolves with his bare hands. He either doesn’t need a staff or doesn’t want one, but either way, he’d be amazing to watch if I weren’t currently afraid of dying in the jaws of a rabid canine.

Even as I think it, I miss a block, and the wolf I’m fighting darts in, its teeth closing on my leg.

Hot pain lances through my calf, and without thinking, I cast Ela’s Touch on myself. The pain immediately lessens, along with something else—of course. A half-panicked laugh escapes me. The healing spell also improves mana regeneration for a short time.

I put my energies toward defending myself—Teinath is fighting the pair of remaining wolves himself.

“Can you help me try and get them in one spot?” I call out, and he nods grimly.

When he summons a wave of wind, he sags immediately after, but the two wolves he’s been fending off tumble toward my own adversary, and with the last of my mana, I cast Sudden Blaze again.

All three of them yelp loudly as the fire hits them. I keep my basic attacks on them, and with the third bolt of energy from my staff, I jump at the lightning that strikes in the middle of the three of them, rippling through the other two. My passive Static Charge again. Thank fortune.

The three wolves shudder and go still.

Teinath is breathing hard, and so am I.

“That was close,” he says.

The beat of paws on earth jerks my attention away from him. An enormous wolf, half again as large as the biggest we just fought, is galloping toward us.

I hardly have time to react, but I cast Ela’s Touch on Teinath, hoping it’ll be enough to give him some energy to fight this creature. My mana is still regenerating at a faster rate, but I need to stall if I’m to be of any use. I target the ground at the wolf’s feet with basic attacks, making it trip once before it adapts with startling alacrity and leaps over the next blasts.

If the four wolves we just killed looked rabid, this one looks like patient zero.

The animal is enormous, barrel-chested but gaunt, lips pulled back in a rictus of frothing bile. Its fur is matted in places, sloughing off from patches of skin that show scabs and still-fresh blood where some of the mats dangle.

It hardly reacts to the basic attacks we fling at it, my arcane bolts almost glancing off the beast.

In spite of its rage, it is almost quivering with exhaustion, but I can’t imagine that’ll work in our favour.

I’ve scraped up barely enough mana to cast Sudden Blaze again, but I do, hitting the wolf with a ball of fire that does not even slow its momentum.

“Teinath,” I say, my voice half-panicked to my own ears.

This isn’t a game. I could really die.

I aim my basic attacks at the charred bits of skin where blood is seeping through the animal’s pelt, but it doesn’t seem to do anything. The wolf hardly seems to notice.

There is a high-pitched buzz and a thunk, and the wolf yelps for the first time, an arrow protruding from its armpit, just behind its huge foreleg.

I can’t stop to look around. I hit that spot with another basic attack, and the wolf stumbles, but keeps coming.

Teinath and I spread out, making the animal choose which of us to follow. We have no warrior with us, just the pair of us scrawny elf mages and someone shooting arrows from afar. I’ve never played a game like this before, and a nervous laugh threatens to escape my mouth.

How many times will I have to remind myself?

This is no longer a game.

I’m really here. If I die? I’m really dead.

The wolf slows in indecision, but after a moment, it turns with a toss of its head and aims itself at Teinath.

Is there anything—anything at all—about this animal that I can use to our advantage?

This is not a healthy beast. It is desperate and angry, reacting to a stimulus I cannot fathom. It is near the end of its life and knows it, but it cannot shake its need. It sees only a chance for a full belly one last time.

I don’t know if the impulse comes from Evie-me, Lithrial, or the god Aranin herself, and I don’t care.

“Teinath!” I cry out. “Aim for the eyes!”

My companion doesn’t respond, but his next attacks aim higher. The wolf is large enough that its head is at chest level for us.

Another arrow slices through the air and embeds itself in the beast’s flank. The wolf spins to face the attack, giving me a clear shot at its right eye. Teinath and I move at the same instant, me with lightning and him with stone, and our attacks slam into both sides of the wolf’s head. The animal opens its mouth to roar its pain and rage, and an arrow plants itself in its open maw.

The wolf jerks and falls to the ground.

I close the distance between myself and the animal gingerly. My heart feels like it’s moving in time with the wolf’s frenzied footsteps rather than my body’s own rhythm, and when I lick my lips, I taste salt.

The wolf’s enormous chest heaves with its final breaths, and as I draw near, its eyes film over, the damaged irises jerking back and forth. It still has some vision remaining, and its eye locks on me. The rage goes out of its face, its muscles turning from taut anticipation to relaxation and rest. Relief.

With a rattle of blood-filled lungs, the wolf dies.

Teinath collapses backward, almost tripping over his own heel. He lands hard on the ground, and I can see his hands trembling from where I stand on legs that have turned to gel beneath me.

“You’re welcome,” says a conversational voice.

I spin to face the speaker, who is slinging a polished bow over one shoulder and giving both Teinath and me an amused look.

“Thank you,” I tell them.

Changeling, my mind whispers, and that has to be right. The new arrival is shorter than the two of us, sharp at the edges and blurred in the middle. It’s a bizarre description, but I can’t think of any other way to put this being into words.

The changeling nods, looking us over. “You were doing all right without my help.”

“I guess,” I say.

I feel ready to drop.

“Funny thing,” the changeling says, eyes hovering over Teinath for a moment, then their gaze drifting back to me. “The animals are showing more sense than people. You’d think that with all our big brains, we could read the signs at least as well as they can, but it looks like most will have to see the rift to believe it.”

Both Teinath and I stare at them.

“What, you think I just happened by?” The changeling is cheerful now, eyes sparkling. Their face is utterly androgynous, wide-set brown eyes, aquiline nose, skin that seems to change shades with each breath, hair cut close and faded at the sides but longer on top, flopping with a slight wave onto their forehead. “I’ve been following you. I heard you back in Carbrug. First bit of a hint of hope I’ve had in a while.”

“You believe me?” Teinath struggles to his feet.

My mana has recovered enough to cast Ela’s Touch on him again, so I do, and he gives me a grateful smile, if a wan one.

“Naturally,” says the changeling. “Ink.”

“Ink?” I say.

“My name,” the changeling says, turning back to me. “Ink.”

“Pleased to meet you,” I say, meaning every word. “You are exceedingly punctual.”

“Tell that to my mother,” Ink says.

Teinath grins—actually grins—in the first legitimate smile I think I’ve seen on his face in days.

“So you want to come with us?” he asks.

I see it again then, the exhaustion that he was carrying even before this fight. The strength that kept him going and saying that the rift was coming even when people got violent about it or simply laughed in his face. Just being believed has bolstered my new friend more than a hundred healing spells could.

“I was hoping you’d say that.” Ink walks up to the slain wolf with distress, retrieving their arrows. “Is it Viathan where you’re headed, then?”

“Not exactly,” Teinath says, darting a glance at me. “We need to go a little to the east of the city.”

That’s news to me, but I try not to let on.

“Might see more rift-sick animals on the way,” Ink says sadly. “It’s the anticipation that does it. Not the rift itself.”

“How do you know that?” I ask.

“You elves have your lore; we’ve got ours” is all Ink says in reply.

There’s not much to be salvaged from the wolves. The pelts are too burned to skin, and I don’t want to try and eat anything that died partly because of any kind of sickness, even if it’s not caused by germs. Urgency rises in me the longer I look at these sick beasts. I start feeling sick too. They didn’t deserve to die.

Ink and Teinath are chatting away.

“We should go,” I say without thinking. “We don’t have much time.”

Teinath looks at me, a question in his eyes. I give him a small nod, not quite understanding the intensity of the sudden desire to go.

“You feel it too, then,” Ink says brightly. “Good. World ain’t gonna change itself.”

Before I can ask what they mean, the changeling flits away, and I can’t shake the notion that even if gravity doesn’t tip us over the roller coaster’s zenith, the three of us might just stand up and swan dive into the abyss.


Nine


We skirt around Viathan, but I see it in the distance, backed up against the mountains and bright in the light of late afternoon.

It’s one of the few cities that remain that still showcase elven architecture, even though elves still aren’t the majority of its inhabitants, despite being the biggest minority. The most elven architecture I’ve seen in my memory is in the old quarter of Mithrathan, but even that is more rebuilt than remaining, and while it struck me, it’s not the same.

With a start, I realise I’m doing it again, remembering Lithrial’s memories as if they’re mine.

A shiver crawls up the entire length of my spine, tingles spreading out across my scalp when it reaches the base of my skull.

Ink chatters happily as we walk through the gloaming that becomes evening, then night. I don’t want to make any assumptions and offend the changeling, so I stick with referring to them neutrally as most of them seem to prefer. I don’t know much about changelings in general, really, just that they really are always changing and shifting. They were distrusted in Mithrathan by the humans, but that makes sense since the human religion is so dogmatic. They don’t like anything they can’t put in a box, label, and control.

It’s a shame, really. Apathan says that in previous ages, the humans used to be innovative and curious. I wonder what kind of god their One God is if he is so jealous that he strips even creativity and self-expression from his people.

Then again, I’m not sure I really want to know.

The falling dark takes us out of view of Viathan, and we are about ten miles from the city when Teinath turns to me and smiles. “We’re getting close.”

“Close to what?” I ask. It’s late to not have set up camp, but Teinath doggedly kept us moving.

He gives me a mysterious grin. “You’ll see.”

“Ooh, a surprise,” Ink says.

I can’t help but laugh.

I’m not prepared for what awaits us in the foothills another mile down the narrow, hard-packed road. The path branches to the south, and in the cleft of two hills, there is a village. Or perhaps village is the wrong word for it—there is a settlement.

Tents in all colours line paths that curve away from each other and circle back in, forming flowing mini-neighbourhoods that each centre around a cook fire. Balls of soft white-gold light float at intervals throughout the camp, illuminating faces and structures alike. Uphill a bit, I can see a crowd of elementals.

“Come on,” Teinath says. His grin is wider now. Something in him seems to relax the way I used to feel taking off a bra at the end of a long day.

He’s home, I realise.

“Teinath’s back!” a voice calls out from up ahead, and faces swivel to face us. Elves, some of the folk, elementals, serpentus—even a few humans glance up from their work as we pass. There are changelings among them, like Ink all looking as if they are painted from watercolour in the middle with sharp, oil-paint detail at their edges. I half expect them to vanish if I blink.

A few people come hurrying over, embracing Teinath and looking Ink and me over with curious eyes. He introduces us, but I don’t remember anyone’s name in the bustle. Ink is delighted, vigorously shaking hands with everyone, planting kisses of greeting on surprised cheeks, and exclaiming at the size of the encampment.

It is big. There must be at least a few hundred people here. The air feels alive, excited, nervous.

Expectant.

Teinath leads us up the path toward the elementals there, and when we reach them, they come to him, reaching out all their hands to take his. Six or seven of them form a semicircle around my companion, his hands enfolded in all of theirs.

“You have returned,” one of them says.

The elementals remind me of trees here. They are tall, some of them willowy and others sturdy as oaks. They move with grace.

“You are almost late,” another adds.

“Hush, Dar,” the first says. “It matters only that Teinath is here in time.”

Dar grimaces slightly, and the group of elementals let Teinath’s hands fall.

The first elemental glances over at me and Ink. “Will you introduce your friends?”

Most of the group politely bows out then, leaving only Dar and this other.

“Beith,” Teinath says, “this is Lithrial. She was the first to believe me.”

“She was the first to join you,” Beith corrects gently, a small smile lighting her face. Dar looks at me curiously. “I think you will find that our camp has grown since you left, and many who are now here arrived with your name on their tongues.”

“What?” Teinath jumps, looking to me for something. Reassurance, maybe? I smile at him.

“Most are probably too shy to track you through the plains,” Ink says with an impish grin.

“This is Ink,” Teinath goes on hurriedly. “H—erm. Ink joined us just today.”

Ink looks proud. They seem youthful, almost childlike in some ways, but that is likely an assumption most would make to their own peril. I don’t know exactly how far away from the wolf Ink was when shooting at it, but I am pretty sure they hit exactly where they aimed.

“Fascinating,” Beith says. “I would expect that more changelings would join us than we have seen. Your presence here is most welcome.”

Dar is still looking at me, though she keeps glancing at Beith every now and then.

“You’re a city elf,” Dar says abruptly. “But not from Viathan.”

“Mithrathan,” I tell her. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“Why follow Teinath?”

Every eye swivels toward me.

“I believed him,” I say slowly. My mouth is gummier than it was a split second ago. They seem to be waiting for something more. “My apathan has struggled my whole life to take care of me. My parents are gone. He did everything he could to give me a chance at life, but there’s almost no work for elves in Mithrathan, and what little there is, we get from each other unless we convert. The rift could change everything for us, maybe this time for the better.”

It strikes me, the duality of my own statement. It could change everything. For Lithrial. For Evie. It almost doesn’t matter which I mean. It could change everything for me.

But Beith is not looking at me.

She is looking upward at the darkened sky.

“Ah,” she says, and there is relief in her voice.

I follow where she is looking.

In the starry darkness of the heavens, there is a single jagged line of light.

The rift. Aurora’s Rift.

A collective gasp spreads through the encampment, and I can’t take my eyes off the sky.

It starts as a crack in the autumn dark, first like white light, but as it grows almost imperceptibly larger, the light turns lavender, then a brilliant purple.

Not everyone is awestruck by it. I hear a few strangled cries, but people near them speak in low voices, trying to comfort those who made the sounds of distress.

I know so little of what to expect from this. What is it, really? Does anyone know?

There is a sound, almost a hum. It swells around me like gathering whispers. It vibrates like a tuning fork, a sound I can feel in my skin.

I close my eyes for a moment, trying to figure out where it’s coming from, what it actually feels like. The hum I’ve felt for days. The closest I can come to describing it is that it feels like a million tiny harp strings centred in my chest and reaching outward, so far outward, to a million points in the distance of the sky.

When I open my eyes again, I can hardly hear anything else over the sound.

Dimly, I hear the elementals raising their voices.

“Do not fear! The rift is as natural as the tides, and it will not harm you!”

The people around me do not seem comforted, and I’m not sure I can blame them. If they’re feeling this resonance as I am⁠—

But it doesn’t seem they are.

“Do you feel that?” I try to form words, unsure if I’m whispering or shouting.

Teinath’s mouth moves, but I don’t hear any words from it. When I just stare at him, he shakes his head.

A shout reaches even over the humming in my chest, and the fear embedded in it is unmistakable.

“What is happening?”

This time I’m certain I’m yelling, but Teinath isn’t looking at me. He’s gone stock-still, staring down the hill. I follow his gaze.

Firelight. Torches.

They are as numerous as fireflies on a summer night, but orange, angry.

This is no army, and the people here are travellers, not fighters.

I stumble forward as even so, the travellers grab any weapons they can put their hands on. Hunting bows, cleaning knives, clubs of firewood.

“No.” Teinath’s mouth moves, and I don’t have to hear him to know what he said.

From the direction of the torches, I hear it. A chant.

“Praise his glory, praise his name. Smite our enemies, heresy’s bane!”

It is the temple scrivenings of the One God. They pray for our destruction.

The humming in my chest is almost unbearable. Teinath takes off at a run, and I can’t follow. I am left behind with a few frightened adults and a horde of crying children.

The strings in my chest seem to reach up and up and up, to the sky, to the stars themselves, like I am suspended from them the way a puppeteer holds a dangling marionette.

What is happening to me?

It is a struggle to breathe. I want to fall to my knees, but I can’t seem to move. Even gravity’s laws have deserted me.

I can look up.

There it is.

Aurora’s Rift, growing larger with every passing moment. What began as hardly a pinprick is now the length of a finger, widening at its centre like a violet eye rooted in the face of the cosmos.

People are screaming.

I can’t hear them, but I feel them. My feet are on the earth, grounded here on this planet, but whatever is singing through my skin is from out there. Beyond.

It feels like mana, but rawer. Brighter. Both more alive and beyond alive at the same time. Transcendent.

If I could only . . .

I don’t know what I want to do. I only know that a human army is approaching, ready to kill these innocent people in the name of their One God.

I have seen it before. Somewhere in me remembers.

I remember crying for months after Ama and Apa left. Did they leave, or did they die?

I don’t know.

My feet are moving downhill, but I almost don’t feel them.

The resonance still flows through me, into me. Its notes are taut conduits to the stars themselves, and I am the instrument that can breathe life into its music. It is my soul that strums them into song.

The ground slips away beneath my feet. I see Teinath and Ink somewhere in the fray, feel the concussions of Teinath’s earth magic and somehow the twists in the wind of Ink’s arrows.

It is not a huge invading force. I do not know much about the human military except that it, like everything, is controlled by their priesthood.

But it is enough. Each of their trained soldiers is more than a match for even five of the people who are here simply to witness history.

I can’t let them succeed in murdering innocents.

The humming crescendos in me. At any moment I feel it could pull my heart into pieces, scatter me like dust on the wind.

But instead, it seems to ask a question. It seems to request something of me. Surrender, perhaps. Or maybe simply consent.

I don’t know what it wants or what it is offering, only that now, after days of straining to grasp it, it is within my reach.

I open myself to it fully.

Contact.

Violet light erupts out of me.

Everything vanishes.


Ten


The first thing I notice is that the humming is still there.

It’s what stirs me awake. Did I fall asleep?

I swallow before opening my eyes. There is a strange, herbal taste in my mouth. I don’t even remember the last time I ate.

When my eyes flutter open, the first thing I see is Teinath’s face.

Teinath. Alive.

That is the first good news.

He breathes out hard when his eyes meet mine. “Basath’s tits, Lithrial. We thought you were dead.”

I’ve never heard him swear, even in two weeks of exhausting travel. Not even when he tried to rearrange logs in the fire and accidentally stuck his hand on a hot coal. I don’t even know that Basath, god of death and the circle of life, has tits, for crying out loud.

“What happened?” My words come out hoarse. I might throw up. I’ve never puked in a game before. I don’t think it was even possible in Credence. That game now feels laughably silly.

Because I’m not in a game anymore. That thought alone makes the bile creep up my throat, and for a long moment, I fight an acidic battle.

I’m the victor, but barely. Thankfully, Teinath’s next words distract me from imminent projectile vomit.

“You . . . exploded.”

“I absolutely did not.” I’ve never heard myself sound so indignant. “I am right here, not at all exploded.”

I try to sit up, but Teinath pokes me in the shoulder, which is enough to send me toppling back over.

“Well, it looked like you exploded.” He is staring at me. “There was this intense purple light that turned the forest as bright as noon. It’s not like anyone could still see you through it.”

“Did it hurt people?”

“Only the ones stupid enough to look directly at you, but Beith says their eyesight will probably come back.” Teinath looks as though he wishes it had done some damage. “Do you . . . feel different?”

Alarmed, I try to scramble into sitting position again, only for Teinath to poke me back like the first time. “I don’t know.”

“I’ll wait.”

Half propped on my elbow, I try to remember what happened. All the while we traveled southward, I kept feeling like I was reaching for something, something that eluded the tips of my fingers every time I got close.

I caught it. That light, whatever it was—it didn’t slip away from me.

Even as I think it, I can feel it, like the sense of expansion that came with discovering my mana pool, but somehow more. When I close my eyes, it’s as if my body ceases to exist; all that remains is energy. Mana. Movement flowing past and around and through, threads that reach from me to . . . the rift.

But the expansion is more than that, not dependent on the rift.

“Black Cherry,” I say, almost a gasp, my eyelids flying open.

Teinath’s face breaks into a grin, and that alone tells me he already knew.

“How did you know?” I blurt out.

“Beith,” he admits. “She sensed that you’d ascended—she says it happened at the exact moment of the light. That the rift became your roots.”

The rift became your roots.

Every elf, upon ascending to Black Cherry, finds some sort of catalyst. Something that allows the seeds of our magic to truly germinate. Even those who work with blades or bows ascend through the power of mana, and when that catalyst comes, our magic takes root. It grounds us in soil so we can reach for the sky.

And my root is Aurora’s Rift.

“The humans,” I say, unable to even comprehend the immensity of this realisation. The memory of the human force’s torches and the sound of screaming return in a flood.

Teinath is shaking his head, a soft smile still dancing on his face. “You’ll see.”

“What? What’s that supposed to mean? Did they kill people or not?” His jubilance is unnerving, to say the least.

“They tried,” he says. “They⁠—”

“They did not succeed.” This is Beith’s voice, tinged with amusement. She somehow slipped into the tent without my noticing her. So much for ascended awareness today, I guess, or maybe she’s just that quiet. “For as stalwart a belief in their One God as they claim, they are remarkably easily swayed by a very bright light.”

I try to sit up for a third time, and this time I manage. The world, however, starts to spin. I ruthlessly stare at a corner of the tent I’m in until it slows enough for me to look up at the elemental elder.

“What do you mean by swayed?” I have a feeling I’m not going to like the answer.

“She means,” says Ink, sashaying into the tent with Dar on their heels, “that they’re all queued up outside ready to kneel at your feet, and at Teinath’s.”

“Excuse me?” Oh, no. I do not like this at all. This is worse than whatever the momentary dread said was going to happen, and I don’t even know what I was afraid of.

This is bad. This is very, very bad. Some people might like the idea, but I grew up in Mithrathan at the very height of human civilisation where their One God dictates everything in the city down to who counts as a person.

If—when—word gets back to them, they’ll make this battle look like that wolf we fought earlier drop kicking a bunny.

I grew up? Lithrial grew up in Mithrathan. This time, it’s frenzied laughter that threatens to bubble out of my throat, and I’m not entirely certain it won’t bring vomit in its wake.

Wild-eyed, I turn to Teinath, belatedly processing the last bit Ink said. “You too?”

He coughs, looking as uncomfortable as I feel. “Apparently they have been told that I predicted the rift.”

Oh.

Oh.

“They’re calling him a prophet,” Dar says dryly.

From the look Beith gives her, I’m almost certain the older elemental is Dar’s mother. From the look Dar gives her right back, my certainty reaches a hundred percent. I’m not sure there is anything more recognisable than the absolute channel of understanding and exasperation between parent and child.

Something tells me Dar resents Teinath being the one getting the credit for prophesying the coming of the rift. Memory flickers through me, that the elementals have sometimes been worshipped in varying points of history because they live longer than any other sapient species and are reputed to be carriers of wisdom for their entire people. We are not currently living in one of those times, but the appearance of Aurora’s Rift could change that. Maybe Dar wants that to change.

Ink seems to be thinking the same thing. The changeling’s face gives away nothing, really, but Ink’s eyes linger on Dar for just a moment too long.

“What would you like to do?” Beith asks, and at first I don’t know who she’s asking.

“Lithrial is still recovering,” Teinath says. “The last thing she needs is getting shoved in front of a bunch of humans who wanted to kill her yesterday.”

Yesterday?

“How long was I asleep?” I blurt out.

“It’s just past sunset the day after the rift opened,” Beith says gently. “Not so very long.”

“Let’s just get it over with.” I sound about as certain as a day-old fawn on wobbly legs, but even though Teinath doesn’t look convinced, he helps me to my feet with Ink on my other side. I look at the changeling. “They slap a label on you yet?”

“Nope,” Ink says proudly. “I’d like to see them try to slap me.”

“It’s a figure of speech,” I say, trying not to fall over in spite of the arms supporting me.

“Oh. Huh.”

Beith goes out ahead of us, leaving a sulky Dar to follow. Dar gives me a tight smile as I pass her, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. I’ve never known many elementals. I have no idea what to make of her.

Any thought of what Dar is or is not thinking vanishes like a puff of smoke the moment we step outside the tent.

Throughout the camp, there are humans standing unarmed and bare-chested amid still-wary elves, elementals, folk, serpentus, and changelings along with a smattering of the humans who were here before their fellows arrived ready to kill them.

A hush spreads through the camp at our appearance.

“Hail Aurora’s chosen,” someone says. “Hail Aurora’s prophet!”

I hear a smattering of “Be blessed” from the crowd, quickly hushed. It is what they say in the temples.

It doesn’t take long. “Stars shine on you,” someone says, and the crowd takes it up, much to my horror.

“Stars shine on you!”

“Stars shine on you!”

It spreads through the crowd, jumping from the abashed human soldiers to the rest of the camp. Every hair on my arms and scalp tingles, and I can hear Teinath swallowing over and over again next to me.

It’s worse when they start to kneel.

Again, it’s the humans who start it, but the rest of the camp follows until the only people remaining standing are the three of us and the elementals, who I suspect kneel to no one.

I look up, unable to look at the kneeling people around me, and my eyes seek out the rift, clearly visible in the gloaming. It is bigger now, wider—the length of my palm and open as much as a finger width. Through it, I can see light, pinpricks like stars in the distance. The humming grows louder when I look at it, and the strings are still there, inside me.

There’s no time to process, because I’m about to pitch over face-first in the dirt in spite of Ink and Teinath’s presence.

“Back inside,” I gasp, unable to respond otherwise to the people who are still murmuring on their knees throughout the camp. Some are openly weeping.

Well. Shit.

Teinath and Ink bring me back into the tent, lowering me to sit on the edge of the cot I just slept on for almost a full day. Teinath seems to sense I need some time alone.

“We’ll talk,” he says before he leaves. “Beith is making sure you’re protected. There are guards outside.”

When he’s gone, I just sit there, elbows on my knees, trying to remember how to breathe.

I don’t know what it is that’s getting to me so much about this. I’m not used to being the centre of attention at all, for starters. I’m a certified recluse, albeit one who used to work in an open-plan office that made me wish I could put myself in a sensory deprivation tank on the regular.

Again, my brain seems to twist on itself. One moment I’m certain of my childhood in Mithrathan; the next, I’m thinking about working on Credence. How can two lives fit in one brain?

I don’t want anyone to kneel to me. I don’t want anyone to treat me like I’m . . . holy.

“Fascinating,” says a voice.

I jump, hand going instinctively for my staff, which of course isn’t on my back where it’s been for the last weeks of travel.

The person who spoke is in the corner of the tent, blending into the shadows. I swallow a panicked laugh.

Guards, eh?

“Who are you?” I make myself ask.

“Walk with me,” the stranger says. “You have nothing to fear.”

I perhaps should not believe this mysterious figure, but what the hell. If this is somehow still a game and I die, I’ll reload somewhere and have to—oh, gods, will I have to go through that mortifying scene again?

The thought is almost enough to make me decline, but when the stranger reaches me and extends a hand, I take it. Sparks. Electricity leaps between my palm and his with a small shock. Somehow I feel steadier. Less nauseated. Inexplicably, I smell petrichor—the scent of rich loam after a summer storm.

It settles me.

He leads me through the flap at the back of the tent, and there are no guards visible to me, which strikes me as a bit of an oversight.

It isn’t long before we’re outside the eastern edge of the encampment among the trees and a scatter of autumn leaves.

“What’s fascinating?” I ask. It’s not the best first question.

“You are,” the stranger says. “Rift rooted and newly ascended, the first in some time to reach Black Cherry. Yes, fascinating indeed.”

I think he’s a man from the timbre of his voice, but his cloak is so dark a purple it’s almost black, and it completely obscures his face. When he pushes back the hood, it reveals even, almost classically sculpted features. Pointed ears like mine. His black hair is shaved back from both sides of his head, exposing runic violet tattoos in the elven script that branch from his temples backward to encircle the crown of his head. His hair is long on top, held in a club by sculpted silver clasps at even intervals from front to back. His skin is pale, and silver cuffs flash from the edges of his delicately pointed ears.

From the way he moves, he is a trained fighter. He moves almost like one of the elementals rather than an elf, fluid and at ease in his own skin. His every gesture seems to sway the air around me, magnetic.

“Who are you?” I ask again.

“I am more interested in who you are,” he says.

“Lithrial,” I say automatically. “Your turn.”

His lip quirks at that, and he gives me a small nod, his head cocked slightly to the side.

“You can call me . . . Ferelthin.”

I blink at him. I don’t believe for a second that’s his real name. “Bit bold, don’t you think? Taking the name of a god?”

“Probably,” he says, and he grins. His teeth are even and white, and his canines are just a tiny bit more pointed than normal.

“What brought you to the camp?” I don’t know what to make of this guy or why I’m trusting him at all.

“You did,” he says, raising his eyebrow. “It’s been a long, long time since there was a celestial arcanist in Sirethan.”

“A what?” I ask, and then the words tumble out of my mouth. “Who was the last one?”

He just gives me a smile again. For someone pulling the tall-dark-mystery bit, he grins a lot. It’s refreshing. I smile back at him.

“Let’s just say you’re unique.”

“So I’m Aurora’s Chosen and super special. Great.” Rift rooted. The snide little corner of my brain whispers that that’s the entire point of this type of game, which I suppose it would be—if this was a game at all. “Do I get a parade?”

“Be careful what you wish for,” says Ferelthin.

Standing where he is, leaning against the trunk of an enormous fir tree, he looks like he could be a god of secrets and lightning. I kind of doubt it, though. It’s more likely he’s the big bad here to scare me or scope me out. Maybe he’s just a guy.

He also doesn’t have the sleazy, checking-me-out air about him. And he doesn’t seem like just anything.

“You got here awfully quickly if you just heard about me,” I say suddenly.

“I have certain advantages,” he says.

Definitely not just a guy.

“That’s not creepy at all.”

He gives me a crooked smile this time, one that, impossibly, brings with it a wave of strange familiarity. “Turning up in the tent was a bit creepy, wasn’t it? Sorry.”

Huh.

“Just a little, but to be honest, I woke up with Teinath’s face in my face an hour ago, so at least you respected my personal space.” I may feel better now, but I’m still exhausted. A wave of dizziness makes me sway on my feet, though I try to hide it.

Ferelthin seems to see it anyway. “I’ll walk you back.”

At my nod, he offers his hand again, and I take it. I’m not used to feeling this wobbly. I don’t like it.

“Out of curiosity,” he says as we walk, “what made you come here?”

“Life wasn’t working where I was,” I say truthfully. “I needed something . . . more.”

He looks at me sharply, but after a moment, he nods.

We’re back at the tent before I know it, and he lets me back through the flap. “Perhaps I’ll see you again, Lithrial. I think I’d like that.”

The flap flutters closed with my “Me too” fading into the night.

It’s then I realise the flap isn’t just closed—it’s gone.


Eleven


Ink is among the gathered people at the foot of the hill, regaling a small crowd of onlookers with the story of the rift-sick wolves. Part of me cringes at the fact, worried that the changeling will scare people. A few of them look nervously up at Aurora’s Rift every so often, but that might just be because it’s there, not because of Ink’s story.

Before I can reach Ink, however, the frantic back-and-forth of an elf woman’s face turning to and fro catches my eye.

She starts when I approach her, recognising me immediately.

“Stars shine on you, chosen of the rift,” she murmurs. “I am sorry if I⁠—”

The woman breaks off as if her own tongue has betrayed her, and her eyes dart to the east, beyond the tents.

“Please don’t apologise,” I tell her. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

Relief and consternation battle on her face, settling into something almost hopeful. “Will you help me?” She stops, then as if she’s aware she shoved her foot into her mouth, she barrels onward. “Forgive me. My name is Irial, and I-I⁠—”

Her words come out in a half-murmured flood as if she has to get them past her lips or she’ll swallow them whole.

“What do you need?” I ask her. I don’t even know if I can help this woman.

“My son Elan. He’s only fifteen, and he left a note saying he was going to pick healing herbs to the east in the hills. I told him not to venture outside the camp, but the baby’s sick and feverish⁠—”

“You have a baby?” She doesn’t look old enough to have a fifteen-year-old son, but elves do tend to age well.

She flushes and nods. “The baby was a . . . surprise, so to speak. Her father is—he’s no longer with us.”

“I’m sorry,” I tell her, meaning it. “You need help finding your son, is that right?”

“Yes,” she breathes. “Please help him. He’s probably fine, but⁠—”

Her gaze settles downhill where the human soldiers arrived only two nights ago.

“I’ll find him,” I tell her.

I clasp Irial’s shoulder before I leave, and she surprises me by throwing her arms around me and pressing her forehead to mine.

“Ela guide you, chosen of the rift,” she says, and then she scurries into a small tent by the edge of the path where I only presume the infant is waiting.

Ink catches my eye as I head back up the hill, and before I’ve gone another five paces, the changeling is at my side. “Trouble?”

“Teenager ran off,” I say. “I’m going to go look for him.”

“Great. I’ll come too. Four eyes are better than one.”

I’m not sure what to say to Ink’s maths.

It doesn’t take long to get my gear and my staff, though there’s a younger elemental waiting with a message from Beith saying to see her later. That’ll have to wait.

Teinath is nowhere to be found, so Ink and I set off alone to the east.

I try to focus on my surroundings. Irial said Elan was searching for healing herbs. As I walk, I lean on Aranin’s Awareness, trying to pick out specific plants, most of which I’ve only ever seen in Apathan’s herbal grimoires.

Spikeleaf, useful for upset stomachs if boiled. Ingredient in some healing potions. Grows in well-shaded areas of forests and swamps. Lemonfoil, a common forest plant. Primarily used in infusions for relaxation. Mild analgesic properties as a poultice or potion.

Common scrub—mostly useless, but has pretty blue flowers in spring.

Basath’s fir is an excellent addition to gin. Apparently, there’s gin in Sirethan.

Elder yew, a rare tree that lives thousands of years. Grows in evergreen and deciduous forests alike, though more than one is seldom seen together. The wood makes powerful bows and staves, and the leaves can be used in very small quantities to make mana restoration potions.

Glasspetal. I stop short, staring at the plant because something in Lithrial’s memories has pinged on it like a pointer catching a trail’s scent.

An exceptionally rare forest plant that blooms mid-winter and grows near elder yew. Traditionally, bouquets of the flowers with their crystalline drooping petals have been used as lovers’ tokens in proposals by the elves of the area. The root and leaves can help reduce fever.

The root and leaves can help reduce fever.

“Ink,” I say, making a beeline for the glasspetal. It sits at the base of a gargantuan gnarled yew that looks like it’s been growing here since the dawn of time. Maybe it has. “Do you think this would be something the kid was looking for? Irial said the baby’s feverish.”

“Glasspetal?” Ink frowns, considering, but nods after a moment. “Might be.”

I crouch by the plant. The stem and leaves are delicate, a rich emerald green in the morning. Sure enough, the ground is disturbed a bit, and a few leaves have been expertly pruned away very recently. Like so recently, the stems are weeping beads of moisture.

“I think he’s been here.”

Ink nods at my words, looking at the ground. “Kid’s pretty good,” the changeling mutters. They gesture at the loam. “Hardly disturbed anything, but if I had to guess, I’d say he followed the gully.”

There is indeed a gully heading to the southeast from where we stand. Without hesitating, we start walking again.

“Did she say how long he’d been gone?” Ink asks.

“She said he left a note, so it has to be a few hours. She was getting frantic.”

“Well,” Ink says brightly. “Let’s hope we find him alive.”

“Let’s.”

We walk in silence for a time, though the forest around us is anything but. Once, an enormous flock of blackbirds erupts from the trees in the distance to the west, the sound of their wingbeats reaching us on a delay along with their cries on the wind, and they remind me of the other birds we saw, confused, struggling to find their rhythm again.

There are other birds that sing around us, and once I hear the screech of some kind of raptor. Tufty-eared white squirrels chitter at us from the trees—one going as far as throwing a pine cone at Ink—and I spot a few rabbits in the underbrush, along with a pair of white elk that watch us curiously for a moment before sauntering up the side of the hill to the south.

I don’t see any more glasspetal, but I don’t see any more elder yews, either.

But as we near the sound of a trickling brook winding its way down from the mountains, I hear something else and smile, remembering a song from a very, very old film from Earth: “Whistle While You Work.”

“He’s that way,” I say, pointing.

Ink raises an eyebrow, and together we follow the sound of whistling.

There’s a young teenage elf crouched by the edge of the brook, carefully washing his tanned hands in the water. His reddish hair is pulled into a messy bun at the back of his head with a few flyaways tucked behind his pointed ears. I’m about to call out to him when the sound of splashing draws my attention, as well as Elan’s.

“Shit,” says Ink.

The human advancing on the young elf boy is nearly twice his size, almost as big as Ragan back in Rahnbrug.

Ink pulls their bow from their back and strings it with one fluid motion, drawing an arrow from their hip quiver without a second thought. Nodding to me, Ink slinks away, circling around wide at the edge of the slope.

We’re not close enough to hear, but the human is saying something to Elan. He hasn’t drawn his sword yet, but his fist rests on the pommel, fingers caressing it like he’s ready to kill this kid for just existing here. Maybe he is.

As I edge closer, doing my best to stay out of sight, I catch a glimpse of bundles of herbs laid out carefully at the water’s edge. Elan’s meticulously arranged them and separated them into bundles on a wide swath of canvas.

“ . . . you with those freaks?”

The first words from this human, and I already hate the man.

“What’s it to you?” Elan asks. To his credit, he doesn’t let his fear colour his words, though I can see it in every line of his body.

“Came to fetch a report from the commander and instead found an entire company defected. What kind of mind-magic are you people using to corrupt the faithful?”

Oy. Do the humans just not let anyone advance in their armies unless they’re a raving fanatic?

On second thought, that’s probably right.

“Nobody’s controlling minds,” Elan says indignantly. “I was there.”

“If your mind was controlled, how would you even know?” The soldier’s words seem to convince him of something, and he sighs. “You wouldn’t. There’s only one solution.”

He draws his sword, and I pull on my mana and the hum of the rift above. Something kindles in my hands like starfire, soaring toward the human, and Elan lets out a yell, scrambling backward into the stream as the ball of energy soars past him and hits the human right in the chest.

The soldier bellows as an arrow strikes him in the shoulder. I aim my attacks at the arrow like I did with the wolves, and the man screams in rage and pain.

“Elan, get back!” I yell to the kid, and he obeys, but the boy grabs his herbs before skittering away in the direction I came from with a splash and a squelch of mud.

The human soldier is regaining his balance and his focus, and he turns his eyes on me.

“Who in the eight torments are you?” he snarls.

I glance upward at the rift, feeling the strings, resonant and ready.

“I’m a freak,” I say, and I throw starfire at him again.

This time I’m closer, and the impact of the brand-new spell hitting him sends him flying backward into the trunk of a sycamore at the water’s edge. Another arrow thunks into him, this one into his neck. Blood spurts outward from his skin, and he falls to the ground.

“Nice shot,” I call out to Ink, who appears from behind a fir tree up the slope ten paces or so.

“Nice spell,” the changeling says. “What in Tarna’s tail feathers was that?”

“Starfire,” I say without further explanation, because I don’t have one.

The human is dead, his eyes staring glassy and vacant up at the sky.

“Elan?” I call out the teenager’s name, and he appears, cradling his canvas of herbs in his arms and looking apprehensive.

“How do you know my name?” he asks.

He’s a handsome kid. Golden eyes, brown skin, nice rich red-brown hair. Maybe not that good with common sense.

“Your mother asked me to come find you,” I tell him.

His eyes widen. “You—you’re the—my mother?” he splutters. “I left a note!”

“Funny thing about parents, kid,” Ink says, sauntering over to him and throwing a friendly arm around his shoulders. “When they’ve told you not to do something, leaving a note to say you went off and did it doesn’t actually help.”

Elan’s cheeks flush. “But my sister. Libi. She’s sick, and I could help. And now I can. I found glasspetal!”

It’s that simple I could help that gets me. He says it with the desperation of someone who has felt helpless for far too long. I nod at him.

“I’m certainly not here to punish you,” I say. “But let’s see about getting you back.”

“Wait,” Elan says. He points to the dead human. “He said he was here to get reports. He might have something useful on him.”

Ink withdraws their arm and starts a slow clap. “Maybe there’s brains in this one after all, Boss.”

Boss?

I look at the kid, who belatedly shoots Ink a glance as if deciding whether or not to be offended. “You make sure you’ve got what you need to help Libi. We’ll search this bloke.”

I relieve the corpse of the sword belt, and after a moment’s thought, his armour as well goes in a pile. Ink and I strip him. I pocket the somewhat heavy purse he’s carrying without looking inside after holding it out to the changeling, who looks almost insulted at the suggestion that they take it. Ink instead runs their fingers along the seams of the quilted armour pad that was under the soldier’s chainmail, and after a moment, the changeling gives a slight trill of delight.

“Here it is,” they say.

They pull out a small sheaf of parchment and hand it to me.

I look over it briefly, just long enough to know that it’s important.

“That’s the lot,” Ink says after a moment. “Beith will want to see this.”

I nod, feeling another momentary thrill. “Let’s get Elan back to Irial and Libi.”

The morning suddenly seems more hopeful.


Twelve


Someone must have seen us coming, because Irial is waiting for us when we arrive back at the encampment, straining to see our approach.

“Elan!” She calls out his name, and he hurries to her, looking as abashed as a teenager can.

I stand awkwardly by as she scolds him—though her scolding sounds fairly half-hearted when he tells her he found glasspetal—and within a few moments, she’s sent him off to prepare the treatment for Libi the baby.

Irial comes up to me when he’s gone and clasps my hands in hers. “Thank you, celestine.”

Celestine? That’s new.

Ink shoulders the dead soldier’s equipment they’re carrying, gives a jaunty salute, and vanishes into the crowd of milling onlookers so easily it gives me a jolt. Changelings.

“My pleasure. Elan seems to know his stuff.” He really does.

Irial beams at that. “He’s an alchemist. I am certain he would be more than pleased to share his skills with the camp.”

“Don’t say that too loudly, or Beith will probably have him working faster than he can say bramble.” But it might be me who wants to put this kid to work. If he knows potions, he’ll be needed.

“Thank you,” Irial says again. “I don’t have much⁠—”

“Please,” I interrupt her. “Getting him back safely is its own reward.”

“Was there trouble?”

I can’t lie to her. Her thin face is haggard, probably from caring for a sick infant and worrying about losing her only son, but I can’t tell her he wasn’t in danger.

“Ran into a human scout is all. Ink and I took care of the situation, and Elan wasn’t hurt.”

Fear and relief flicker across her expression, but she nods. “As long as he’s safe.”

I excuse myself from Irial and make my way up the hill toward where Beith and the other elementals should be. I’m all too aware of the eyes of onlookers on me. They are curious and still uneasy, but they all give some sign of deference when I pass, whether it’s pressing two fingers to their lips or to their heart. The humans press their palms together instinctively the way their people do to pray, but some catch themselves, looking bewildered. When one looks up to the sky with her hand vertical at her chest and turns and presses her palm to her heart instead, the others follow.

The sight sends a chill through me. Fingers to the rift, hand to the heart. I can’t shake the feeling that something major just shifted, and I am in no way ready for it.

I push it out of my mind and hurry to find Beith.

She’s where she was the first night, Dar at her right hand. Teinath is there too when I arrive, and everyone looks up.

“There you are,” Teinath says. “Someone said you went looking for a kid? Alone?”

“Ink was with me,” I tell him. “We found the boy. He was about to get attacked by a human scout.”

I pull the sheaf of papers from my belt pouch and hand it to Beith. “We found this on him, concealed within his armour pads. Ink took the equipment somewhere—it might be useful.”

Beith takes the papers curiously. Her skin is almost silvery like birch in the sun. She reads it quickly.

“This is indeed important.” She breathes out, a whisper of a sigh. The elemental glances at Teinath. “Those who came to fight us were instructed to leave no one alive except yourself, who they were told to bring in as a heretic.”

Teinath pales at that, and I hardly blame him. I know what they do to heretics, though it is not often they level that accusation at someone officially. That tells me something else, though—it tells me they didn’t see me as a real threat. Yet.

Dar’s face darkens even as Teinath’s pales. “You know what this means,” she says to Beith urgently. “They will not stop at sending a small force that did not succeed.”

“Yes, daughter,” Beith says, waving away the younger elemental’s concern.

Everyone is quiet for a moment. Beith’s face is pensive, mulling over something I can’t guess at.

“We will need a strategy,” she says finally. There is something almost like relief in her words, almost like excitement. Her gaze lingers on me for a moment, and I feel as if she can see straight through me, see the roots that plunged from Aurora’s Rift into the soil at my feet. As if she can somehow see what will grow from their foundation.

Teinath looks at me, his expression unreadable. His shoulders slump for only an instant before he squares them again and looks away.

“Since the last rift, the humans have controlled almost every city on the continent,” Beith says. “We have watched as they consolidated their power and studied how they used it. We believe they have not been good or faithful stewards of that power.”

I shake my head. That much feels painfully obvious.

“But they are not the only peoples of Sirethan,” Beith goes on. “There was a time when we were strong in our many-ness. When we existed without simply seeking to crush one another into submission. Perhaps the rift is our chance to restore some balance.”

Dar looks as if she wants to say something, her mouth hanging slightly open and poised, but after a moment, she closes it and looks instead up at the rift itself.

“Teinath was raised in Viathan.” Beith smiles warmly at my companion. “The city is removed from the power centres of Mithrathan and Dunan, and as such, the people of Viathan enjoy more freedom, more movement than their Mithrathian counterparts. There have been whispers of an uprising for some time.”

My eyebrows shoot up at that. Lithrial understands this as enormous news, even if I myself am not completely conscious of the context.

“We will go to Viathan,” Beith says. “There are places for us there, places we can listen, wait, and plan. And we will not be so vulnerable in the city as we are here in this gully. There, we can fade into the patchwork like one leaf among autumn’s many blanketing the ground.”

I find myself nodding. That sounds smart. A place to regroup, a place to figure out what’s next.

“Do you agree?” Beith asks the question with a note of finality in her voice, and the edge of my vision pulses gold.

“Yes,” I say.

As I listen to Beith continue to speak and finally leave to seek out some much-needed lunch, I am struck once more by the way the world has shifted beneath my feet.

On an impulse, I try to will the log-out screen into existence once more, just to check.

It has the same effect as looking at a rock and thinking at it to turn orange.

Nothing.

I really am here.

Other than work, my life has been empty.

More and more, it feels like I’m waking up for the first time in years. I can’t quite put my finger on it. I’ve kept myself so busy for so long that I forgot about . . . life.

That’s the thing, though, right? I tried the whole “life” thing before. I had friends, a partner I trusted, a project I adored. When Greg betrayed us—betrayed me—I lost all of it from one breath to the next. Before it happened, I might have expected that our remaining friends would band together. Darcy and Al and Sun—the four of us (well, five with Greg) had been inseparable.

But some rifts make islands of everyone, I guess. I have sometimes wondered what happened to the others. I haven’t even been on social media in three years. Too painful to see all of their faces popping up in my memories.

Now, that truly feels like another life altogether. Another me.

The thought of it is almost too scary.
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It takes us the better part of a week and a half to get the camp organised, to contact people in the city to let them know of our arrival, and for Beith to feel confident in moving us. I spend those days keeping to myself as much as my sudden fishbowl allows, which isn’t much.

Teinath and I start each day with Apathan’s forms, and that actually seems to ground me when everything else seems to put me in danger of flying away. One evening, Beith brings me a small medallion of purpleheart while I’m sitting at one of the cookfires with Teinath and Ink and Irial, who dandles baby Libi on her knee, much recovered with the help of her older brother’s foolhardy quest for glasspetal.

The elemental presses the wood into my palm. Her mere presence halts conversation, which seems to amuse her, and when I give her a questioning look, she motions to my staff. “Ink tells me you are able to wield Starfire—I suspect your staff would be happy to help, if you are willing to attune it.”

Shit.

Before I can muster a response, she’s gone again with a sound like wind in the leaves above our heads.

I stare at the medallion of purpleheart in my hand. Despite the sense of everyone’s eyes on me, I chuckle.

“What?” Ink asks. “Are you cross that I told her?”

“No,” I say, waggling my belt knife in its sheath at my hip. “It’s just that I bought this knife back in Mithrathan, and I’ve barely used it since. And now I’ve something to carve, and it’d be like hitting a mosquito with a frying pan.”

“Use this, celestine,” says a voice from behind me. Elan.

He’s holding out a small knife I know for a fact he uses to cut herbs.

“It’s sharp,” he says. “I’ve used it to whittle purpleheart before. When you need something more precise, there’s a woodworker down the hill. I forgot his name, but I’m sure he’d lend you his tools.”

“Thank you,” I say to Elan.

He gives me a small smile, going to his mother to take the baby into his arms. Libi gurgles at him, her lips opening into a wet, one-toothed grin with a dribble of drool falling from the corner of her mouth. Babies.

With Elan’s knife in one hand and the wood in the other, I let my awareness expand into what I did with the human scout when I called down Starfire in spell form. Like with my healing, I can feel the threads of it, like spun molten glass, fluid and shining. I watched Apathan do this over the years sometimes, when he added an attunement to his staff.

“It’s about teaching the wood what you know,” he’d say. “Hold it in your mind as you work and let your subconscious do the rest. Your mana remembers.”

I let their conversation resume as I begin to create my first attunement.

Sometime later, someone brings me a roll of carving tools, well worn, and refuses to call it a loan. Despite the lump that lodges in my throat, I accept with as much grace as I can.

By the time the fire and laughter alike bank themselves into embers, I’ve got a lap full of purple wood shavings and a coin of swirling purpleheart that seems at once akin to a galaxy and a whirlpool in raging water. Even though I think everyone else wants to see me add it to my staff, it feels like a private moment, one I would like to keep for myself.

I introduce the Starfire attunement to Bond-Bearer in the quiet of my tent. Teinath has lingered outside with Ink, our hard-won understanding from travel telling him I want to be alone for a few moments.

The violet spinel glows deep within as I take a deep breath, standing with the staff in front of me and seeking out the knobs at the base of the staff head where Apathan’s many attunements dwelt for years.

There is a space right at the spot the ashbone flares to cup the violet spinel, as if Apathan left it there so Starfire could sit in pride of place.

With most woodwork, one would have to measure, but not with this.

I thread mana into the staff as I raise the attunement, much as I did while working the wood into its coin-like shape. The hole at its centre shifts as I press it to the staff, and the ashbone flares with purple-white power.

Again, I feel that strange resonance. I watch the glow slowly fade with a small smile upon my face.
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Some of the people in the mountain camp scatter in the days before we break camp for Viathan, and when I ask Beith about it, all she says is that they have their own roles to play. I can’t shake the feeling that I have flown right into the centre of an immense spiderweb, so vast I can’t even see all of its gossamer threads, but I can feel each move thrum through the greater whole. Maybe Beith can read all of those movements; maybe she’s responsible for them. But for all the anxiety that accompanies the feeling, something in me aches when we finally come within view of the ancient elven haven.

There is nothing like approaching Viathan.

The city of Viathan is in the cleft of the mountains, its walls fashioned by some forgotten magic from the stone of the cliffs themselves. They are pale grey and cradle the city with two arms of solid rock. I remember Apathan telling me once that when the humans took over the city, they tried to rid the stone of the elven runes that were worked into them at their inception, and they found they could not. The best they could manage was to throw banners over them, because all their attempts to mortar over the elven writing failed with the first rain.

I don’t know if it’s true or if it’s just a story, but looking at the walls makes it feel real.

The sky is studded with clouds that move quickly across the expanse, sometimes hiding the rift, other times exposing it. We have been moving in groups over the past few days, finding our way to Viathan in a style that won’t seem overly suspicious, and with the appearance of the rift, few people will make note of changes as anything but an expected consequence.

Even so, when Teinath and I enter the city with Ink flitting around behind us, there is a palpable aura of fear about the place.

My wonder at the soaring stone buildings and glistening ancient domes is muted by the suspicion on the citizens’ faces. Not at us—at each other.

Teinath watches it all with hardly veiled pain on his face. After a beat I remember that this was once his home.

This is the first time in my memory that I’ve been to a city that wasn’t Mithrathan. Apathan once took me to the countryside at high summer long ago, but other than that, I seldom ventured outside the Knolls. It wasn’t safe to be in the human districts of my city, not without wearing symbols of conversion.

Different from the straight, grid-like streets of much of Mithrathan, the streets of Viathan curve with the land itself. Apathan said the ancient elves tried to work with the earth, not against it, forming their cities to its shape rather than shaping the earth to suit their whims. I like that. The city immediately wins me over.

But the people are under a heavy weight, and as we walk through the inn district closest to the outer walls, it becomes more and more evident.

I follow Teinath through the city, a bit afraid someone will recognise him—the wrong someone, mostly. But no one does. It’s much as it was in Mithrathan. In the Knolls, someone might have recognised me, especially at the market. But outside? The chances dipped to near-impossibility.

“Are we anywhere near where you grew up?” I ask Teinath finally. It’s strange being back in the press of a city, the noises so different from the sounds of the forest and even the encampment.

“No,” Teinath says. He jerks his chin in the direction of the northwest. “My family lived off that way.”

Lived.

I’ve never asked Teinath about his past. When he first came to my apartment and had lunch with me and Apathan, he didn’t use the past tense.

He seems to realise he slipped. “I don’t like to talk about it when I first meet people,” he says quietly. “They’ve been gone a long while. I left the city to live with Beith after—after it happened.”

Ink has no such tact. I didn’t even think they were listening, but they are suddenly right between me and Teinath.

“What happened?”

Teinath sighs, and when he speaks, I can feel the sarcasm dripping from his words. “There was a plague.”

“What kind of plague?” I ask.

He motions at the two of us to turn up the hill, so we follow, glancing over his shoulder with a cynical, haunted look in his eyes I’ve not seen before. “The kind that miraculously only affects elves, serpentus, changelings, and folk. You know. Being alive and nonhuman, unconverted.”

Ink hisses, and their hand comes down hard on Teinath’s shoulder. The elf jumps.

“Purge?”

“Quarantine, officially,” Teinath says, and he doesn’t have to say any more.

It’s rare, but not unheard of. It happened in the Knolls before I was born, if memory serves. Though I’ve never been able to bring myself to ask Apathan, I think it is how Amathan died. A section of the city gets cordoned off and usually set aflame. To “cleanse” it.

Of a “plague.”

Ink drops the hand, nodding.

“I was hunting in the mountains,” Teinath says shortly. “Came back, got the news. That was five years ago.”

“I’m sorry,” I tell him. I want to tell him about my parents, but I don’t know how. Mostly because I don’t even really know what happened to them. That’s as true for Evie as it is for Lithrial. Again, the lines between us blur, if there is such a thing as a border in this body.

Teinath meets my eyes with a look of understanding that tethers me back to this present moment. When he speaks again, I know the subject is past, and he is replacing his history in the depths of his memories. “We’re almost there.”

All the moisture drains from my mouth with the thrum of nerves.

Here we go.


Thirteen


The house he leads us to is on the edge of one of Viathan’s hills in a nice area of the city, which in Mithrathan would mean entirely under human control. But the person who answers the door is serpentus, her skin coppery with a slight shimmer, and her shallow nostrils flare when she sees the three of us on the stoop.

“Teinath,” she says without preamble. “And Lithrial. Ink. I am Sasun.”

She opens the door and lets us in. I am thankful she isn’t using any of our titles.

Following the serpentus into the house, I can see why people believe they are descended from dragons. She is tall and broad-shouldered, lithe in spite of that, and even though she is not wearing a sword, I can almost see one in her hands anyway, a great sword almost as tall as she is. She wears a simple, sleeveless tunic and woollen trousers. Sword or no sword, I’m pretty sure she could put any one of us through a wall without breaking a sweat.

Then again, maybe not Ink. I think Ink would be skittering across the ceiling before Sasun could try.

“Come,” Sasun says. “There is a place where we can relax.”

The way she says it implies that we can’t relax here, so I follow her through the house until she stops at a sitting room with no windows in the centre of the second floor. I feel something emanating from the room, and my mana leaps to it.

“Good,” Teinath says, exchanging a look with the serpentus. “Thank you.”

Sasun shrugs and leads us in.

Passing through the doorway feels like it coats me in the kind of spray you can put on windows so water just beads up and falls right off them.

“Wards,” I say after a beat.

“Illegal wards,” Ink agrees, brightening. “Good. This is good.”

“Viathan is not the safest city just now,” Sasun says. “I think you lot will make it more dangerous before it gets any better.”

I hate to admit that she is probably right.

I nod slowly, meeting her eyes. Her eyes are orange, bright against the copper of her skin, and in the elf-magic light of the room here, I can almost see the outline of scales on her skin. She has no body hair except for that on her head, not even peach fuzz, and the “hair” on her head is almost a crest of feathers more than hair. It shimmers in the light. She is beautiful and otherworldly.

I have to remind myself that I’m in another world.

“I would like to help,” she says. “Beith contacted me, and I said I would lend my home to the cause, but I would like to do more than that.”

“What is it you’d like to do?” I ask carefully.

“This place is mine,” Sasun says dismissively. “It was my mother’s, and she passed it to me, and I have kept it in her memory. But the rift has finally come. I carry the memories of my people, but the only direction they wish to look is back. I wish to look forward. Up. I think I can do that with you.”

Perhaps I am only becoming attuned to it, but my vision pulses gold again, lightly.

“We’d be honoured,” I tell Sasun, and Ink looks at me with a raised eyebrow, but after a moment they return their gaze to the serpentus, looking thoughtful.

The Roar.

It thrums through me, like it did when I got that implacable sense of stone from Teinath. Named for fire, he has indeed become my Rock.

Sasun, it seems, is to be the Roar.

I frantically suppress the half-panicked giggle as my brain whispers, Let’s rock and roar.

“What’s going on in the city?” I ask, clearing my throat to awkwardly disguise the fact that I’m clearly going off the deep end.

Sasun gestures at the sofas and chairs around the room, and everyone sits except Ink, who hovers by an expensive-looking desk that seems to be made from pure bone. Of what sort of bone, I’ve no idea. Something big—the desk seems carved out of one enormous piece. I sit on a sofa with Teinath, with Sasun diagonally from us in an armchair. To my surprise, she pulls her bare feet up into the chair and sits with her arms around her knees.

“The current Speaker of the city is a nominally religious bureaucrat who has done passably well at keeping the various factions within the city placated,” Sasun says. “He is unmarried, which is part of the problem, because the Grand Temple is putting pressure on him to procreate.”

Ink snorts from across the room, muttering something about the rigidity of humans.

“What sort of factions?” I ask.

“As with any human city, there are the extremely . . . faithful,” says Sasun with something halfway between a grimace and a sneer. She bares her teeth a moment later. “The ones who believe that the ruler here is not doing enough to curb the unruly masses. There are also some more moderate humans who call themselves the Counterweight, a loosely organised group that mostly likes to tell their more extreme counterparts that they’re wrong, but they have the occasional good idea.”

“Even a blindfolded mouse sometimes finds cheese,” Ink agrees.

Sasun cracks a smile at that.

“What about the nonhumans?” Teinath asks.

“I was getting to that.” Sasun takes a deep breath. “There has been rumbling for some time of an actual revolution, but it wasn’t until the past couple weeks—since the rift appeared—that it seems like people are getting organised. That would be a good thing, potentially, but really, mostly their goal is anything but this rather than an alternative, and they need an alternative. Quickly. That’s where you come in.”

I have to hold onto every bit of composure I have not to swallow.

“You’re an elf,” Sasun says. “Both of you. And Ink’s a changeling. Stories spread fast, celestine.”

It’s the first time she’s used that title, and to my extreme surprise, she sounds sincere.

Sasun is going on. “People know that a company of humans essentially went apostate at the very sight of you, Lithrial. That alone is going to mean two things. Well. It’ll mean a lot of things to a lot of different people, but two things from the jump. First, it means you can rally the nonhumans of Viathan to your cause and to your banner by pure virtue of being one of them. Secondly, it means Mithrathan will retaliate.”

“Whatever we do needs to be decisive and unambiguous,” Ink says, turning to us suddenly. “If we can’t pull that off, Mithrathan will crush us even if we nominally have control of the city.”

I do not like the sound of that.
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The people from our encampment are scattered throughout the city, but I am fortunate not to be very recognisable yet, so the next day after a remarkably good night of sleep in the biggest bed I’ve had in any world, I set off alone into Viathan.

Sasun has given me a map of the city, including which places to avoid. Helpful, since the map in my giantsbone token will only update as I explore. Right now, I’m headed to the merchant halls to meet up with a pair of folk artisans Sasun said would be a good first stop. They were with us when the rift opened, but the days I was in the encampment were such a whirlwind, I didn’t have a chance to meet the crafters.

The merchant halls are in the centre of Viathan and encircled by an even larger market that spills out through the streets like spokes on a giant wheel. To the south, the mountains rise above the city skyline, dominating the view in spite of the splendour of the city itself.

At the very centre of the merchant halls is a grand fountain—another remnant of elven architecture that apparently caused the invading humans no little amount of consternation. It depicts Ela standing with hands outstretched, either in supplication or offering, and water loops and soars from spouts that encircle the god, dancing in streams and droplets that sparkle in the sunlight like diamonds.

The merchant halls are actual halls, but they are roofed in glass that seems worked into the stone itself. Standing at the fountain, it looks like the entirety of the marketplace is open to the sky.

I follow Sasun’s directions to the southwest corner, where there is a gathering of the folk.

In so many games and books, the stoneworkers and metalworkers are Tolkien-esque dwarves. The folk almost look like—I don’t know. Vikings mated with Greek gods. They are all different skin colours with different hairstyles, but they are all enormously tall. The shortest of them are as big as Ragan.

They are somewhat quiet, though, rather than boisterous. Apathan said that the folk save their merriment for their halls, but it’s hard to imagine this stoic bunch getting rowdy at all.

They don’t visibly acknowledge me when I move into their midst, but something tells me every single one of them knows who I am. A pair of them move aside when I come close, a willowy, pale redhead with piercing blue eyes and a huge man with dark-brown skin and his hair in locs to his waist and held back by a leather thong.

“I’m looking for⁠—”

“You’re looking for the anvil,” the man says with a nod. He raises his arm and gestures, but doesn’t point. “That way.”

Bemused, I step under the glass roof of their section of hall. The scent of metal and fire and stone surrounds me immediately, and the temperature goes up several degrees.

What he said didn’t particularly make sense, but he seemed so certain.

I’m not entirely sure who to look out for here. One of the smiths in a thick leather apron wipes sweat from his brow and calls out.

“Aigen! She is here!”

Every eye in the hall turns to me, and I suddenly feel very small.

Well. Compared to all of them, I’m a Labrador puppy in a roomful of full-grown Bernese mountain dogs.

The folk woman who comes up from the back of the chamber, removing both of her heavy gloves, is not what I expect. She is about average height for her people, which is to say she’s got a foot on me. Her skin is deep, deep brown, and her hair falls in gentle black curls to her shoulders, held back from her face with a brightly coloured band of fabric.

“Ah. Yes,” she says. A smile lights her face.

Aigen is lovely. There is something magnetic about her, and something soft despite the obvious hard labor of her work as a smith.

“I was hoping to have the chance to meet you sooner,” Aigen says to me, extending a callused hand. “I am told that you will be in the city for a time now, yes?”

“That’s the plan so far,” I tell her, clasping her hand in mine.

“Good.” She seems to hesitate for a moment, glancing at the man who called out to her to tell her I was here. “I wonder if perhaps when you move on, if you would be willing to take me with you.”

“You want to join us?” First Sasun, now Aigen.

“Yes. I am a master smith”—there is a noise from the man, but Aigen gives him an annoyed look and goes on—“and I am a stonesmith. The first in a very long time. I would like to lend my art to your cause.”

“Aigen,” says the man, “telling her that’s all well and good, but you sell yourself short by omitting the other important part of what you do.”

I give Aigen a questioning look.

She sighs. “I am also a fighter. I learned to smith to make my own weapons, and it became my preferred occupation, but you will find no one more skilled with a labrys than I.”

A labrys. It takes me a minute to remember that a labrys is an enormous double-bitted axe.

On Earth, it’s a weapon of gods.

“Yes, by all means,” I say quickly. “Please join us.”

The Anvil.

The Anvil—I remember what the man said when I first entered. Not just an anvil. The Anvil.

That puts this woman in a whole other perspective.

Aigen grins against the backdrop of sparks and steel.


Fourteen


Ispend the rest of the day walking through the city until my legs burn with the exertion of going up and down hills. I half consider casting Ela’s Touch on myself just to take the edge off.

I speak with elves, serpentus, changelings, folk, and the occasional human from the company that defected. They are all eager to see me, some of them furtively greeting me with “Celestine” and others calling me Lithrial, as if they’re getting away with something. Though I do notice that not a single one of the humans will address me by my name, which is something I might have to keep an eye on. I don’t want them to leave behind one fanatical urge to follow another.

As I speak to the people across the camp, I learn their stories. I hear about growing up all over Sirethan and about the days they picked up and followed after Teinath’s tales, whether they heard it from Teinath himself or from someone else, like whispers spreading wildfire through the continent. These few were the breath drawn to shout, the tide pulling back before the wave.

It grounds me even more in this world.

Walking back to Sasun’s home in the falling dark, I am more than ready for a rest. Dusk has fallen by the time I reach the eastern side of the city, and a shape materialises out of the darkness as I turn the corner.

“You’ve been busy” comes the voice of Ferelthin.

“Are you being creepy again?” I ask, teasing in spite of my exhaustion.

Grimacing, he steps out of the shadows. Ferelthin’s tattoos and hairstyle are still striking, though his clothes are more nondescript. He wears a dark, grey-blue hooded tunic and carries a staff across his back.

“Not exactly,” he says. “I’ve been trying to catch up to you, not trail along behind you. Every time I arrived somewhere, you’d just moved on.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“Don’t be. You’ve really affected them.” He’s doing that thing again where he looks at me sideways.

“Well, that’s the job, I guess.” I sound more flippant than I feel. Really, though, I’m a bit drained. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

Ferelthin takes his staff and sets it root-down on the pavement. He leans away from it to stretch his back. “I thought I would ask if you would perhaps be open to another mage joining you. I may not be around all the time, but for the occasional endeavour, perhaps?”

“Why wouldn’t you be around all the time?” I ask. It’s the obvious question.

“Aigen won’t always be with you. Nor will Teinath or Ink or any of the others you’ve gathered,” he says. “I simply meant that I will sometimes have other business to attend to.”

“I think that’s allowed,” I say. For some reason, the thought of Ferelthin being around even a little bit is an enticing one.

Naturally, Lithrial. Go for the weirdo who turns up in your tent.

I ignore the voice. Is it really that much weirder than just happening to stumble into Teinath? Ink following us across the plains? Not particularly.

“Is that a yes?” Ferelthin asks, face impassive.

“Yes,” I say.

My mind resonates the same way it has with the others. The Rock. The Mask. The Roar. The Anvil.

It thrums up my spine, leaving me jangled like a plucked harp string when all the others around it have snapped.

The omission of the now-familiar two words to accompany that resonance sends a bit of a chill through me. But when I look up, half-expecting Ferelthin to have vanished, he’s still there, looking pleased.

“Thank you,” he says.

“For what?”

“Letting me stick around.” He motions with his chin, and we start walking toward Sasun’s house again. “It’s been a long while since someone came along who made me look at this place differently, like things could actually change. It reminds me that anything is possible. Even success.”

“Me?” Oof. That’s the type of flattery that’s terrifying.

“Well, Ink, really. You know, I think I saw them climbing the palace earlier? Are changelings part spiders?”

I’m not expecting it, and I giggle despite myself.

Ferelthin grins at me sideways. “But seriously. Yes, you. Like I said, a celestial arcanist is a truly rare phenomenon.”

That puts a damper on the flattery. “Ah.”

I’m quiet for a moment, trying to put my finger on what’s bothering me. When I was with Greg, I had always felt like he had constructed this . . . image of me. Not a truthful one, just a picture of what he expected I was. He treated me like the sun shone out of my ass for the first couple years of our relationship. He had me so high up on a pedestal at the time that I thought it was just love.

Turns out, people become resentful when you’re not the picture-perfect idol they’ve constructed of you. I don’t want to be that to anyone ever again.

“I’m just a person,” I say quietly. “Whatever they’re calling me, whatever magic is within me, I’m still just a person. I’m going to fuck up. Probably going to get people killed, people who don’t deserve it. Hopefully, some who deserve it too, but—yeah. I’m just a person, Ferelthin. Don’t put me on a pedestal.”

He looks at me as if he’s reassessing me all over again. He nods slowly. “Of course. You’re absolutely right. I apologise.”

It’s that more than anything that surprises me. I can’t remember the last time I heard someone say Yes, you’re right, I’m wrong, and I’m sorry. It shouldn’t be such a terribly difficult thing to say. So many people just jump in with You just don’t understand or I wasn’t or the evergreen I’m sorry you feel that way.

Some of the sudden tightness eases off my lungs.

We talk about other things for the rest of the walk, and when we reach Sasun’s, he has me laughing hard enough that my eyes are watering. The serpentus just shakes her head when she lets us in, pointing resolutely to the dining room.
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It is Ink, naturally, who comes up with the plan.

It turns out that Ferelthin really did see the changeling scampering up the side of the palace walls. Ink turns up the next morning after missing dinner the night before with a detailed sketch of the castle itself, a list of possible allies in the Speaker’s household, and a hefty collection of contingency plans that could help us distract the more radical corners of the city while we stage a coup.

I’m not the biggest fan of overthrowing a city, especially in the context of the rift and what they’re calling me and my followers—the word riftsworn has started to filter through the city in the past two days—but if Beith is right, and I think she is, it is our only hope of withstanding the inevitable retaliation from Mithrathan.

Retaliation that could be coming any day. The longer we wait, the more time there is for news to reach the city and for them to send out an army in true force.

“One thing the obsessively bigoted humans did,” Ink says, “works to our advantage.”

Ferelthin is perched on the arm of a sofa in the sitting room. Sasun and Teinath are sitting on the actual sofa, while Aigen daintily occupies a chair she makes look like a throne, and I am leaning against the wall.

“What’d the obsessively bigoted humans do?” Teinath asks with an indulgent smile.

“In their efforts to wipe out pesky elven magic, they destroyed a lot of the natural defences of their own city.” Ink looks so affronted, I think they might actually be angry. It fades a moment later. “Their shortsighted loss is our inevitable gain! There’s a series of tunnels that used to be used to transport goods in and out of the palace. Nyoom.”

“Nyoom?” I say.

“You know,” the changeling says, exasperated. “Magic. Put it in a cart and let it zoom down a tube. I don’t know. I wasn’t there at the time. Point is, the humans who moved in hated the magic in spite of how practical it was, so naturally, they tried to block off the tunnels.”

“Ah,” says Ferelthin. He nods. “The structure wouldn’t like that.”

“The structure—” Sasun begins. Then she shakes her head. “Never mind.”

“It’s not as strange as it sounds,” Aigen says. “And this part is not elven magic, changeling. It’s folk magic. Stonesmithing.”

“Exactly. Like what you do,” Ink says without missing a beat.

Aigen blinks at the realisation that this was where the changeling was guiding the conversation on purpose. “Like what I do.”

Ferelthin inclines his head to the folk woman, who returns the gesture.

“So you’re saying what—the tunnels are open?” I ask.

“I’m saying that in trying to push away the elven magic, they didn’t realise the tunnels were folk magic.” Ink’s face is lit up like the sky at midsummer. “And we have a stonesmith.”
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If I thought things almost too convenient, I’m immediately disabused of that notion in the hours and days that follow.

Our group stays up arguing late into the night about the best options for capitalising on the unrest, the rift, and the whispers of purpose spreading through the city like ripples of gravity and force in the wake of a supernova’s blinding flash.

We are the epicentre, and if we don’t want to collapse into a black hole, we have to get this right.

By the time we’ve come up with a plan, my eyes are sandy and dry and itchy after another long night of hashing out details. Is it a good plan? I have no idea. I think it might be. It’s hard to feel confident, what with the number of moving pieces—any of which could put us on an orbital collision course not only with the Speaker of Viathan but also with the One God’s relentless torturers.

Despite my exhaustion, I rise only an hour or two after the sun in the morning.

Sasun has a small courtyard garden surrounded by her home like a cocoon. I gravitate toward its peace when I wake, unsurprised to find Teinath waiting for me with a simple staff in hand.

“Where’d you get that?” I ask him in lieu of greeting.

“Sasun had it. It’s all I need for now.”

I don’t inquire further. Neither of us are much for morning chatter.

We have a rhythm now, and without needing to discuss it, we fall into it, our muscles flowing from form to form as the sun rises over the roof of the house on its path to its zenith.

The rift is not fully visible from ground level, but it doesn’t need to be. I feel it in constant tension with my mana and my awareness. The sensation isn’t unpleasant; it’s like the ankle support of good boots. It bolsters me.

Since reaching Black Cherry, I’ve eased into the expansion of my mind and mana, trying to fill the spaces as best I can. The exercises help, though they bring their own unnerving revelations.

For as long as I can remember, I have perspired practicing the forms with Apathan while he would remain cool, without so much as a bead of sweat upon his brow. When I would ask about it, often in irritation and frustration, he would only laugh fondly and tell me to keep practicing.

Now, I think I am beginning to understand.

As my body reacts to the magical changes within me, I can already feel that my heartbeat remains lower longer. My skin grows heated only by inches, and soon, Teinath is sweating enough to have dark spots on his grey tunic—but I am only just beginning to feel the cold breeze against a dampened brow.

I picture my mana like it is sap flowing through the channels of a tree, my energies drawing it up from the earth and moving it from one place to another—except unlike a tree, there is no difference between the fuel that enters through leaves and the water soaked up from the earth. There is only mana, and I am the conduit between soil and sky.

The rift is my sun. Its gravity pulls me ever onward, and as one rooted to the rift, I know—I know—I, like it, can pull others into my orbit.

I don’t realise Teinath has stopped until I finish. The real sun blazes gold above us in the courtyard, and he is thoroughly lathered in sweat now, while I’m sweaty but not dripping.

Surrounding me in concentric, elliptical paths that intersect like the paths of planets are stones, leaves, and gardening implements.

Without needing to confirm it, I know I’ve learnt a new spell.

Orbit, I think. The circling items waver with my broken concentration and fall to the courtyard floor.

Teinath stares at me with something like awe.

“What?” I ask after a long pause. It’s an arbitrary question—the answer is obvious.

A look of hunger crosses his face, raw and almost envious, but without malice.

“Black Cherry,” he says. “If the difference between being unrooted and attaining this first leaf of our power is like this, how much have we lost?”

The pain in his words strikes at my heart.

I swallow, bracing myself on my staff and feeling the staff’s attunements, my spells, my magic, connected to that of my ancestors.

“Too much,” I say with sudden ferocity. “But we’re going to get it back.”

My words hang in the air, and I cannot be certain if they came from Lithrial or Evie. All I know is that they are the truest words I’ve ever spoken.

Involuntarily, my gaze veers northward. I cannot see the Speaker’s palace from here, but I know it’s there that we will take our first steps to make our words reality.

If we can survive the collision.


Fifteen


If we can survive.

Well, that’s cheery. Exactly the sort of thought I like to dwell on when I’m entering a dark tunnel under a palace that is literally built into a mountain.

The few days since we formulated the plan have had the singular surreality of both dragging out like a slog through a bog and speeding by like a shooting star flashes from view.

We’ve split into two groups for the execution of our plan: Aigen, Ferelthin, and Ink with me and Teinath and Sasun preparing groups of the more organised citizens to be ready to arrest the leaders of the radicals. Sasun says the latter have been mobilising in the past few days.

It’s no wonder Viathan felt like a pot about to bubble over when we arrived.

Aigen almost has to stoop to stand up in the tunnel, but not quite. When I say so, she grins, her teeth flashing white in the darkness.

“Like I said. Folk magic. We weren’t going to enchant a tunnel we couldn’t stand up in.”

Ferelthin chuckles at that.

The darker it gets, the more I expect to have trouble seeing, but I’m able to see everything around me, from the perfectly honed shape of the stone to the long, strange track that runs down the centre of the tunnel.

It takes me a bit to remember that it’s the passive aspect of Aurora’s Beacon. Ink doesn’t seem to be having any trouble, nor does Aigen. But Ferelthin mutters every time his elbow knocks into the wall, which is kind of adorable.

When I chuckle after the fourth time he does it, his head swivels toward me. “Something funny?”

“Having trouble seeing?” I ask him innocently.

“You’re not?” He sounds outright irritated.

“Nope. Why don’t you just touch the wall so you know where it is instead of giving it a chance to run into you?”

Aigen laughs. Her laugh is as clear as her hammer striking the anvil.

“Oi. Quiet.” Ink stops in the middle of the tunnel. “We can measure everyone’s eyesight after we take over the city.”

We don’t make it much farther before the tunnel dead ends.

Aigen steps to the front of the group, her hand running lightly along the wall with something like regret.

“We’ve lost so much,” she murmurs.

It’s so close to what Teinath said in the courtyard of Sasun’s home a couple of days ago that now I forget to watch where I’m going and bark my funny bone on the wall, stifling a curse.

Ferelthin somehow resists the urge to laugh at me and instead lets out a slow breath. “Nothing is ever truly lost, stonesmith. Not if there are hands willing to unbury it.”

Her head turns his way a little, but she doesn’t respond.

“Here,” Aigen says. “They thought they could use the drystone method to block off the tunnel.”

“Drystone?” Ink asks.

“Wall without mortar,” I say before Aigen can answer, and the folk woman chuckles.

“Succinct.” Aigen runs her hand along the wall. “I quite like drystone, actually. But it doesn’t do what they want it to, here. They were ignorant of vital information.”

“Which is?” Ink tilts their head.

“Stone listens to me.”

Aigen places both of her hands on the wall blocking our progress, positioning her palms just above her head. A hum begins, deeper than the hum I feel from the rift, the bass to the rift’s treble.

My ears pop before anything else happens visibly, but a moment later, the wall comes loose at the edges and collapses with a sound like bowling pins made of rock.

“Impressive,” Ferelthin says.

“Thanks.” Aigen steps over the rubble with a sniff of distaste. “They didn’t even bother to make it a thick wall.”

She’s right. The structure was probably only about six inches deep. We clamber over it and continue down the tunnel.

She takes care of the next three barriers the same way. But after the third one, she reaches out a hand to the tunnel wall, steadying herself.

“Aigen?” I say. “Do you need to rest a little?”

“I’m fine,” she says. “We’re almost to the end.”

The next barrier is twice as thick as the others, and the sound of it falling echoes up and down the now-unbarred tunnel.

“Shouldn’t we be worried about someone hearing that?” I ask.

“Yes,” says an unfamiliar voice. “You should.”

A human man steps out from around the corner with armed guards spreading out behind him.
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“Well,” replies Ink. “Shit.”

My breath hitches, and I make no effort to disguise it, instead glancing at Ferelthin, whose jaw is set—a microcosm of his entire being’s readiness to spring into action.

“If you are quite done destroying my property, perhaps you will consent to come with us upstairs where we can discuss things like reasonable people instead of knocking down more walls.” The man looks annoyed that we’re not paying full attention to him, which I can’t really blame him for.

It doesn’t seem like we have much choice. Aigen, who is best equipped to take the brunt of any attack, is about ready to fall over, and while I think Ferelthin and I could take a few of them, I’m not sure how I feel about ten-on-four odds, even with my rift-rooted abilities.

“Who is this?” I ask in as low a voice as I can as we follow the man up a flight of stairs. A few of the guards have gone to bring up the rear, presumably so none of us feel like barreling back out the way we came in.

“The Speaker of Viathan,” Ferelthin says with a twitch of his lip.

Oh.

Whoops. I guess we got his attention.

It’s unnerving that he bothered to come himself; the implications of that are too wide-reaching for me to contemplate.

We follow through the palace cellars, then up into what appears to be servants’ quarters, and finally into the living area and into a wide gathering chamber. I suppose it surprises me that he didn’t just drop us in the dungeon.

As if he’s reading my mind, the Speaker of Viathan turns and stands with his hands clasped behind his back. “I could have taken you directly to holding cells, but your arrival was far too convenient.”

That does not sound good. The width of possible implication narrows.

“You see,” he goes on, “I’ve had a number of thorns wedged in my side for the past few years here in the city, not the least of which upstart fools like you who seem determined to upset the very delicate balance I’ve worked so hard to cultivate.”

That sounds worse.

“But your arrival, however clumsy and ill-advised, has presented me with an opportunity.” The Speaker is an average man in every way. Brownish hair, brownish skin, brownish eyes, medium height. He looks like the type who will challenge anything anyone says just to be contrary. “The Disciples of the One God have been itching for a new example to set.”

My conscious mind doesn’t immediately register what that means, but the subconscious beneath my Earth-bound Evie memories embedded into me does. Lithrial knows what that means.

Even Ink has gone still.

The radicals Sasun was talking about—they’re the Disciples of the One God? Shit.

The Disciples are beyond fanatics. They are the worst bits of the Spanish Inquisition with none of the Pythonesque buffoonery, and they believe they ought to have the right to torture anyone they please, any time they please, without answering to anyone but themselves.

This Speaker is so willing to turn us over to them—and he’s the guy we’re told is a moderate? This guy’s true evil, or I’m a dragon.

Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Ferelthin watching me out of the corner of his own.

“All we have to do is wait for them,” the Speaker says. “I’m sure they’ll be here any minute. I sent for them the moment we were aware of intruders.”

Fuck.

Fuck.

We didn’t plan on that. If his messenger reached these Disciples before Teinath and Sasun’s people did, everything could be lost here and now. The thought of Teinath subjected to the same type of horror as his family freezes my stomach lining from one heartbeat to the next.

“I presume you have a name?” I say, because I don’t have anything better to do while I try and formulate an escape plan.

“Cheeky, are you? No matter. I’ll indulge you, since this is your last night of any semblance of freedom.” The man walks toward me, not bothering to move his hands from where they are still clasped behind his back. “Dirtan Feld, Speaker of Viathan. One might wonder what type of individual would go through the trouble of invading someone’s home without bothering to find out whose home it was, but such things might be giving you more credit than you’re worth.”

This guy reminds me of Sam Cooke, CEO of Horizon Games, my former boss, who was neck and neck with the top-ten competition for Earth’s Biggest Cunt.

Which means I can do the thing I never dared do in meeting after endless meeting as he treated me like gum stuck to his shoe.

“Nah,” I say dismissively. “You’re utterly irrelevant.”

There’s a murmur among the guards, quickly stifled with a sharp shake of Feld’s head.

“I think you are mistaking the dynamics of power here,” Feld says. “You are my prisoner, and I am the one who will watch while the Disciples break you as a heretic.”

I shrug. “Po-tay-to, po-tah-to.”

Without looking away from him, I cast Ela’s Touch on Aigen. She twitches at first, but she doesn’t give any other outward sign of reacting to the healing. Hopefully it’ll be enough for her to regain some of her stamina. They haven’t bothered to disarm us.

Feld is just staring at me as if he doesn’t know what a potato is. Maybe he doesn’t. I’m not entirely sure there are potatoes in Sirethan.

Pity if there aren’t. A pile of greasy chips swimming in salt and vinegar sounds heavenly. Hopefully, we survive this.

The room is large and cavernous, draped with the heavy textiles and tapestries the humans favour. All bear the symbol of their One God, a triangle pointing upward with a hand in its centre. The floors, though, those are old and elven: pale gold marble that glitters in the lamplight, polished to gleam.

Feld looks unimpressed when I don’t elaborate further. “You’re beginning to bore me. How long until the Disciples arrive, Larans?”

“Any minute, sir.”

“I’m afraid they won’t be coming,” says a voice from the doorway.

I know that voice.

Teinath.

“They were regrettably delayed,” adds Sasun.

I spin to see her standing at the doorway, her sword covered in blood. Teinath himself is spattered with it.

“Seize them!” bellows Feld.

I open myself to the rift.

Its energy pulls taut through my entire being. The room goes bright white, leaving purple afterimages in my vision. I catch all the guards but two in the radius. Ferelthin strikes with lightning that dances through the pair of free guards and three of the others, who quiver even while stunned.

Beith called it Aurora’s Beacon, and while I’ve not yet attuned my staff to it, I am a direct line to the rift itself.

I immediately cast Orbit among the guards. Aigen moves toward the two free ones. Ink is planting arrows in stunned guards like the changeling was born with a bow in their hands.

Before I lose my stuns and run out of mana, I throw Sudden Blaze into their midst, setting a solid half of the still-unmoving guards aflame.

Feld breaks out first, coming right at me with eyes full of rage. His clothing is smoking, though the fire missed him. He draws a pair of daggers from his belt and vanishes from sight.

Shit. His clothing wasn’t smoking; he was dropping into stealth. I cast Ela’s Touch on myself to boost my mana regeneration and start flinging basic attacks at the guards while it begins to work.

I feel the warmth of body heat and dive to the side, but I’m too late. Hot pain blossoms in my shoulder, making me fumble my grip on my staff. Shit, that feels too real.

Feld is visible again, and I cast Starfire at him, which sends him sprawling on his arse, skidding against the polished stone floor. The sounds of fighting come from the corridor outside the chamber.

“Teinath!” I call out. “Did you bring some friends?”

“I did, but so did he!”

Not good. I can’t use Aurora’s Beacon again—for I don’t know how long.

Ferelthin is casting more lightning into the guards that are starting to crowd him. It’s then I remember I have a spell that could slow them. I cast Aura of Deigith, and frost ripples over the trio of guards. Ferelthin skitters out of range with a grateful glance over his shoulder at me. I aim my next attack into the chest of the first chilled guard, who is moving forward slowly, his face contorted with frustration.

I forgot that Aura of Deigith also imbues the next attack with ice damage. An enormous icicle shoots from my staff, impaling the guard with one blow.

Well. He was probably almost dead anyway, but it looked badass.

The thought jolts through me, blasé in the face of having just killed a man.

I don’t have time to think about the ethical shift in my world. I have to survive in this one.

My mana is recovering, and I hit the remaining two with Forked, sending lighting leaping back and forth between them.

It’s then I see Aigen’s warrior self at work for the first time in all the distractions.

She closes the distance between herself and the two guards with one large step, already swinging her monstrous labrys. The axe cleaves through the chests of both guards, sending a spray of blood out in a semicircle to spatter on the perfectly shining floor.

Sasun is dancing with a guard—it’s the only way I can describe it. The serpentus’s two-handed blade slices through the guard’s chainmail like it’s made of gossamer.

The flicker of movement behind her is the only warning I have. I try to cast Starfire again, but I’m too late, and Feld materialises behind Sasun, his dagger sinking into her back. She screams, falling to one knee.

The spell misfire didn’t deplete my mana, and I practically throw Ela’s Touch at her, but Teinath is already there.

His hands are crackling with flame, and he plants both palms on either side of Feld’s face.

“Consider this a very belated gift from my parents,” he says, and Feld’s head bursts into flames.

The Speaker of Viathan screams once before his tongue begins to smoke, and when he drops to the floor, a still-gasping Sasun plunges a dirk into his throat.

The rest of the fight is short, brutal, and bloody.

For some reason, though, it’s the hush after the last dying gasp that sets me trembling.
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When we’ve finally calmed down and regrouped, it’s nearly dawn. The palace falls quiet, and I stand in the large antechamber surrounded by bodies while my companions speak quietly.

Their words eddy around me, words like “the city is secured” and “shockingly little bloodshed” and “first time in an age one of our cities isn’t under human rule.”

My heart twists with the knowledge of everything this could mean for the future.

My vision flashes gold for a moment, and I wish I were close enough to something to steady myself.

The world seems to tilt on its axis.

Inside my chest, the rift hums, swelling with a chord so real, I think I could sit down and play it on an instrument.

I follow it, walking out of the chamber and into a wide, vaulted corridor. At the northern edge of the corridor, steps curve up on both sides, and I take the ones on the left. There is a balcony here, open to the dawning morning.

I open the wide double doors. They are beveled crystal and delicate, silvery stone.

Outside, the sky is clear, only a few wisps of cloud hovering burning gold at the horizon where the sun is about to breach it. Above, Aurora’s Rift is almost the length of my hand, widening at the centre with purple light pouring from it.

A soft footfall makes me turn. Teinath. I smile at him.

“Look,” he says, and he motions below us.

The city has turned out after a night of news has clearly spread through it already.

With the rift above me, the hum grows louder, stronger.

Or perhaps it’s not just the rift.

Below us, the sprawling plaza is filling with people whose distant faces look like they’re afraid to hope.

Something creaks behind us. When I turn, the flagpole soaring above us is moving. The flag of the One God is sinking, and the farther it sinks, the more a cheer rises from the crowd.

Teinath and I turn back to face them. It is not all jubilance. There is movement where humans are quickly fleeing—but not all the humans.

Some stay, that same desperate desire to hope on their faces.

Well. There goes any anonymity I had in this city.

Teinath takes my hand, and we raise our clasped palms to the rift-broken sky to a deafening chorus of cheers.


Sixteen


It’s past midday before I am able to steal a moment to myself in a bedroom away from the bustle of the palace.

My brain can’t quite process what happened, probably because I’m exhausted and haven’t slept. I’m holding a bundle of items someone pressed into my arms when I was escaping the bustle of post-coup business, and I set it down on the enormous bed and perch beside it.

This must be some sort of guest chamber. It’s not horrible, but Ela’s grace, the humans’ god must not allow them any sense of taste. Where the architecture is delicate and subtle, the hangings and furniture in here are gaudy and clash horribly. Deep burgundy coverlets with saffron-yellow accents stand out against the soft shimmer of the walls and floor. A massive tapestry depicting the One God forcing an advancing army to kneel before him decorates one wall.

I feel like all that should go in a museum to remind them just how much they are in need of an interior designer.

Opening the bundle, I find a few purses clinking with coins, which is . . . welcome, I guess. I haven’t really needed any money for a while. There’s also a pair of long, exquisite daggers that I recognise as the Speaker’s. They’ve been cleaned of Sasun’s blood. The thought makes me push the daggers to the side to think about later. Healers have been tending to the serpentus, but I can’t stop seeing the ripple of air behind her half a breath before Feld plunged his daggers into her back. It’s possible my hasty spell nudged him just a little off course.

That makes me feel a little better.

My own shoulder still throbs, and I cast Ela’s Touch on myself, which takes a bit of the edge off. I ought to go see a healer myself.

See, Apathan? I’m not a true healer.

The thought rings a bit hollow without him here to roll his eyes at me.

There are a few other things in the bundle, from a pair of beautiful grey leather gloves to a signet ring.

The signet ring is far too elegant to have been made by anyone who thought the décor of this room was a good idea. A lustrous white metal, it shows an outline of mountains with script flowing from the sky like wind. Elven script.

Of course. Viathan—the symbol of the city would have been the symbol of Viath, the god of wind and mountains.

I’m not sure if it should be mine. I put it aside for now, as well.

There’s a small pile of papers there too—where they came from, I’m not sure.

Unwilling to wade deeper into that conundrum, I open up my skill tree.

Aside from the lightning branch and my celestial arcanist branch, though, I’ve only got one-off spells in three categories: healing, ice, and fire.

I’m not sure what I want to do with this yet.

Moving into Ferelthin’s lightning branch—it’s going to wig me out, calling a companion Ferelthin now—I take a peek at what I’ve so far learned. I startle to see that Forked seems to have . . . upgraded? Evolved? It makes sense that practice would slowly perfect a skill.

Call on the power of Ferelthin to channel chain lightning into your enemies. Increased experience with this skill has made its casting more efficient with regard to mana usage and has increased the number of possible chains by three.

That looks pretty solid. Three additional enemies struck if they are in range? Or I suppose maybe it’ll still jump back and forth between enemies if it runs out of new ones. That could pile on some damage when there are fewer enemies present. I’ll have to experiment with that one. Plus a decreased mana cost—excellent.

From there, I head over to my celestial arcanist specialisation to look at my new spell, Orbit.

Orbit

Your cast creates a centre of gravity, pulling all nearby foes to that spot and spinning them. Confuses all enemies caught in the orbit for 8 seconds. They may even start attacking each other.

I still need to attune my staff to that one—there simply wasn’t time in the run-up to last night. But one thing is for certain: my use of Aurora’s Beacon did something, and Beith was right. It is a powerful, powerful spell, though she’s warned me that trying to use it too often could drain me of mana completely or burn me up from the inside. Incentive to proceed with caution.

Aurora’s Beacon

You are strengthened by the rift itself, gaining a bonus to magic and any healing spells as well as your night vision. You exude the rift’s light, blinding all nearby foes and stunning them for 5 seconds. This can have unforeseen consequences. You have mastered a bit more control over Aurora’s Beacon and are able to summon a smaller beacon to light your way in dark places.

A smile quirks my lips at that.

Ferelthin might appreciate this. An arcane night-light ought to come in handy.

That thought peters out after a moment with the gravity of what we’ve done seeping back into my awareness. This isn’t a game, and we’ve just staged a shockingly successful coup. I cannot take credit for it; this city has been hovering at boiling point for who knows how long—Sasun’s involvement meant that we could pull the appropriate strings.

But for better or for worse, it’s not Sasun who is the figurehead of what we did. It’s me.

Maybe I can find some sort of balance.

Maybe I can survive the next ordeal too.
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When I emerge from the bedroom, I have little recollection of what even happened at first. I’m carrying the bundle still; I didn’t want to leave it unattended, especially because I don’t know what to do with the Speaker’s daggers.

The palace is quiet. Hushed, almost.

It’s then I realise it’s well after midnight, and I have absolutely no idea where anyone is.

The corridors are lit, but they are eerily empty. For the first time, I wonder what happened to the palace staff. It would take a fleet of hundreds of servants to keep a place like this running, and I don’t remember seeing any of them during the battle last night.

For a while, I just explore and get my bearings in the palace. The floor I’m on seems to be the guest wing, full of mostly bedrooms like the one I vacated, with a few sitting rooms and parlours and one small library among them. The library is a curiosity, however; after a quick perusal of the shelves shows only Grand Temple–sanctioned titles, I leave in disgust.

There is a grandiose staircase in the centre of the palace, it seems, leading up to the top floor. I follow it up there.

It’s here the elves’ architecture really comes to life.

The ceiling above the staircase vaults skyward, supported by curved spires of stone, and the space between them is glass. Or crystal—it’s so clear it looks almost like there is nothing there at all, and Aurora’s Rift is visible through it amid the night sky’s constellations. Three hallways branch off from the foyer, and I pick the centre one.

There are a few grander rooms off this hallway—it must be Feld’s quarters. From a parlour that could comfortably seat fifty to a dining room that would feed easily five hundred, the palace’s size threatens to bowl me over.

At the end of the corridor is an arching set of double doors that stands wide open. I am certain this is the personal space that belonged to the Speaker of Viathan and countless others before him.

Stairs go up from the entry with a hall, spreading on either side on the same level where I’m standing. I ignore the smaller rooms and go straight up.

At the top of the stairs is a balcony overlooking the entry to the suite, and beyond it⁠—

I almost lose my breath.

Like the grand staircase I left far behind, the bedchamber’s ceiling vaults up high above my head. I remember seeing it from outside, a glass dome at the far southern edge of the palace, but I didn’t pay much attention.

Behind the palace is the beginning of the mountains, and they are lush with vegetation, waterfalls cascading down between trees and bushes. The glass dome affords a view of the stars even from here.

The biggest bed I’ve ever seen sits cradled by curving bookshelves of the same silvery stone that forms the lattice of the dome above my head. I just woke up, but I kind of want to crawl right back into that bed in spite of the fact that its last occupant was almost certainly Feld.

There’s a small—small is relative in this room—nook off behind the bed that is home to a pair of deep blue velvet armchairs so plush, I think I might never get out of them if I sit down. A simple, elegant table of whitewood sits between them with a lamp and a book on them. And a pair of reading glasses. Huh. Apparently, Mr. True Evil was a reader.

Then again, Hitler was a painter, so every putrid onion has its layers.

Ignoring the impulse to snuggle into the bed or the armchairs, I follow the room around to the right, where there is a massive closet that is bigger than my entire apartment on Earth. Back around on the other side of the space is a bathroom. And not just a bathroom—an indoor hot spring.

The bath itself is as big as the bed, and pale green-blue water swirls through it, steaming in the nighttime coolness. There’s a toilet—an actual toilet—and the circular walls are panelled with mirrors.

Little unnerving, that, but . . . wow.

I can’t remember the last time I had a real bath.

“Lithrial?”

It’s Ferelthin’s voice, and it makes me jump. I almost drop the bundle I’ve been lugging around.

“I’m, erm . . . up here.” I slide out of the bathroom with a longing look at the tub. Pool. Chalice of nirvana.

Ferelthin’s at the foot of the stairs to the suite, amusement drawing a smirk across his face.

“Exploring?” he says.

“Yeah. Next time I decide to take a nap in the middle of the day, remind me to let someone know where I’m doing it. I didn’t know where anyone was.” I pause, looking up at the dome above my head. “And then I got a little distracted.”

“Easy to do in a place like this. You should make yourself at home.”

“Pardon?”

Ferelthin climbs the stairs, one long-fingered hand trailing along the banister.

“One of the things you missed while you were out,” he says. “This is your room now.”

“I’m sorry, what?” No way did I hear that right.

He grimaces. “It’s a bribe, I think.”

That doesn’t sound good. “What do you mean, a bribe?”

“You know how you and Teinath greeted the city this morning?”

Oh. Right. That. “And?”

“Well, the thing about going out and waving to the masses after overthrowing their leader—they have kind of accepted you as their leader.”

I am excessively glad I have nothing to drink right now, because if there were anything in my mouth, I would be spitting it all over Ferelthin’s face.

My expression must be wild-eyed and half feral because he immediately puts both his hands up, palms facing me.

“Lithrial, it’ll be okay.”

“I’m sure. It’ll be fine. What could possibly go wrong?” Oh, no. “I’m not a . . . anything! I’m just an elf from the big city who was in the wrong place at the wrong time, and⁠—”

“And you rooted your magic in Aurora’s Rift, gathered a following, and just led a group of rebels and took over a city.” To his credit, Ferelthin looks like he feels a bit sorry for me. He nods to the alcove with the armchairs. “Come on. Sit.”

I follow on wooden legs. Collapsing into the squishy armchair should feel gleeful, but now I just feel vaguely sick. When was the last time I ate anything?

“The rift changes everything,” Ferelthin says while I sit staring into the swirling shimmer of the floor. He tugs on the other chair, pulling it easily across the smooth stone on the armchair’s little padded feet. Ferelthin sits in front of me, and to my surprise, reaches out and takes my hands. My skin buzzes against his, and I’m not sure if it’s my nerves or something else. “It’s how it works. Or maybe it’s just that it’s how we believe it works. Maybe the rift is nothing but our world shedding its skin the way a snake does every so often—who knows? But anything is possible, Lithrial. Including an elf who grew up in the slums of Mithrathan becoming the symbol of the dawning age.”

Every hair on my arms is standing straight up. There’s not much of it, since elves are decidedly not hairy, but my skin prickles and tingles like my own lightning is sitting in my skin.

Or maybe that’s the product of Ferelthin’s hands on mine.

“You can do this,” he says.

Seeming to realise he’s still holding my hands, he drops them hastily. I immediately wish he’d take them again.

“This is my room,” I say, because it’s the only thing I can think of to say.

“This is your room.”

“Why were you looking for me here if I missed the meeting where they gave it to me?” I ask suddenly.

Ferelthin grins that wolfish grin of his. “Well, I’d looked everywhere else first.”

Oh.

“So what do we do next?” I can’t help the note of panic that brushes up against the edge of my words.

“That,” Ferelthin says, “is up to you.”

“There is no going back,” I murmur, and he gives me a sharp look that vanishes after a split second, so quickly I’m not sure I imagined it or not.

“No,” he says, “there’s not.”


Seventeen


Because I slept through the day, I don’t waste any time.

Downstairs, in the entry to the suite is Feld’s office, I spend the first few hours after midnight poring over his papers—including the ones that were handed to me in the bundle—with Ferelthin.

Ferelthin finds someone to bring us food since he hasn’t eaten either, and we read into the wee hours, trying to familiarise ourselves with the day-to-day running of Viathan and what resources we might have at our disposal.

As we work, I keep a list of tasks I want to do in my journal. Every time I write something down, I feel like I’m compiling the world’s most stressful to-do list. No more “clean the toilet” and “get dry cleaning” for me, no way. Now it’s “recruit Elan the alchemist” and “get a fabled folk stonesmith to fortify the city we just took over” and “contact the elementals outside the city because we need them here.”

Oh, and “venture out into the city we just took over so they can see the Rift’s Chosen among them, both to fortify the loyalty of the ex-Speaker’s foes and to cow his friends.”

I’m sure it’s fine. It’s fine. I’m fine.

The list grows throughout the night. When Ferelthin finally leaves at first light, begging a need for sleep, I’m disappointed to see him go.

His absence leaves a void. It surprises me. I had basically forgotten romance was an option on Earth, let alone here, so I haven’t given it any real thought. Usually, the thought of dating makes me want to drop kick St. Valentine into the sun. But here—maybe I don’t have to be alone. I haven’t dated anyone since Greg.

You could say I have trust issues.

That is something to think about later, and also something I’m not going to write into my world-shaping to-do list, thank you very much.

Sending word to Beith is easy enough as soon as I find Teinath. Teinath himself is somewhat subdued when he comes to my new quarters, looking around like he can’t quite believe it either.

“This should probably be yours,” I blurt out, hoping he’s not jealous. I’d give it to him in a heartbeat.

He stares at me for a second, and then the muscles of his face slacken into a rueful laugh.

“No way. The ones they gave me are bad enough. Everyone with us has a room up here, and while they’re not quite as ostentatious as this one, believe me when I say they’re enough. And they’re not even near full.” Teinath taps his fingers against his thigh. “Though honestly, I’m trying not to get too comfortable.”

I know what he means, though the reminder isn’t particularly welcome.

We stole a city.

Plenty of people are not going to take that kindly.

The day has dawned cloudy, with the threat of rain hovering in the air. The heavy clouds above the dome rolling in from the mountains look ominous.

Relax. Literally just rain, doofus.

“What happened with the Disciples?” I ask quietly. “You seem to have made quick work of them.”

“Quick, eh?” Teinath shifts his shoulders, uncomfortable.

He goes to sit on the chest at the foot of my bed. After a moment, I join him.

“Everybody knows what they do,” he says, breathing out as he finishes the sentence. “But there’s knowing and there’s knowing.”

“You don’t have to talk about it,” I say hurriedly.

“No, it’s okay. In some ways—” Teinath breaks off with a sharp, self-loathing laugh. “In some ways, it made me glad my parents died the way they did? Just shut in and burned alive. Believe it or not, that’s merciful compared to what we saw in their compound.”

I don’t want to think about it, but if I don’t want to think about it, I’m sure Teinath doesn’t want to see it in his memory.

“When we were going in,” he says, “I kind of wasn’t sure we were doing the right thing. Staging a coup, going in and killing people unprovoked? That’s not the most noble thing to do.”

I wait for him to go on. What he’s saying is making sense to me, resonating like the rift’s hum in the back of my mind.

“Do you know what their requirements are for arresting someone?” Teinath asks.

“They have requirements?” I say dryly.

“Exactly. None. They just can. They take anyone they want with impunity. There were children’s bodies down there, Lithrial. Children. Sometimes they just take people to be ‘purified.’ Usually humans, but sometimes they extend the honour to the rest of our peoples, and they don’t use the physical torture then. Just psychological torture, denying them sleep, forcing them to read out the scrivenings of the One God until they believe them, only stopping the cycle for a short time when they’re convinced the person they’re purifying actually believes what they’re saying.”

Teinath sucks in air. Exhales hard.

“And that’s not even the worst of it. I always kind of thought—I don’t know. Thought Feld was moderate. That he wasn’t as bad as what’s-his-name up in Mithrathan⁠—”

“Arnantas,” I say automatically, Lithrial’s memories springing up with a surge of loathing. The High Speaker of Mithrathan, the head of their Grand Temple. His name alone makes me want to set something on fire.

Apostle of the One God.

“Arnantas,” Teinath says. “That’s the one. I thought Feld wasn’t as bad as him.”

“But you changed your mind.” I already know what I think of Feld.

“Feld kept his power by giving the Disciples what they wanted every now and then. Innocents. He’d let them do something truly heinous just to keep them off his back.” Teinath says the words with bitterness I can almost taste.

“The quarantine,” I say.

“The quarantine.” Teinath slumps. “That’s what the one of the Disciples said, anyway, and he had no reason to lie. They’d wanted to cleanse the sector of the city for a while. Feld just gave them a thin excuse.”

“They can’t be allowed to keep doing this to people,” I murmur.

“No. They can’t.”

Teinath meets my eyes. His are so green, so green. “You know what gets me?”

“What?”

“We did this with fewer than a hundred people. There are thousands in Viathan who hate Feld. Hated, anyway. Well. I still hate him, even though he’s dead.” Teinath taps his index finger against his kneecap, slowly, then faster. “There are almost fifty thousand people in this city, Lithrial. Fewer than half are humans, and only about eight in ten of those are believers in their Grand Temple and their One God. Maybe one in every ten from other peoples also believe. They’ve been grossly outnumbered all this time, but even now, we took over the city with fewer than a hundred people. You had what, four who came in here? We brought fifty to the Disciples’ compound, and another fifty cleared our route into the palace.”

He looks so angry I think he might start digging a hole in the leg of his trousers with his fingernail.

“That’s not many,” I say.

“It’s nothing. Imagine what could have been prevented if even two out of ten of those people out there in the city decided they weren’t going to let atrocities keep happening under their noses. Just . . . imagine.”

That’s it, isn’t it? That’s the thing.

I don’t hesitate. I put my arms around Teinath and pull him close to me, into a hug. He stiffens at first, and I almost let go—but then he clings onto me tight, his shoulders shaking.

I hold him for a while. As much as this is for him, I realise it’s also for me. Holding someone, feeling their warmth against me, the solidity of a person who cares and trusts? That’s something I haven’t felt in I don’t know how long.

Friendship, I guess.

Viath of the skies—have I really forgotten how to have friends?

I guess so.

But something is niggling at me even while I gently stroke Teinath’s silvery hair back from his face. He’s not crying, just . . . processing, I think. When the thought solidifies finally, I give it voice.

“Do you know what you just said though, Teinath?” I ask him softly.

He shakes his head against my shoulder.

“You just told me that everything they’ve built, all the fear they’ve sown through Sirethan for the past age, all the terror, all the control—it can be toppled by a small band of fighters who won’t stand for it anymore.”

Teinath pulls back, and I revise my assumption that he wasn’t crying, because his eyes are wet.

He stares at me for a moment, his mouth slightly open.

“I guess I did,” he says.

“You absolutely did. And more than that, you proved it yourself.”

His eyes rise to the dome above our heads, to the sky covered in clouds. The rift can be made out, just a little, a streak of lavender against the grey, shining through it and leaving the clouds around it slightly iridescent.

When he meets my eyes again, Teinath leans forward and kisses me gently on the forehead. It seems to seal the bond of friendship we’ve been building over the past few weeks. The long miles we walked, the late nights keeping watch, the language of necessity.

The common cause.

And most of all, trust.

“We proved it,” he says.
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I find myself alone not long after, the lull leading me back to my newfound chambers, where I sit awkwardly on the edge of the enormous bed. My mind, strangely, flits to Ethan Buchanan. When I still believed this was a game, a game I thought he and his brother Zachariah made—the most successful in recent history—I couldn’t understand how they had created something so real. I can’t begin to explain now how this works. It can’t be a coincidence that they created a game that was based in a real world—just not Earth. Belatedly, I remember when I realised I was stuck here, how I thought I’d dive into bed with both Buchanan brothers if it’d get me out. Now, I can’t imagine leaving.

There was a time on Earth I almost tried to go for Ethan alone in a moment of altogether different desperation.

Maybe it’s thinking about romance again for the first time since Greg—or maybe it’s partly that my personal experience with Ethan Buchanan was almost tied to my disastrous relationship with Greg.

I’d been at an industry event in the aftermath of Greg’s betrayal—of me, of our friends, of our years of work on a game we poured our souls into. Lost Lands of the Sacred, our passion project and the game of my heart, was meant to be our ticket to freedom.

Instead, we all lost everything. Well, “we” being our core team of artists and devs, all of us except Greg.

I’d gone to that event to try to . . . I don’t know. Regain some dignity? Assert that I wasn’t going to let Greg chase me out of the spaces I’d made my home for so long? Even now, I don’t really know the truth.

Sitting here on the bed in a literal palace, I only know one truth from all that.

I remember being in the bar, the way the flow of networking and conversation seemed to wash around me without including me—“bar-con,” we always called the impromptu gatherings that blurred the line between social and professional when the day’s panels had passed—and I remember looking over to see Ethan Buchanan.

At the time, he was an up-and-coming dev rumoured to have secured investors for a project that they’d kept under such an ironclad NDA, no one could get so much as a single dewdrop of a leak.

Speculation buzzed around him, yet he was—for reasons laughably opposite to my own—as alone as I was at that bar.

Ethan was gorgeous—undeniably so. Tall with dark curls and grey eyes, his face was the sort that would just grow handsomer with age. He had a boyish charm to him, but he was the same age as me.

I’d been so tempted to go up to him, to buy him a drink, and more than a little recklessly, to throw caution to the wind and see what would happen from there.

It was shame that stopped me.

Now, a world away and with that chance gone forever, Ferelthin’s face dancing in my mind, I find myself wishing I’d just fucking gone for it.

How many times did I hold myself back on Earth for fear of . . . what? Rejection? What other people would say or think? I made myself small even before Greg’s betrayal, hid behind my art at first, and then behind the workaholic grind for a game I grew not to love, but to despise for its shallowness. As if making numbers go up in my bank account would somehow redeem me from the ignominy of being so thoroughly fooled by someone I loved.

Without thinking about it, I let my mana pour into me. I listen to the buzz of the rift, visible through the dome far, far above my head.

I have a new chance here.

A chance to not only be whoever I want to be but to be who I am meant to be.

The rift promises that.

Who you’ll be is who you truly are.

I don’t know what that means, but I’ll be damned if I let anything keep me from finding out.

I think of the people we’ve gathered, those who have followed us into Viathan—those who were there with us when the rift appeared in the sky. That promise is as true for them as it is for me.

And just like that, I know what I have to do.

If we are to build a new world, a fairer world, none of us can do it alone.

I take one more look around this ridiculous chamber I usurped from a monster. Let Viathan show the world what is possible. This palace is enormous. Let those who would change the world join me in it.

My heart pounding with the excitement of the decision, I stand, and for the first time maybe in my life, I stride with purpose toward the next fork in the path to my destiny.


Eighteen


Two days after the takeover of Viathan, just about everyone from the early encampment at the rift has moved into the palace. This was my decision. It feels right, and as the corridors fill with wide-eyed people who never thought they’d so much glimpse the inner labyrinth of the palace, I am likewise filled with the certainty that my choice was the correct one.

The people here settle in with determination. They won’t forget this, no matter what comes next. We may not hold this palace or the city for long. None of us are at all unaware of the dangers of our current course. But for now, for this moment, we have achieved a victory.

At Teinath’s urging—it didn’t take much arm twisting—we also offered all the palace staff the choice of whether they wanted to stay on and earn our trust or leave. To my surprise, about half of them chose to stay.

It doesn’t take me too long to find Elan, whom I invited to move into the companion section of the palace. When I check my map, squeezing my parents’ giantsbone token with a now-familiar pang of longing, the map of Viathan and the palace has updated with everyone’s rooms. Helpful. Very helpful.

When I approach, Elan is visibly scrutinising an alchemy table he asked to have moved up from one of the lower areas in the palace. I rap my knuckles on the half-open door and go in.

“Celes—I mean, Lithrial!”

I give him a smile for remembering. “How’s the new place?”

He stares blankly at me. “Is that even a question? This is a literal palace. I was living in a tent.”

“That . . . is a fair point.” I shift my weight. “How’s Libi?”

I haven’t seen Irial or the baby since we got here. I haven’t actually seen the baby at all.

Elan lights up. “Libi’s all better! Mam has the room across the hall with her, but she’s been taking her for walks in the gardens now that the fever’s gone.”

“That’s very good to hear,” I say earnestly.

His room has been partitioned into two sections, with a fireplace where he can boil things if he needs to. He seems to be settling in.

“Did you need something?” Elan crouches to examine the leg of the table and peers at me around the corner of it.

“I wanted to know if you’d consent to officially being the Riftsworn alchemist.” I wait for his response. Since he hasn’t tipped over or hit his head on anything, that’s probably a good sign.

Elan is, however, looking at me as if the rift has opened in the middle of my forehead.

“What?” I ask.

“You know I’m only fifteen, right?” He stands up, brushing his palms off on his thighs. “There has to be a hundred alchemists in the city who are way more qualified than I am.”

“And there’s got to be a hundred other people in this city better suited to running it than I am, but here we are anyway.” I give him a wry smile. “Besides, how many of those alchemists need the experience?”

At his confusion, I wave a hand at him.

“People get all sorts of lucky breaks. Some get it right out of the womb and are born into money or nobility or any number of things. They didn’t do anything to deserve it. Other people are just in the right place at the right time, and sometimes that works out to give them an opportunity. It’s still luck, but in this case, at least it’s a little more egalitarian than just being born. We usually don’t get much say in that.”

As far as speeches go, it’s probably not one of my better ones, but Elan looks thoughtful.

“That’s a good point. Okay. I’m in.” His eyes widen as if he’s just thought of something. “If I’m the official alchemist, does that mean I can ask for things?”

“Erm. Yes?”

Elan’s already shaking his head violently, like he thinks I’m assuming he wants a palace of his own. He starts pacing back and forth in front of the table. “I mean like books and stuff. Can I ask for . . . books and stuff?”

“Absolutely. Ingredients, books, advice—whatever you need. You can even hire an advisor if you want.”

“Yes, oh Ela, this is exciting!” He grabs a sheaf of parchment from the desk and starts digging about for something to write with. “I’ve got to make a list.”

I leave him to maniacally list things, and I head down the hall.

That’s one thing checked off my own list.

I really don’t know if I have possibly created a monster, but it gives me a little glow anyway.

Not ten steps outside of Elan’s room, I hear raised voices downstairs.

I spring into a run, taking the stairs down two at a time, which is far more difficult than it seems since they’re so wide.

There is a small gaggle of humans in the entryway to the palace. They are facing off with Beith and Dar and two of the other elementals I don’t recognise, in addition to Aigen and Sasun, who both look deceptively bored. I slow my steps to an easy walk.

“You can’t just—just storm in here and take over!” one of the humans is shouting. He’s practically vibrating with rage. Put a cymbal near him, and it would start buzzing.

“No one stormed anywhere,” Aigen says lazily. “If you want to see us storm, we can arrange that.”

“Unhelpful,” Beith says without change in tone.

“You have no right⁠—”

The human falls silent at the sight of me. He clearly doesn’t like what he sees. His pale face goes a vibrant shade of pink.

“We can discuss rights, if you like,” I say softly. “Perhaps we can begin with what Sasun and the Prophet witnessed in the Disciples’ compound. What right did the Disciples of the One God have to take children from their homes and torture them?”

“The Disciples act on orders from the Apostle himself, who takes his orders from the One God directly! The children could have been possessed.” The man is a little shorter than me, his blond hair a bit greasy and unkempt. His face has gone from mostly pink to mottled.

“Orders from the One God directly,” I say. “Prove it.”

“Excuse me?”

The other humans shift uneasily. One of the women with them opens her mouth, but then she shakes her head and closes it again. Beith is watching me curiously.

“You made a claim that a human person is getting orders from the god you recognise as supreme to torture and murder children. I said prove it.” I examine the nails on my left hand. Inside, I am raging. After a few speeding heartbeats, I decide to voice some of that rage. “Because if you are simply taking some sycophant’s word and following orders that not just allow for the deaths of innocents, but demand them? I personally claim the right to hold you accountable for it.”

The threat is as naked as a freshly hatched robin.

Sasun, who actually saw that place, takes up my demand. “Prove it, humans. Prove to us that your god demands our deaths at his whims.”

“Prove it,” Aigen echoes. At her enormous height, she towers over even the tallest of the humans. The labrys visible over her shoulders does nothing to disabuse her intimidating stature. “Prove it.”

“I don’t need to listen to this!” the man bursts out finally.

“Of course not. Why would you?” I can’t help it.

“Just how are you any better?” One of the women seems to have had enough.

“Well, for starters, I don’t claim the rift is talking to me,” I say, unable to keep the acid out of my voice. “And I’m certainly not claiming it’s telling me to kill anyone, regardless of their age.”

“So why did you kill the Speaker?” she demands as if this is some sort of gotcha moment.

“She didn’t,” Sasun says. “I did. Because he quite literally stabbed me in the back.”

“Any deaths last night occurred after our lives were threatened,” Beith says, speaking for the first time in several minutes. “How many of your Disciples can truthfully say the same?”

The human woman sputters for a moment in response, then grabs the still-mottled-pink man by the upper arm and turns to leave.

“If you intend to stay in Viathan,” I call after them, “you should know that I will not tolerate anyone from any of Sirethan’s religions and faiths killing innocents simply because a voice only they can hear told them to.”

The woman looks back over her shoulder once with pure hatred in her eyes.

“It is beyond me that such a thing even needs to be said.” My final words hang in the air even after the humans vanish out the door and into the city.

Aigen’s face is unreadable when I glance up at her, but her eyes are hard and unblinking. “They will not listen.”

“Perhaps some of them will,” Beith says encouragingly.

“It matters not if some listen when the rest hold the power,” Aigen says flatly. She then turns to me, and it’s as if she has thrown back the curtains on a beautiful sunny day, so quick is the smile that leaps to her lips. “You, on the other hand, have the appearance of integrity about you. We ought to make sure what you wear into that world out there reflects that to those who need it written into your clothes to see it. Come.”

The thought makes my sudden excitement at new gear falter a bit. Am I truly as bad as the human interrogators, the Disciples and the Purifiers? If the outcome of my acting according to my conscience is death, is that any different?

But then I think back on it—my conscience has not told me to kill someone, and it certainly hasn’t told me to kill any innocents. To the contrary, I’ve tried to prevent bloodshed. Had everything gone according to plan last night, Speaker Feld would be imprisoned, not dead.

My step quickens after Aigen, and I wave briefly to Beith and the others who are now speaking quietly in the foyer, hurrying after the folk woman’s retreating back.
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It strikes me as I sit in the armoury waiting for Aigen to return from the nearby inventory storage room that I don’t really know what to expect from her. I just hope she doesn’t want to replace my staff.

I pull Apathan’s staff from my back and hold it in my hands. Quality over quantity.

My fingers trace the elegant designs. How many generations of my people poured their love and their magic into its creation before it found its way into my hands? I hope I can do it justice.

Aigen returns, carrying a stack of clothing and armour. She sets it carefully on a wide worktable. “I’ll have to do a fitting first. I only guessed at your measurements. Beith wanted to measure you in your sleep, but I said that was too creepy, and so did Ferelthin.”

Ferelthin, eh?

“Okay,” I tell her hastily before the blush can spread too far across my cheeks. “Suit me up.”

“You’re going to have to strip first.”

Right.

There’s no one else down here right now. A few things have ground to a standstill around the palace while we work out new staff and new needs and make sure the day-to-day city bureaucracy functions the way it should—which very well may not be the way it has been functioning.

All while trying to prepare for a probable invasion. Swell.

I pull off my gear, down to my smallclothes.

Aigen squints at me.

“Is there a problem?” I’m not a particularly self-conscious person, but Aigen is the type of person who makes her own size and strength the standard you compare yourself to.

“Nothing you can immediately fix,” she says primly.

Gee, that makes me feel better, and at my uncomfortable look, her eyes widen.

“That came out wrong,” she says with a gust of a sigh. “I just meant you’re skin and bones. If I sounded judgmental, it’s me judging the fact that you’ve barely had time to eat in the past few weeks. You’ll need your strength.”

Oh.

She’s . . . not wrong.

Aigen hands me a soft set of leggings that at first look like pure leather, but when I take them, they’re leather sewn over soft cotton lining in perfectly interlocking strips, reinforced at every seam. Wearing just leather is a nightmare of breathability. (Don’t ask how I know that.) But these look comfortable, flexible, and sturdy without trapping a swamp in my ass.

When I get them on, the size is actually perfect. So perfect I blurt out, “You guessed my measurements?”

Aigen raises an eyebrow at me. “This is my job.”

Oh. Right.

The tunic is light and breathable too, but something clinks when she moves the remaining items on the bench, so I assume it won’t only be this. Sure enough, she hands me a delicate chainmail tunic. No way she made this so quickly.

At my look, she makes an ahem sound. “Armorer. I modified some things I already had in inventory.”

Of course. My face grows warm.

The chainmail is lightweight, though, lighter than it feels like it should be, and it doesn’t clink that much when I move.

“Put your arms up,” Aigen says, and I obey. “All the way.”

I stretch.

“Twist.”

For the next five minutes, I follow her instructions while she observes my range of motion. When she’s satisfied I’m not going to get chainmail pinched into my armpit if I turn too quickly, she nods.

“Do you want new boots?”

“Do I want . . . new boots?”

“Elf. Scrawny people. Often like to be barefoot. How are your feet without boots?” Now she just sounds like she’s talking to a toddler.

“I do like being barefoot, but—” I stop. “I’ve always just been in the city. I never really gave it much thought.”

Aigen reaches for something on the table, and when I see what it is, I have to blink back tears unexpectedly.

Foot wraps, like Apathan always wears. I never really paid attention to his feet, but I do remember before his knee got bad when he’d sit crosslegged in front of the fire and stretch in the mornings before carefully wrapping his feet in leather. He always left his toes free. “So I can feel things I’m meant to, as’lin,” he told me.

“Those are perfect,” I say before Aigen can hand them to me. “Thank you.”

The tall woman blinks at me, her eyes softening. “There’s bracers here, which are adjustable, so the fit shouldn’t be a problem. Last thing.”

Aigen holds up a breastplate, watching me carefully as she turns it so I can see the front of it.

She’s emblazoned it with a stylised rift that cuts vertically through the very centre, and in the middle of that is a symbol I don’t recognise. It looks like a star, if I had to guess. The way stars look when you squint at them and the light bends to make a burst. It’s fuller in the middle, just above the centreline of the breastplate, and it trails downward to a burst of smaller sparks, all moulded into the silvery-white metal like a comet’s tail.

“While it’s not as immediately practical, it is important that you feel kinship to the emblem of your movement.” Aigen holds it out to me, and I take it. “If we are to call you Aurora’s Chosen, the Celestine, you need to feel like we are yours. Like the banner we raise in your name is truly yours. It needs to be yours.”

“Yes,” I say softly. “You got it exactly right.”

Aigen takes it back from me to help me into it, hiding a pleased smile I catch out of the corner of my eye. She fits the breastplate over the mail with its leather buckles and over my back. It’s the first time I’ve worn proper armour, and it feels—if not normal—right.

“Good,” she says. “That’s not half bad.”

“Are you kidding? It’s marvellous.”

“You do your job, Celestine, and leave the smithing to me. Perhaps someday, I’ll get the chance to show you marvellous.” Aigen’s cheeks show the slightest twitch of a dimple that says she’s hiding a smile.

“Speaking of smithing, we might need your help fortifying the city. Those tunnels⁠—”

“Already working on it. Which is to say we’re working on fixing the outer walls first, because if they get to those tunnels at all, we’ve got far bigger problems.” Aigen helps me with my bracers finally. “You should have a helmet or a cowl or something, but if you can bear the risk of it, I’d say hold off.”

“Hold off?” I ask warily.

“Right now, they need to learn your face. It’s a pretty one, but that’s not the point. The point is hope, and with that thing in the sky, everyone in Sirethan needs hope more than anything else.”

With that, Aigen shoos me out of the armoury with my new gear, adding that I need to find a tailor about casual wear.

One more thing I can check off on my list. Or two, really, between the walls and my new armour. I truly like the Anvil the more I interact with her. She seems deliberate, thoughtful. But when she moves, she moves. I appreciate that about her.

A sharp whistle gets my attention as I’m climbing the stairs back toward the companion quarters. When I look over, Ink’s straddling the enormous marble balustrade, their back up against a pillar with a piece of grass dangling from their lips like a caricature of a farmer. Or maybe they just remind me of Peter Pan. I’m not entirely sure.

“Something amok?” I ask.

“Might be. Fancy a field trip?” Ink nods at me—or on second thought, at my new outfit. “Break in the new stuff maybe?”

“What’d you have in mind?”

Ink grins, lips tightening around the grass stem. “I found a cave full of spiders.”


Nineteen


Cave full of spiders is not exactly the descriptor I want to hear, well. Let’s face it. Ever.

Something of my distaste must show on my face because Ink bursts out laughing.

“You should see your face.” They giggle. “If I could make my face do that—oh, never mind. It’s not actually full of spiders. There might be some spiders. It’s probably more likely that we’ll run into a goruk and some of its minions, though, and I think you’ll want to take care of them.”

“I’m listening.” The sentence comes out with a slight upward intonation at the end that makes it sound more like a question, probably because I’m still stuck on cave full of spiders. I don’t even know for sure what a goruk is.

More unnervingly, that’s as true of Lithrial as it is of my Evie-mind. If neither of us know what a goruk is, I think I would prefer not to find out.

Ink swings their leg to the inside ledge of the balustrade and hops down.

“I was talking to a few of the servants who stuck around, and they said that Speaker Stabbyknives liked to hide stuff down there when he didn’t want his bestest pals to find out. Which means⁠—”

“Which means it could be useful. Right. That sounds like a good plan to check out.” It does, really, and I’m getting a bit antsy in the palace.

“You need to blow off some steam, celestine,” Ink proclaims, leaning into the assonance of their words. “Who else do you want to join us?”

“I think Aigen’s busy, but we probably would be smart to bring along Sasun, too. And Teinath? If there’s spiders, he could help me roast them.” Now I’m just embarrassing myself. I sound pathetic.

I just really hate spiders. It’s not the most original fear, but one of the myriad reasons my Earth parents are terrible is that they used to show me horror movies when I was a kid to see how scared I’d get, and one of them featured lots and lots of spiders. Impressionable age. I’ve gotten to the point where I can see an arachnid without going catatonic, but those are also usually Earth arachnids, which—unless you’re in Australia—do not tend to be the size of pit bulls.

But Ink’s shaking their head. “Teinath’s busy learning to run the city today. Get Ferelthin.”

Why does that make me feel nervous?

“Okay,” I say after a beat. “You get Sasun, I’ll go find him.”

The walk up to the companion quarters has me worried I won’t actually find him after all he said about maybe not being around. But when I arrive upstairs and knock on the door to his room, he’s there—in a new outfit himself.

For a too-long moment, we both just look at each other. Aigen—because it has to be her work—has him in what looks like a counterpoint to what I’m wearing. His colours are almost lilac-grey and charcoal in contrast to mine, making the deep purple tattoos on the sides of his head stand out even more.

“Hi,” I say, dropping my gaze to the floor almost sheepishly.

Get it together.

“I see Aigen found you too,” he says. “It suits you. A mage who is a graceful fighter is rare enough; she should have the equipment needed to do what she must without fear of a stray stroke causing preventable damage.”

He raises a hand lightly to my shoulder, healed now, but drops it again after the slightest brush of his knuckles against the chainmail.

It feels like he’s sent a lightning bolt through me.

“Thank you,” I manage to say. Barely. Did he say I was a graceful fighter? He did. “I’m glad to see she made certain of the same for you.”

Help.

To my utter disbelief, Ferelthin blushes, glancing down at his feet before meeting my eyes again. “With a little luck, none of us will embarrass the cause on the field.”

“Speaking of fields,” I say, then wince. “Or rather, speaking of caves.”

“We’re speaking of caves?”

“We’re about to be.” Smooth, Lithrial. Well done. “Ink found a cave full of spiders, and they want us to explore it.”

Ferelthin doesn’t blink for a moment, then he twitches. “Wait. You’re serious.”

“Oh. Yes?” There’s a moment of awkward silence. “It’s probably not actually full of spiders, right?”

The other elf’s laugh is almost enough to make me ready to take on a whole palace full of spiders.

Almost.
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Ink is the only one who seems excited about this cave, flitting ahead of us and then back the whole way out of the city. It’s not far from the palace at all, through the southeastern-most gate and a bare mile toward the mountains themselves. Both Ferelthin and I walk with our staves in hand. Sasun makes a disgusted noise any time a bird sings—which strikes me as strange, but the serpentus is not someone I know well enough to pester about it yet.

Plus, I think she could flatten me.

“We’re almost there!” Ink singsongs the words, stopping halfway up a grassy hillock with both hands on their hips.

The posture is so Neverlandishly familiar, I half-expect Ink to burst into a rendition of “I Won’t Grow Up.”

“What is it with changelings and caves?” Ferelthin asks under his breath.

Sasun makes another noise that could be a laugh this time.

Doggedly, I follow Ink up the hillock.

The slope evens out against the wall of a ravine. There’s a creek bed at the bottom of it, dry for the season, though in the distance somewhere I do hear a trickle of water.

And sure enough, tucked back behind a large bramble is a hole.

“The Speaker kept things he didn’t want in the hands of the Disciples in here?” Sasun asks, her voice a hair more alive than deadpan—but only a hair.

“Yup,” chirps Ink. “Beware of the locals.”

Great.

“I’ll go first,” Sasun says, and without waiting for anyone to object, she slips around Ferelthin and Ink and heads right in.

We follow her. Darkness immediately envelops us.

“I don’t suppose anyone thought to bring a torch?” Ferelthin asks with deceptive mildness.

“Torch?” Ink asks as if he’s suggested bringing Speaker Feld’s gold-plated tea set we found in one of the parlours.

“Oh, for Viath’s sake,” I mutter. At least this gives me a chance to try out my celestial night-light. I coax a trickle of mana into me, melding it with the hum of the rift, and a ball of dim silver light forms in my palm. “Better, Ferelthin?”

He looks at the light, then at me. “Yes.”

Sasun gives me a nod of approval and moves deeper into the cave. The first few minutes of walking are unremarkable. But after we’ve gone probably a quarter of a mile down the gentle slope, Sasun motions to the walls, where ahead a black shape stands out against the grey stone—lines too angular and sharp to be a natural formation.

“Not sure if it’s Feld that put those here, but someone definitely got use out of this cave and didn’t want the light from those torches to be seen from the entrance,” she says. “Lithrial or Ferelthin, one of you could probably light it.”

Maintaining my little ball of light doesn’t take too much mana, but I’m not sure how well I’ll be able to juggle it if we need to fight.

It doesn’t take much to draw on Tein’s portion of my magic—the fire god, the one Teinath is named for. The torch against the wall of the cave ignites with a muted whoomph, and I let the star-light go out.

My eyes need a moment to adjust to the change in light, but there are other torches at intervals along the walls. I light a couple more while the others keep watch. The cave is still little more than a tunnel, but the slope’s grade increases noticeably after the third torch.

Sasun takes point again. I try to listen past the sound of our footsteps for anything indicating whether we’re alone or not. The sound quality is muted. Quiet. There’s a soft rush of air and the scuff of our feet. I’m starting to understand what Apathan meant about his foot wraps allowing him to feel what he’s meant to. The floor is . . . cool without being cold. There are irregularities in the stone, but nothing sharp.

There. A sound. I wait to see if it comes again, slowing my breathing and my pace. Almost a high-pitched creak or a squeak, but definitely made by something alive.

“Be ready,” I say softly.

Sasun’s head swivels to look at me, but she nods and stops walking.

The tunnel is opening up around us a bit. We’re almost outside the light of the last torch. No one moves while I walk to the next one.

As I light it, the stone beneath my feet vibrates almost imperceptibly with the force of a series of small impacts.

“Look out!” I yell, jumping back from the fire.

Not a moment too soon.

Crawling along the base of the tunnel wall, right where it meets the floor, is a spider the size of a wild boar.

Ink crows and looses an arrow at it just as Ferelthin hits it with lightning. The spider brushes off the electricity like it’s a mild annoyance. I cast Starfire at it, dancing back out of its range. The blast of my spell catches it in its enormous torso, throwing it off balance, but the damn thing has eight legs and knows how to use them. It catches itself against the tunnel wall behind the torch and stabilises.

Sasun charges with her sword, but the spider runs up the wall out of range, lifting its abdomen to point its spinnerets right at us. Shit. Nope. Nope-nope-nope-nope-nope.

On pure instinct, I reach through the fire in the torch and link it with my mana. Out of the light source, I make a flamethrower. The entire room blazes orange with the sudden brightness, followed by a flash of dry heat that tightens my pores.

The spider makes a noise like a thousand metal nails dragged down a chalkboard. The sticky webbing it tries to throw at Sasun strikes the funnel of fire I’ve improvised. The fire incinerates most of it, and Sasun dodges the rest, catching only a few strings on her sword with a grunt of disgust.

I haven’t seen Ferelthin use many spells besides lightning, and certainly not this one.

He sends a bolt of silvery-purple energy at the spider, which is trying to skitter backward on the wall away from the flame. When Ferelthin’s spell hits it, the spider’s eight legs all straighten like one of those fainting goats, and the enormous arachnid tips over, hitting the ground with a too-loud thud I feel in my feet.

“Try ice!” he yells to me.

I cast Aura of Deigith at the spider. Frost blossoms at its cluster of eight eyes, spreading out and down each of its legs.

Sasun takes her moment, stabbing the thing through the eyes just as Ink plants three arrows in quick succession into its head.

It spasms once and dies.

“Well,” Ink says cheerfully, “we have a better idea of how to kill them now.”

Sasun just stares at the changeling. “You say that like we had one to start with.”

Ferelthin’s laughter takes me by surprise. It creates a tug in my stomach that has nothing to do with spiders.
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I almost stumble when I’m lighting the next torch because it’s just clicked that I felt oncoming spiders with my feet. Vibrations in the earth. Apathan used to talk about it, but I must not have been attuned enough to my own mana before I ascended to Black Cherry to do it myself. But I felt the spider’s approach before it ventured into the light, and I think I’ll recognise it again if it happens.

If anything, it puts me even more on my guard than I already was, but the implications of the ability are far reaching and potentially powerful. Everything sends vibrations through the ground when moving upon its surface—what are the limits of such a thing if I learn to take the time to listen?

The tunnel has widened, but we haven’t reached anything resembling a chamber yet, and no other tunnels have branched off the side.

This time, when I feel the ripple in the ground, I’m ready for it.

“Spider,” I say, hating the word. The ground buzzes again. “Ugh. More than one.”

This time I cast Aura of Deigith the moment the first spider skitters into view. Ferelthin hits the second with his petrify spell, whatever that is. It’s a little better when we’re prepared. Or it would be if I didn’t catch the corner of a web cone on my staff and elbow at the tail-end of the fight and almost set myself on fire trying to get it off.

I clumsily fling Sudden Blaze at both spiders, which finishes them, but my heartbeat is shallow and far too fast. My breath refuses to sink into my lungs where it would be useful. Panic. That’s what this is.

I’m barely aware of Ink crouching by the spiders and gathering something into vials. Venom, maybe. I don’t know, and I don’t care.

The webbing is sticky, clinging. It’s not slimy or gooey like a huge fly trap. It feels like the way a cat’s tongue sticks to a woolly jumper. Whatever makes it work just makes it hug any surface.

Everyone’s staring at me.

“Easy,” Ferelthin says gently. He takes my staff from me and holds it lightly over the nearest torch.

I can . . . feel him pull on his mana. I don’t know what he’s doing, but it’s working. The flames from the torch burn through the webbing without damaging the staff. When he holds out a hand to me, I go to him, and he does the same for my elbow. It makes me understand the old saw that fire is purifying. I feel cleaner.

“Ma taingil,” I say gratefully.

The elven thank you springs so readily to my tongue that it startles my mouth shut. The world’s gone and unnerved me again with the knowledge packed into my mind. Again, I sway in the strange awareness that I’m not alone in my mind. I don’t know where Evie ends and Lithrial begins—I don’t even know who I mean when I think I.

“Da’atha sa.” Ferelthin meets my eyes.

For a long moment, I can’t look away. It’s Ink who draws our attention then.

“Unless you want to settle down here and move in, we should get going.”

Moving deeper into the tunnel, I have to fight my own feet to keep them moving. The rhythm of our footsteps in the ground is a comfort, but I start flinching from any variation in it.

The dread that settles over me is heavy.

Cave full of spiders, Ink said. Sure, great plan for an arachnophobe.

I’ve gotten so much better in my daily life, but the spiders I’m going to encounter at home are no bigger than a bottle cap, usually. My mouth won’t moisten, and I don’t actually have any water.

I need to distract myself somehow.

“Why on earth would Feld keep stuff here if there are giant spiders everywhere? How would he get in and out alive?” I ask.

Ferelthin looks at me thoughtfully.

Sasun, who has kindly refrained from drawing attention to my obvious unease, glances over her shoulder. “Keeps out most prying eyes.”

“Right, but even if he stealthed in and out, that seems like an awfully big risk for someone of his position to take.” Something isn’t right here. Well. A lot isn’t right. Why do fantasy worlds always seem to have pony-sized spiders? That is one consistency I would much rather do without. One thing I wish Earth imaginings would have gotten wrong. Why couldn’t it be unicorns? Friendly unicorns. Some representation for my country’s national animal.

“Indeed,” Ferelthin is saying. I shake myself back to the task at hand. “I think perhaps the Speaker had secrets.”

“That’s why we’re here,” Ink chimes in. “Winkling out secrets is what changelings do best.”

That doesn’t make me feel much better. It is probably also total bullshit.

As if reading my mind, Sasun mutters, “And here I just thought that honour belonged to talking out your ass.”

“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that,” Ink sings, running their fingers down the side of the wall as they walk.

“Did someone just fart?” Sasun asks, her voice making clear she’s likening Ink’s speech to verbal flatulence.

Ink’s peal of good-natured laughter resounds through the tunnel.

The sound is different than we’ve been hearing. Hollower. More echo.

“I think we’re approaching a chamber,” I say, and Ferelthin nods.

Excitement blends with my underlying fear. When I light the next torch, sure enough, the light pool extends far enough to see that the path we’re on curves to the right. The way directly forward ends in a sharp ledge marked by a crude rail.

There’s also the sound of water running.

“Keep your guard up,” the serpentus cautions. She draws her blade again, holding it at the ready as we walk up to the ledge.

The light is changing too, which I’m not certain is a good sign.

Up ahead, the tunnel opens into a wide cavern that extends out and up.

The ceiling reaches high up along the sides of the mountain. Soaring above our heads is the reason for the change in light—it’s open to the sky.

It’s not a huge hole, and it’s partly covered by vegetation and vines that dip into the cave like ribbons far above us, but a trickle of sunlight gets through. Water burbles and splashes off to the left, spurting from a hole in the rock into a small cascade that pools at the cavern’s centre.

If that were all, it would be beautiful. But of course, that’s not all.

Unmissable amongst the few underground trees and bushes are the webs. More unmissable is the constant, fine tremors of the ground under my feet.


Twenty


“Does anyone else feel that?” I ask, dread pooling in my belly.

The looks they give me are a distinct no.

Except Ferelthin, who frowns as if only just recognising a background buzz and placing it correctly with the thing making it.

“Do you see that?” Ink points downward from the ledge. Half-hidden behind an outcropping of stone is an unmistakably hand-made structure of stone, roofed with turf and clearly long-established.

Great. The Speaker of Viathan made himself a hobbit-hole for an office in a cave full of spiders. I am hating this guy a little more every second. I wouldn’t mind the chance to kill him again.

The tremors aren’t stopping. While the cavern is pretty well-lit, there are enough crevices in the rock for spiders to hide in, and there is little I hate more than the idea of a horde of arachnids descending on us from above.

Nope. Nope.

Except I don’t have much of a choice. We’re here, and we’ve just tramped through this tunnel to get here, and we can’t leave until we find out what’s in that hut down there.

“For the record, I might never forgive you for this,” I tell Ink. “I really, really hate it.”

“Oh, you’ll forgive me,” Ink insists. “Just wait.”

“If I get eaten by a spider, I’m coming back as a ghost and haunting you until the next rift,” I mutter.

“Deal,” Ink says.

They weren’t supposed to agree.

“You’re not getting eaten by a spider,” Sasun says. “I’ll never understand what’s so scary about them.”

“That’s fine. You don’t have to,” I tell her. “Doesn’t mean it’s any better for me.”

Sasun appears to consider that.

“The sooner we venture down there, the sooner we can leave,” Ferelthin says finally, with a glance at me. “Anyone object to getting this over with?”

The three of us shake our heads.

“I think we’re going to have company,” I say. “Lots of it.”

Walking down the sloped path to the bottom of the cavern is anticlimactic, however. In spite of the trembling I feel in the ground, just irregular enough not to be caused by the waterfall, nothing jumps or skitters out at us as we descend.

Ferelthin is looking more uneasy than everyone else but me.

“What is it?” I ask him.

“Magical residue. Someone has used a lot of power here, over time.” He holds up a hand as if running it through falling water. “If I had to guess, I’d say there was a sustained spell set up that had to be reinvoked every so often. Whatever it is, it’s starting to fray.”

“Magic,” Sasun says. “The elf can see magic.”

“It’s more feeling than anything,” Ferelthin says. “You could learn to do it.”

“Not the point.”

“Speaker Feld wasn’t a mage, though—was he?” I ask, skepticism overriding my nerves for the moment.

“Plenty of rogues use magic without really calling it that. How else do you think stealth works? It’s not like the average non-magic user can just disappear at will,” Ink says helpfully, making a gesture I think is supposed to be an approximation of the sound poof. “We all like to make out that we’re just that sneaky, but come on.”

“That’s—a good point,” I say. “But not what I meant. As the Speaker of Viathan, Feld being a practicing mage would have been frowned upon to say the least. Even though the humans use magic, they’re so strict about how and when it’s allowed that I can’t imagine them letting someone in charge of a city cultivate the art.”

“Perhaps he simply had help,” says Sasun.

The simplest explanation usually is the right one.

The tremors beneath my feet are suddenly quakes.

“Look out!” I yell. “Coming from the right!”

My staff whirls in my hands. I can’t even see what’s coming at us through the bushes yet, but I can feel where it is, and I cast Aura of Deigith at it.

“Ugh!” I feel when my spell hits, and Ink looks quickly between me and the direction I cast, loosing an arrow so fast, I can’t for the life of me figure out how they did the mental trigonometry on the fly.

Ferelthin’s spell flashes by me on my left, stunning a spider barreling toward us. It stiffens and collapses, and Sasun goes for that one with her sword.

The ground is still shivering under my feet. There’s at least four or five more coming at us. My gaze shoots involuntarily upward, and not a moment too soon.

Several spiders are descending from the ceiling above us, and those ones I wouldn’t feel in my toes.

“Above!”

Arrows fly upward from Ink’s bow, the snap of their bowstring echoing through the cavern. One of the arrows slices through a spider’s silk. The impact of the creature falling fifty feet onto the ground splats it like an egg, sending spider guts splashing outward and shocks through the bedrock under my feet.

But then the ground shudders again. And again. The smaller tremors are still there, but amid them, growing faster, is a pounding rhythm.

Oh, no. Oh, hell no.

“Incoming!” I holler at the same time Ferelthin yells, “They’ve got a behemoth!”

It appears with the fading echo of his last word: a spider the size of an elephant with legs big enough that the four of us stacked on top of each other wouldn’t quite equal the length of one. Its fangs are folded inward, but twitching, shining in the light with a substance I know damn well is pure venom.

I can’t move. It shouldn’t be that fast at its size, but its stride is long enough that it has halved the distance to us from one breath to the next.

The others have downed another trio of the smaller spiders, and even Sasun makes a distressed noise at the sight of the behemoth. There are more waves of the smaller ones coming at us. I can feel them.

“Take out as many as you can!” I yell it through the cavern, seizing my mana and the chords of the rift above us to cast Aurora’s Beacon.

The light fills the cavern, illuminating the flash of what seems like hundreds of eyes surrounding us. I cast Sudden Blaze on the spiders closest to me, then Starfire at the behemoth’s front leg, hoping desperately it doesn’t snap it out of the stun.

“They shouldn’t all be attacking like this!” Ink shouts.

“We can argue about why they are later!” Ferelthin is working through the spiders I’ve already injured with another spell I can’t identify.

Ink is going to run out of arrows at this rate. The changeling leaps forward as soon as Ferelthin finishes off the new group of spiders, yanking arrows out of them and firing them again without hesitation.

There’s another small crowd of them behind us, starting to break out of the stun. I whirl, casting Orbit at them to keep them grouped. My mana won’t hold up much longer, and I wish lightning did more than tickle these creatures. Sasun strides forward, sword at the ready, and as I feel the resonant pulse of the behemoth beginning to move again, Sasun slices through the clustered tangle of the smaller spiders’ flailing legs and shining eyes without a second thought.

“Lithrial!” Ferelthin’s voice is heavy with warning, and I hurry to him.

The behemoth is hanging back a little, free from the stun but clearly calculating its next move as its probable children die around it.

“Thoughts? Quick thoughts?” I hiss to Ferelthin.

“Legs,” is all he says.

With the last of my mana, I cast Starfire once more on the same leg I hit before. The behemoth lets loose an ear-curling shriek magnified by the echoes of the chamber, so loud that even Sasun flinches.

But Sasun doesn’t lose much time. With a quick upward jerk of her chin at us, she sprints at the spider, aiming right for the leg both Ferelthin and I are targeting.

Behind us, Ink is moving more like Tinkerbell than Peter Pan, lighting on a piece of ground long enough only to pull arrows free and send them flying again, this time toward the behemoth’s eyes.

I see the giant arachnid shift an instant too late. “Move!”

I dive out of the way just as the behemoth lifts its spinnerets, sending a massive net of webbing shooting out at all of us.

I’m too slow. It clips me in the stomach, the weight of it startling, enough to push me backward onto the ground.

Legs land on me, and something hot drips onto my neck.

My mana is too low and creeps back too slowly to do anything but a basic attack. My body revolts, moved somewhere beyond terror.

The skin of my throat burns with the spider’s venom. I can feel the movement of the ground in my whole body as the behemoth advances.

A smaller spider is on me. It’s on me, and I can’t get it off. My arms are free. I should be thankful she didn’t hit me with the full spray of webbing.

Desperately, I hit the attacking smaller spider with attack after attack, time slipping away from me even as my mana slowly regenerates.

The creature is faltering, but not fast enough. I can’t see what the others are doing or if they’ve been pinned like I am.

I react with pure instinct when my mana tips over sixty. I forget all about attacking; all I know is that I need to be free of this gunk. Sudden Blaze pours out of my staff, scorching the webbing that is keeping me glued to the floor with a sickly-sweet odour of charred, rancid syrup.

The spider on me shrieks and dies, and I scramble to my feet, feeling the venom dripping down my throat under my armour and onto my chest. It leaves a burning trail of pain.

My mana is barely enough, but I cast Ela’s Touch on myself, thankful for the upgrade that lessened its casting cost.

Compared to before, the effect of my healing spell makes it feel like my mana is pouring back into me instead of trickling.

The spider I just killed is still burning. Ink is pinned by webbing ten feet away, stabbing their last remaining arrow repeatedly into the face of a dying arachnid.

Like I did in the tunnel with the torch, I pour my mana into the still-smouldering arachnid, turning the corpse of my fallen foe into a flamethrower to burn away the threads holding Ink down.

Ferelthin and Sasun are battling the behemoth, and Sasun bellows a challenge through the cavern when the enormous creature looks to the elf mage instead of her. The ground shivers with more of the smaller spiders responding to the taunt.

“Ink!” I call out.

“I’m up, I’m up!” The changeling flings their bow over their shoulder and produces a pair of daggers from their knee-high boots.

Several arrows protrude from the behemoth’s eye cluster like a pincushion. At least three of the eight eyes have been blinded, but it’s not enough.

As soon as my mana sufficiently recovers, I cast Starfire at the front leg again. This time, it’s plenty. The leg severs at the top joint, and the behemoth pitches forward, off balance for just long enough to allow Sasun to send a devastating slice of her broadsword into the lower joint of the other front leg.

The gargantuan spider wobbles, screeching, fumbling to get its spinnerets in position to blast us with webbing again, but its balance is off, and the webbing shoots upward in an arc, coming down on the behemoth itself as Sasun leaps backward to avoid it.

Sasun is injured. Shit. Angry red droplets mark the serpentus’s hands. I cast Ela’s Touch on her, hoping it’ll be enough.

“Taunt!” Ink calls, and Sasun does without a thought.

The monster swivels clumsily to face the warrior. Ink darts in beneath the enormous cephalothorax, leaping with both daggers to plant them in the joint of one of the back legs.

Ferelthin hits the behemoth with his stun, which causes it to seize up, but only for a split second.

My mana is back to its usual regeneration. I have enough in me to cast Sudden Blaze once more, and I aim for her eyes.

The spider shrieks, lurching backward.

Sasun goes in for an attack, aiming for the leg next to Ink, where Ink is still stabbing at the joint.

Something hits me in the back.

I hit the ground hard, my staff wedged between me and the cavern floor just low enough that the breastplate doesn’t mute the impact.

“Lithrial!” Ferelthin calls out my name just as the behemoth collapses on top of Ink and Sasun.

“Help them!” I yell, trying in vain to turn.

Green-black bodies and furry legs cloud my vision. More venom drips onto the back of my head, down the sides of my neck. I can hear it on the plate of armour against my shoulder blades like the tink-tink-tink of slowing raindrops on a metal roof.

I can’t let them web me down.

Drawing the rest of my mana, I cast Aura of Deigith immediately above me. My vision swims as my magic bottoms out. There’s a crackling sound as the hairs on the spiders’ legs frost over, and the tangle of movement against my body slows enough for me to twist and yank my staff out from under me.

I can’t see what’s going on with the behemoth, but Ferelthin is yelling, and Sasun is swearing.

Three of the smaller spiders got caught in my spell. They are still moving, but slowly, and I hit them with basic attacks that do nothing for me, or seem to.

My breath comes in hiccups, and without thinking, I swing my staff directly at the spiders, pummelling them with the violet spinel cluster at the staff’s end over and over as I hit them with whatever attack I can push out through the conduit I’ve turned into a crude club.

I don’t realise the fight is over until a hand falls on my shoulder. I jerk, almost thwacking Ferelthin in the face with my staff.

“It’s okay,” he says softly. “You’re okay.”

I snap back to myself with those words. The trio of spiders are a slushy pulp of legs and chunks of exoskeleton at my feet.

The ground is no longer trembling.

“First time I ever saw a mage go berserk,” Sasun says, sauntering over and snapping a rag she just used to clean her sword with a crack that sends spider guts spraying out over the leaves of a bush.

She claps me on the back, then grimaces and wipes her hand.

Everyone’s staring at me as if wanting reassurance that I’m not going to start beating them with my glorified magic stick.

“I really, really hate spiders,” I say finally.

“I noticed,” Ink mutters. “You roasted my arrows.”

The changeling gestures at the collapsed body of the behemoth. Protruding from the cluster of eyes is a group of six or seven arrows, cheerfully burning like birthday candles.


Twenty-One


My body burns from the fight. And apparently, bottoming out my mana is not a good thing. It takes me a solid half hour before I feel even remotely stable on my feet, the wooziness and nausea a sloshing tide of discomfort. It takes everything in me to keep it from spewing right out my mouth. Gods, I’m a mess.

I cast Ela’s Touch on myself again, hoping at some point there will be a development that allows me to make it an area-of-effect heal or a full-party heal.

Ink is scurrying around retrieving the arrows that survived the fight, and it cheers me a little that the changeling’s quiver is at least half full by the time they’re finished.

I sit on a rock a short distance away, leaning back against the trunk of a scraggly tree that digs into my shoulder blades.

“Shall we?” Ferelthin asks, nodding in the direction of the hut.

I nod, shifting my shoulders as the healing continues to spread through me. The burning fades to itching, but I do not want another spider venom shower any time soon.

It’s only a short walk to the hut, which looks incongruously cozy in the absence of stampeding spiders.

Ferelthin stops at the door, hesitating.

At first, I’m not sure why, but I take a breath and try to listen in a way I haven’t thought to before. I can feel his mana rippling outward from him. I wonder if mine does the same.

I feel . . . something. Right at the edge of my awareness, like fingers brushing up against something just barely out of reach. I remember something Apathan said once—unraveling magic can cause as much damage as traps for the unwary.

Ink mutters under their breath about how arachne are generally shy. I catch something about rift-sickness before the changeling shakes their head. I turn myself back to the task at hand. Ferelthin meets my gaze.

“You feel it, don’t you?” Ferelthin asks, nodding at the door.

“What is it?” Like I’m grasping at something and getting closer to catching it, I push my mana against it a little more insistently. It pushes back with a slight sting.

Sensory spellwork. Apathan could do it, and he said I could too, though beyond my accidental drapery pyrotechnics, until recently, I’d never believed it.

“Just like you can feel someone’s body heat or the movement of the wind, as’lin, magic produces energies you can sense as well,” Apathan said to me once. “An observant mind can use it to spot traps, spells, and places of arcane significance that would escape a more distracted user.”

“Wards?” I ask tentatively.

“Exactly,” Ferelthin gives me a half smile that looks impressed. “Powerful ones, but unmaintained. It is likely whoever was maintaining them missed an appointment.”

“Feld,” I say flatly.

Ferelthin nods. “At this point, I would be surprised if this were not his work.”

It bothers me.

“If he were such a powerful mage, how did he die so easily?” I ask.

“You call that easy?” Sasun approaches, digging the point of her sword into the ground next to me.

I wince. “Not exactly what I meant.”

“You mean to ask why he didn’t use more offensive spellwork if it were available to him. That is a pertinent question.” Ferelthin looks back to the door of the hut, assessing.

“The bastard’s cocky, that’s all,” Ink says, thumbing the point of a now-clean arrow before dropping it back into their quiver. “Look. He’d spent all this time hiding who or what he was, if he really was a mage, and he told us himself the Disciples of the One God were coming to make kebabs out of us. He was buying time for them to get there, and he didn’t really expect to be outmatched by four nobodies in his own house.”

That does make a certain amount of sense.

“And magic has limits,” I say quietly after a beat. The sensation of spider legs tangled all over my body makes me shiver. “Even if he had, there’s no guarantee he would have been successful. This way, he’s also a martyr.”

The thought sours on my tongue. Sasun looks as if she finds it at least as distasteful.

“All the more reason to find out what is inside this hut,” Ferelthin says.

“Can you get through the wards?” Sasun stumbles a bit on the words.

The serpentus are innately tied to magic. It’s a bit strange to meet one who balks at it so much. Everybody’s different, I guess.

“It’s less a matter of punching through them—that’s usually the best way to trigger their defences—and more letting them dissolve. I can likely help them along.” Ferelthin gives me a sideways glance. “This might be a helpful spell for you to learn eventually, Lithrial.”

Intrigued, I step back while he opens himself to his mana. I can almost see what he’s doing; threads of spirit entwine with something that feels like death and life balled up in one. He casts it out like a net over the hut, and it flashes white and purple before fading away. When the light is gone, there is a . . . void.

Where there was something for my mana to brush up against, now there’s just nothing.

“Did you just dispel the existing magic?” I ask, in awe. “And it worked even on those wards?”

“It won’t always be that easy. These were already in a state of decay.” But Ferelthin looks pleased that I figured out what he’d done.

That sounds tantalising.

“Well, what are you waiting for? Is it safe or what?” Ink asks with an explosive sigh.

I can’t help but grin. “Ferelthin?”

“After you,” he says, opening the door.
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The inside of the hut has an odd smell to it, like someone has lived in it recently. There is a fireplace in the back with a kettle on a hook pushed off to the side, and the ashes have been cleaned out in the near past.

It’s clean, tidy, and unmistakably the place of a magic user. Herbs hang from the rafters in neat bundles, and there is an entire bookshelf loaded with vials all precisely labeled by a fastidious hand. Another bookshelf is full of actual books, and these are titles no Speaker of the One God would get away with keeping openly within fifty miles of a temple.

“Well,” I say. “I guess Speaker Feld was a mage.”

Sasun lets out a low whistle, going over to the shelf of vials. “The man knew his poisons.”

She lifts her right shoulder and lets it fall again, clearly uncomfortable. I hadn’t realised he’d poisoned his blades, but it certainly makes sense that someone like Feld would.

Ferelthin is going over the books, running a long index finger across their spines. “Some of these are very valuable. All of them are rare. It’s a death sentence to be caught with at least three of them.”

“Ooh, let me see.” Ink bustles over and plucks one of them off the shelf. “A Compendium of the Spiritual: Servants of the Arcane. I’ve always wanted to read this!”

“Servants knew about this place?” I say slowly. “Did he trust someone with his secret?”

“Unlikely,” says Sasun, still staring at the rows of delicate glass bottles. “But servants don’t miss much.”

That’s true. Anyone who ignores what goes on in the foundation levels of their household is likely to end up with their smallclothes hung on a flagpole. Literally or figuratively. Maybe both.

There’s a desk against the far wall, along with a narrow cot in the corner with a fluffed pillow. I go to the desk, which is clean of any papers, but it has drawers.

Tentatively, I brush my mana against it, but it meets no resistance. If there were wards on the desk itself, it looks like Ferelthin’s spell dispelled them as well.

The top drawer is mostly fountain pens and a few carefully corked inkwells, along with stacks of unused paper and parchment.

The second drawer is home to a book.

Touching it gives me an immediate thrill. This is what we came here for; I know it.

I open the book.

The first few pages are mostly innocuous: lists of alchemical ingredients, a partial inventory of the books on the shelf. But after that, it’s clear that what I’ve just found is Feld’s personal journal.

The various factions in Viathan continue to plague me. Keeping them focused upon one another instead of me is a delicate dance, but one I am pleased to say I am succeeding at admirably. They none of them suspect how close I am to seizing true power in this city, and with the barest sliver of luck, they will continue to fail to suspect it until my foot has crushed their throats beneath my boot.

I flip a few pages forward, skimming.

Arnantas has written again to ask about my progress, and I am satisfied at the ability to tell him that I am ahead of schedule.

That gives me pause.

“Ferelthin?” I say. “Whatever Feld was up to down here, Arnantas was in on it.”

There is a clink of bottles as if someone jerked suddenly in response to what I just said, and Ink is at my side before I can say anything else.

“That’s not possible,” Sasun says firmly. “The Apostle himself?”

I read the sentence aloud, and the serpentus goes silent.

“Shit,” Ink says, eloquent as always.

There are moments sometimes where it feels like the world suddenly grows much larger than it was only a second before. This is one of those moments.

I flip forward in the book again, trying to find the most recent entries.

There are whispers in the city from the countryside that there is a tribe of elementals to the east claiming to be able to pinpoint and predict the coming of Aurora’s Rift. I have to say, that is . . . unexpected. We will continue as planned and monitor the situation. In the extremely unlikely event that they are correct, it is possible that the chaos could work to our advantage.

There are only a few more pages with writing on them.

The rift has indeed appeared. A runner from the east informs me that the camp of the elementals and their followers resisted my troops—though the information I received that allowed me to dispatch them in time was apparently correct—through means the runner was unable to identify. The runner was reduced to gibbering about coming face to face with god himself and obviously delirious. I gave him to the Disciples. I will deal with this shortly as soon as I receive an answer from Arnantas.

It’s the last thing he wrote.

Wordlessly, I hand it to Ferelthin, who reads it quickly.

“We need to get back,” he says as soon as he’s done. “We may not have time we thought we did this morning.”

“Gather up as much as you can carry,” I say. “We’ll send some of the others back as soon as we reach the palace to get the rest, but take anything you don’t want someone else getting their hands on.”

There are a few satchels hanging from hooks behind the door, and we stuff them full of forbidden books and potions. We wrap the glass vials in whatever fabric we can find.

Without needing to discuss it, we concentrate on the most dangerous items—the most sensitive books and the most lethal poisons. There, Sasun and Ink prove invaluable, because at least twice, their sharp eyes catch something both Ferelthin and I have already overlooked. Ink’s familiarity with poisons raises more questions about the changeling, but for now, I’m just relieved they’re on our side. Same goes for Sasun—despite her clear unease around magic, she is efficient at identifying everything the Church of the One God might take issue with.

I guess that stands to reason, since she’s spent her life networking dissent in a city where one wrong move could have had her in the hands of the Disciples.

When we’re finally done, we head back to the palace. Though my enchanted belt pouch—basically a bag of holding, I guess—takes care of the physical mass of the items I carry, my stomach sinks with every step we take on our return as if I’ve swallowed the weight of the world.


Twenty-Two


Teinath is waiting for us when we return, and within minutes, he’s sent a team down our trail, Elan among them, to retrieve the rest of the things the former Speaker of Viathan kept so hidden.

“Find the servants who clued you into the cave’s location,” I tell Ink. “Either they were truly trying to prove their loyalty and thus deserve a reward, or they knew about the spiders and were hoping we wouldn’t come back. You should be able to tell by their reaction to seeing you, unless they’re far better spies than they should be.”

Ferelthin gives me an approving nod, as does Sasun.

I have everything brought up to my room, where I lay out the books on the wide, midnight-blue carpet at the foot of my bed. Sasun excuses herself shortly afterward, but Ferelthin stays.

Something is bothering me, like I should be remembering something important.

“Credit where credit is due,” Ferelthin says. “I wouldn’t have put it past the man to hide a secret this large successfully. Most secrets don’t stay secret long when you live in a fishbowl.”

Strange. The way he says it makes it sound like he’s got personal experience.

I open Feld’s book again, reading the last few entries over a second time.

. . . though the information I received that allowed me to dispatch them in time was apparently correct . . .

“He got some kind of intelligence in time to send the soldiers,” I say out loud, more to process it than anything.

“So it says, yes.”

We skirted Viathan by about ten miles when we came in. Not much of a distance for someone mounted, but depending on how far behind us they were and whether they were able to immediately reach the Speaker, that could have delayed things.

The easiest thing would be to ask some of the humans who converted, but if they were simple foot soldiers, which it seems they were, it’s doubtful they’d know more than simply when they were ordered to leave and who ordered them.

I’m close to it. I can almost taste it.

It hits me all at once, nearly stealing my breath.

I dig open my belt pouch, rifling through it until I find what I’m looking for. I’d forgotten to even open it in all the confusion.

“What’s that?” Ferelthin asks curiously.

I heft the still-heavy purse in my palm.

“I took this off the scout Ink and I killed when we went to look for Elan,” I say. “I completely forgot about it.”

I tug open the leather cord serving as a drawstring and pull open the mouth of the bag. It’s mostly full of coins, which won’t go amiss, but I’m not looking for money.

The one thing I don’t begrudge the humans and their religion is that they encourage literacy. They burn all the books they don’t want people reading, naturally, but one of the tenets of their faith is that everyone ought to have access to the scrivenings they use to justify all their atrocities.

Rolled up tight is a strip of parchment, bound with a burgundy string. I untie it carefully. The parchment is a bit dirty, marked with the oils of fingertips and grime, but when I smooth it out, it’s legible.

One line.

Avoid Viathan. Watcher doesn’t want you seen with me when I’m with the Speaker. Find the two I told you about. They’ll be with the camp. -R

There’s a rough sketch of Teinath and one of me, though my nose is too small and Teinath’s forehead is too wide—recognisable.

It’s a leap, but somehow, I know I’m right.

“Lithrial?” In my periphery, Ferelthin’s eyes are on me, but I can’t look up from the note.

I remember Teinath saying we were being followed. When Ink appeared, I just assumed that’s who he meant. But what if he was sensing someone else, too?

Someone who turned off to go to Viathan and managed to send a bird with this message?

The signature and the sketches of me and Teinath are enough.

“Does the name Ragan mean anything to you?” I ask.

Ferelthin shakes his head.

“I thought he was just a boisterous lunk, but he might have been more than that. He tried to kill Teinath in Rahnbrug. We escaped, or thought we did. But I think he tracked us. And I think he works for Arnantas.” I pause, wracking my brain.

“How do you figure?”

“I think he was traveling to Viath to deliver a message. Feld said he was waiting on an answer from Arnantas, and in this note, he says he was with the Speaker.” I grimace. “I think it fits with what we saw of Speaker Feld, as well. Self-important swagger, not considering that whatever he was doing with Arnantas meant he himself was simply a pawn, not the equal partner he assumed he was.”

“You may be right.” Ferelthin sucks in a breath through his nose and lets it out slowly. “What do you want to do?”

“I don’t know.” I resist the helpless giggle that wants to escape. I don’t know what I can do. “We have no army, we barely have control of the city, and we know that whatever the bigger picture is here, Arnantas and Feld were trying to lay down contingencies in case Beith and Teinath were right about the rift. Which they were. So we’re into those contingencies without having a clue what they are.”

“There might be more answers in that book.” Ferelthin nods at the journal.

“Maybe.” I’m not convinced. Besides, even if there are, they’d be Feld’s answers, and Feld is dead.

Never in my life did I think I’d prefer the tangible battle of a cave full of spiders to the political machinations of a pair of sadistic, power-hungry rulers, but I guess there’s a first time for everything.

“Lithrial.” From the tone of his voice, I think I missed him saying my name the first time.

“What?”

Ferelthin moves a little closer to me, managing to make it look like he’s warring with himself to do it. “You are all you need.”

Something pushes me toward panic again. “Fer⁠—”

“I’m not putting you on any pedestal. You’re firmly planted with your ass on the floor,” he says with a hint of a smile. “I watched you face down something that clearly terrified you today, and you’re not only still standing, but you’re ready to face the next thing.”

Whatever I was going to say dies in my throat.

“That’s amazing,” he says quietly. “Extraordinary.”

He has never been anything but kind to me, but he is seldom effusive or prone to hyperbole. The weight of his compliment settles on me. Ferelthin doesn’t seem the type to say something he doesn’t mean just to be polite or encouraging.

I meet his eyes. He feels suddenly much closer than he was a moment ago. The air in the room is warm, heavy.

“That—means a lot. Especially from you.” The words somehow come out of my mouth, and I immediately wish I could reel them back in.

They hang there between us, so ponderous and full of untapped meaning that even though I am firmly planted with my ass on the floor as he so eloquently put it, I can’t help but sway a little with the displaced weight of whatever is happening.

He gives a nervous little laugh—nervous—but his eyes are still on my face as if waiting for something I couldn’t begin to guess at.

It feels like there’s some sort of barrier between us, even though there isn’t. Something that is in the way, something I wish I could just hop over like it were an inconvenient table until we were both on the same side. And then what? I have no idea.

A soft cough sounds from downstairs, and we both turn to see who’s there. I turn my head so fast, I feel it in my neck muscle where the venom has left it a bit tender.

Teinath is coming up the stairs, his face neutral.

“I ought to go,” Ferelthin says, getting to his feet.

I truly don’t want him to leave, and also, I do. Being around him is increasingly confusing.

“Thank you,” I tell him.

“You have nothing to thank me for,” he says, and with that, he nods to Teinath and is gone.

I fall backward onto the carpet with a groan as soon as I’m moderately certain he’s out of earshot.

“I’m sorry. Did I interrupt something?” Teinath stares down at me from the top of my head, looking at me upside down.

“I have no idea.” I close my eyes for a moment. “I think this might be a crush.”

“That sounds horribly uncomfortable.”

I open one eye. Teinath looks serious, but it’s kind of hard to tell when he’s upside down. I scramble back to sitting position a little too fast. My head swims.

“I take it you can’t relate?” I stretch my back a little, hoping pointlessly it’ll clear my mind.

“Not even a little bit. I’ll listen if you want, though.” He sits down near where Ferelthin had been sitting and picks up the journal, paging through it with distaste.

“I’m not sure I’m at the stage of needing to go on about it, but I’ll let you know if that changes.” Am I really having this conversation? Oh, no.

“Offer stands. He’s right, though. You are extraordinary.”

The smile Teinath sends my way is simultaneously sweetly innocent and utterly evil.

“Oh, no,” I say aloud this time. “How long were you listening?”

“I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop. The door was open, and sound carries in this place.”

I resist the urge to flop backward again.

We’ve got much bigger problems than playing Dream Date.
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I ask Teinath to teach me a simple warding spell before we leave my room again, partly to see if I can learn new spells from someone who isn’t Apathan, and partly because I really don’t want to have to haul all of Feld’s paperwork around with me when I go out into the city.

It’s not much of a surprise that the warding comes from Ferelthin’s branch of my magic tree—I’m going to need to give my Ferelthin a nickname to distinguish him from the elven deity—since he’s the god of spirits and secrets, but it does make me simultaneously glad to add another small boost to that branch and a little disappointed not to have an excuse to go out on another limb, as it were.

The spell is indeed simple enough. It won’t overly damage anyone who pries, but it will immediately alert me to someone opening it, and it will brand the intruder with a magical signature I can track.

Overall, I’m not sure how much help it will be if someone gets that far, but hopefully the guards we’ve posted at Beith’s suggestion will be enough to deter anyone.

I place the ward on the chest at the foot of my bed, reminding myself that I ought to go through all the other things Speaker Feld kept in here. I’ve already had the sheets changed. That was necessary. Or rather, I asked for new sheets and changed them myself, much to the chagrin of the staff, which was enough to resign me to letting them do it next time.

It’s a strange thing to think.

The knowledge that Feld spent his whole life as a mage in rogue’s clothing has given me ideas. I have no idea if it’ll work, but it’s worth a shot.

When I pop into my skill tree, there’s an additional light pulsing purple that wasn’t there before, and I’m pleased. It doesn’t seem that learning a new skill in the wild (or from Teinath) is any different to how I might learn one from a spell book—not that I’ve seen such a thing yet. That opens me up to seemingly endless possibilities. The ward he’s taught me makes me crack a smile.

Tig

The god of secrets likes to keep their secrets—and more importantly, track down anyone who might get around their defences. Enchant an object with a ward that will alert you if the object is disturbed and stamp an arcane brand onto the intruder that you will be able to track for the next day.

I’m drawn to the next skill after Ela’s Touch, which is a passive, and it looks good.

Invigorate (Passive)

Your care for the well-being of your party has made Ela smile upon you. Your party members gain 5% resistance to physical effects and a bonus to mana and stamina regeneration as long as they are within ten meters of you. You also flourish seeing your party refreshed and gain a bonus to your own mana regeneration.

I wish it had a bonus to health regeneration as well, but I’m going to have to look into the palace library and see if, by any stretch of misplaced hope, there are scrolls or spell books that would teach me this. I doubt it, but if nothing else, maybe Beith or someone could help. With the improvement to Ela’s Touch I got, that gives me three spells in Ela’s branch of the tree, and a bud has opened up off of Ela’s Touch itself. I don’t hesitate to zoom in on it.

A small whoop escapes me at the sight of the words group heal.

Ela’s Touch (Attuned)

Group heal. Named for the elven god of healing, Ela’s Touch soothes away moderate pains and gives a bonus to stamina or mana regeneration to the entire party for a short time.

I’m two heartbeats away from leaping down the corridors to the library. Or somewhere I can get materials to craft further attunements for my staff, because that is shaping up to be a major priority.

I know looking at the celestial arcanist tree is just going to make me covet something celestially arcane, so I decide to look through the fire and ice branches first.

I’m surprised to see a second dot of light in fire that I didn’t notice at first. Another spell I learned by myself, just by experimenting. Necessity, mother of invention, I guess.

Flamethrower

You’ve manipulated your mana and your environment to suit your needs. With this spell, you can use existing flame—naturally-occurring or magically-created—to channel fire at a foe or offending drapery.

That is . . . exciting. I can’t wait to tell Teinath. Apathan would be both proud and worried.

Thinking of Apathan makes my throat close a little.

The next skill in that line is a passive that improves fire resistance—which I want at some point, but now, I have other priorities.

In Deigith’s branch of the tree, there is a spell called Icicle that sounds ambiguous at first. Is it a projectile I fling like I did with my ice-imbued attack during the fight here in the palace? Or is it icicle as in “turn your enemies into”?

Icicle

No time for that particular foe just now? Easy solution: freeze ’em solid for 5 seconds, and 8 seconds if they’re already chilled. Enemies particularly susceptible to cold may shatter if they are hit with a critical attack while frozen.

That’s what I’ve been hoping for. Now I’ve got some things to start with. Invigorate, enhanced attunement for Ela’s Touch—not to mention Aurora’s Beacon and Orbit—and now Icicle. If I can learn these things, they’ll help us. With a little trepidation, I back out of the tree itself and aim for the celestial arcanist constellation.

But disappointment strikes when nothing is illuminated for me to research. For a moment, that stymies me.

Then I remember what Ferelthin said.

I’m the first celestial arcanist in an age, at the very least. There won’t be any spell books for this.

It should discourage me,, but with the hum of the rift singing to the recesses of my mind, it invigorates me instead. The rift will teach me all I need to know—I just need to take the time to listen.

I’m almost giddy about my new spells and abilities. Mana seems to reward curiosity and a quick mind, and that is endlessly exciting. There is so much in Sirethan I could learn from and use—if that’s not the source of endless purpose, I don’t know what is.

I tuck away my purses into my belt pouch. First, I’ll ask about the library and spells, and then going into the city would be good. I want to stretch my legs anyway. Sitting on the floor in my room—when there are two enormous comfy chairs twenty feet away, to boot—has made my foot fall asleep.

Before I can so much as shake off the pins and needles, though, Beith appears in the doorway with a polite knock at the jamb.

“Celestine,” she says. “I wonder if I might borrow your judgement.”

“I beg your pardon?” I ask.

“No need, though he should.” The elemental’s cryptic smile is far from encouraging—in fact, it’s downright terrifying. “We’ve apprehended a Disciple.”


Twenty-Three


Iwaste no time in following Beith through the corridors of the palace to a section I’ve not yet seen—frankly, because I haven’t had time to explore the place more thoroughly. Even if I had had the time, though, I think I still would have avoided the dungeon.

There is a dungeon.

It’s clear that it was once something else when Viathan was in elven hands. A larder, perhaps, or an enormous wine cellar.

It doesn’t matter now.

Humans have made their mark upon it, and I think even without magic, I would be able to feel the depths of depravity that have sunk into the very stone. I wouldn’t store anything meant for consumption in this place.

While the bones of the architecture are as delicately elven as the rest of the palace, that is where the similarities end. The human occupiers have created crude structures of wrought iron and enormous, dense wooden beams, and while the centre of the enormous chamber is open but for soaring pillars that contrast with the stumpy, squat woodwork, each of the pillars has been framed with wooden contraptions meant for torture.

They reek of blood, bringing a tinny taste to my tongue as I follow Beith into the dungeon.

Thankfully, she doesn’t go too far. A bit further in, I hear an angry muttering that cuts off when Beith speaks before starting back up again, along with a rustling noise.

“We have released most of the prisoners here,” she tells me softly, pausing. “And indeed, I would not have put even a Disciple down here, had he not proven to be an immediate danger to everyone around him.”

Alarm rises in me. “Is he⁠—”

“He is contained in more ways than one,” the graceful elemental says dismissively.

“What do you want me to do with him?” I ask softly.

“He was demanding to speak with ‘the elf who stole it.’”

“Stole what?” I’m far from the only elf here, but she clearly thinks he means me. “Stole the city? The palace?”

At that, Beith merely shrugs. “I’m afraid he wasn’t much more forthcoming than that. I will be here if you need me.”

It unnerves me that she doesn’t want to come closer to this man, but if she thinks I am capable of protecting myself, I suppose I’m not going to contradict her. This Disciple is, after all, in a cell.

Warily, I approach.

Memories—Lithrial’s memories—surface of Disciples, always seen only in flashes, hastily avoided. Glimpses caught from around the corner of a building or from the window of an apartment in the Knolls, sometimes Apathan’s home, sometimes someone else’s, but always surrounded by snuffing out lights and always discussed in hushed whispers as if even from streets away, the Disciples would zero in on you and come to take you away to die.

They weren’t a common sight in the Knolls—despite Mithrathan being the seat of the Apostle, Viathan’s Disciples were given much more freedom to terrorise.

Even so, when I approach the wrought-iron gridded cell, fear worms its way up from the deepest parts of my psyche.

My first glimpse of the man makes me shoot a startled glance back at Beith—this man does not look like any Disciple I’ve ever seen. For one, he’s an elemental.

Realisation dawns. If I were Beith, I wouldn’t want to look into the eyes of one of my kind turned to the torture of our own people in service of the humans’ cruel god.

Worse, he’s gibbering in the corner.

It’s as if something has snapped in him. He’s behaving almost as if he’s . . .

Rift sick.

Teinath said the elementals could sense the coming rift.

How would that affect someone who had given their life over to not only abjuring every part of their own people’s souls, but actively working to stamp out everything that connected them to their magic?

The elemental’s skin is like diseased bark. While elementals aren’t tree-spirits, they are intimately connected to nature, and specifically to trees. Beith feels like silver birch, her daughter like stubborn oak.

This man—I couldn’t hope to put a name to him other than sick.

Splotches like malicious lichen grow across his exposed skin, and though he is clad in the deep red-brown robes the Disciples wear, the robes are tattered and torn in places, and the neckline has been ripped away from his collarbone, where a series of lesions drips sap-like blood.

I recoil at the sight, taking an involuntary step backward, but my movement has gotten his attention at last.

“You,” he says. “You stole it.”

Spittle flies from his mouth on the S sound, and he doesn’t seem to notice. It hangs from his bottom lip until breaking free to fall into the dirty straw at his feet.

“What did I steal?” I ask softly.

“Everything,” he answers just as softly, then repeats it, each repetition growing louder, angrier, wilder, sharper. “Everything, everything, everything, everything, EVERYTHING!”

He bellows the last word so loud that both Beith and I jump.

“What do you mean?” I ask him when he finally stills once more—at least insofar as someone agitatedly shredding his own fingernails can be still.

He laughs.

It’s a sad sound, a broken sound. There’s froth forming at the corners of his mouth, and he shakes his head violently from side to side, so hard I hear joints in his neck pop.

He doesn’t seem to notice.

“It was supposed to be ours,” he wails finally. “He promised it was ours! He promised it was here, it was here, it was here, it was here.”

His voice again crescendos into a keening sound that vibrates against my eardrums, and I can’t take it any longer. I spin on my heel and turn back to Beith.

The keening becomes a shriek accompanied by the sound of the Disciple’s body slamming against the grate that holds him in his cell.

Beith’s silvery skin is paper-white. It’s the first time I’ve seen the elemental visibly shaken.

“Perhaps this was not the wisest idea,” she says to me as we move back toward the stairs. For the first time, I notice a pair of serpentus guards at the entry, and she nods to them, which they return with blank-faced solemnity.

I don’t want to answer that, because I’m too afraid I’ll blurt out “No shit,” and I don’t think that would be helpful. Instead, I wait to speak until the sound of his cries has faded behind me and we reach the anteroom at the top of the stairs. Dar is waiting for us, her face bleak.

“What will happen to him?” I ask then, nodding at the younger elemental.

“You should give him to the people,” Dar says before her mother can answer.

“There are some who are calling for just that,” Beith murmurs, then at my worried look, she adds, “He was apprehended by our people in a public place. Word spread quickly.”

“It would be the right thing to do.” Dar’s voice has taken on a savage tone, one full of disgust.

I can’t say I disagree, but something stops me from confirming with a nod.

“It is your decision,” says Beith.

Instead, I close my eyes for a moment, feeling the pull of the rift through me.

The people of Viathan deserve justice for the crimes the Disciples have committed against them. With that, I cannot possibly disagree. But this is an elemental, one so filled with apparent self-hatred that he took on the worst of his own oppressors’ bloodthirst.

I don’t think more bloodlust is the answer. I don’t think this would be justice, and it would barely whet the appetite for vengeance.

When I open my eyes, both Beith and Dar are watching me, Beith thoughtfully and Dar with a somewhat sardonic cast to her severe features.

“A private execution,” I say quietly. “Perhaps he does not deserve the mercy the Disciples show no one, but turning him over to a furious public will only cover more people in blood that won’t wash out. He will die, quickly and quietly. By my hand.”

The last three words fall out of my mouth before I can stop them. I won’t ask anyone else to do this. I condemn him with my words; I should be the one to see it through.

Not giving Dar another moment to object as I see her shock turning to anger, I speak. “Make preparations. He dies at nightfall. Until then, I’ll be in the library. Only disturb me if it’s an emergency.”

With that, I turn and hurry away, nausea swirling in my gut.
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I have to ask three different people to find my way to the library, and while I get the feeling everyone I encounter wants to speak to me, something about my face makes them retreat instead, bowing with eyes wide as they move out of my way.

The main library would be a wonder on any other occasion, but today, it just reminds me of what lies before me at sundown.

Everything in the library is approved by the Church of the One God. I’m somewhat surprised to see so many books actually meet their criteria for acceptability.

The librarian sits at a desk beneath a large, arching window, and they look up with a start when they see me moving toward them, but all I really see is a mop of steel-grey hair and a large pair of thick spectacles above the edge of the enormous tome they’ve got propped on the desk. It seems this person is among the half of the staff who stayed.

As I draw near, I see the librarian is a woman. Her hair is haphazardly piled atop her head in frizzy curls held there in precarious danger of coming loose with what looks like a knitting needle.

On closer inspection, it is a knitting needle.

“Oh,” she says, “it’s you.”

When I just blink at her, her hands flutter in front of her, and she blows out a breath. “Celestine, I mean, your . . . riftness.”

For a moment, I forget the man in the dungeon and stare at her in an altogether different type of horror.

“Please, no,” I say. “Just—call me Lithrial, if you please.”

The flustered bustle deflates from her like air from a balloon, but I don’t think it’s from disappointment. A moment later, she confirms that, a crooked smile appearing on her face.

“Thank you. I’ve never been good with niceties. The only reason Feld put up with me was because I’m his cousin, and because I kept his secret.” The librarian’s glasses have slid down her nose, which makes her crane her head back to peer at me. “I take it you’ve figured out he was a mage?”

“Yes,” I say carefully. “Does it . . . not bother you that he’s dead?”

The woman pushes her glasses back up her nose with a knuckle and huffs. “I’m afraid not. It takes a wee bit more than simply not murdering me to gain my respect, let alone my affection. I don’t care how much blood we share.”

I can’t help but like this woman. I relax slightly and give her a small smile. “A very reasonable standard to set.”

“Quite,” she agrees. “Now, what is it I can do for you?”
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The librarian, whose name is Maeva, scribbles down my requests with a scratchy quill as I rattle them off. She doesn’t so much as bat an eye at the spells, though she does tell me she has nothing in the library itself—which is understandable, all things considered.

I linger there anyway, though, asking for one of the unobtrusive servants to fetch me what I need to carve more attunements for my staff. For a while, I lose myself in the craft of magic.

Aurora’s Beacon I carve from whitewood, and I do that first, expecting it to be difficult.

In a way, it is. While I haven’t been sweating much in my morning exercises with Teinath, working this tiny coin of wood, I am nearly dripping. The combination of concentration and constant expenditure of mana has me straining with the effort.

The magic aspect feels like I’m trying to wrangle the rift itself, or possibly trying to lasso a cloud.

Despite the way the rift always seems to reach in and through me with its humming resonance, it’s like feeling the wind but being unable to grab it. The act of working the attunement into a shape that calls forth the essence of Aurora’s Beacon takes a long time, so long that the light shifts in the library, reminding me that I’m on a timer.

When I finally finish the attunement, I slot it onto my staff with a huge exhale of relief.

Maeva, at her desk, pretends to be busy with her giant book—An Annotated History of Aurora’s Rift Throughout the Ages—but I see her eyes flicker to me when my staff glows, the violet light refracting off her glasses like twin amethysts.

I give her a tight smile, moving onto Orbit and Flamethrower.

Perhaps it’s that I almost consciously taught myself these ones, but these go much faster. For Orbit, I choose silver birch, because the spell reminds me a bit of Beith. She seems to have her own gravity, and indeed, the people around her exist in an orbital space with her at the centre. Flamethrower I make from reddish sequoia wood from the temperate rainforests far to the northeast, and my carvings of it lick its surface like fire.

Finally, I remove the Ela’s Touch attunement and work on adjusting it to my new sense of the spell. It’s an experimental choice—I don’t expect to actually progress it to the point of group healing by guesswork, but I thread through it what I’ve learnt of tailoring healing to different people. The act itself, I do somewhat wryly, thinking of Apathan.

The sun dips behind a tower just before I finish.

I slowly fit the attunement back upon my staff, channeling enough mana into it to make the violet spinel flare once more as the staff accepts the new balance I’ve given it.

I can’t stall any longer.

“Thank you for your help,” I say to Maeva. “If you’re able to get those spells, I would appreciate it.”

“You’re leaving?” She asks the question while pushing her glasses up with the same knuckle as before, such a practiced habit it’s clear she does it a hundred times a day.

“An unfortunate duty calls,” I tell her quietly, and, because she’ll hear sooner or later anyway, I add, “I am to execute the Disciple we apprehended. He is rift sick.”

“You’re not planning to turn him over to the people?” Maeva asks curiously. “They have been calling for his blood.”

At my surprised look, she raises an eyebrow at me.

“I may work in here all day, but I live out there.” She nods towards the city proper. “Those who don’t pay attention to which way the wind’s blowing are likely to piss into it and get wet.”

I really like this woman.

“It’s better if I do it quietly,” I say. “This city has seen enough bloodshed, and I would be a fool to think this will be the end of it either way. I’d rather not escalate things further.”

The appraising look Maeva gives me says I’ve earned a point in her estimation. “Feld would have never had such a thought,” she says finally. “Or he would, just not for anyone else’s benefit but his own, and that makes all the difference.”

[image: ]


I take the shortest route back to the dungeon I can manage, not wanting to draw this out any longer than absolutely necessary.

Beith meets me there, her face solemn. In her hands, she carries a sword. The hilt is ornamental, with snaking vines on the crossguard and the pommel, and the scabbard is etched leather with designs of leaves so realistic, I think they’d rustle if the wind were to blow.

I don’t ask her where she got the sword. It doesn’t matter.

Instead, I walk wordlessly back down the stairs. Each step seems to make my feet heavier, but I do my best to keep my head held high.

A hush has come over the dungeon, and the two serpentus greet us with grim bows this time.

Part of me leaves my body, I think, as they lead me to the prisoner’s cell.

He has been washed. Healed. The sores and lesions are gone. He wears a plain beige smock, rough but serviceable, and he kneels in front of the block, murmuring to himself almost inaudibly.

Two more guards, one elemental and one elf, hold the prisoner’s restraints.

The sight of a torturer afforded the dignity of going to his death clean and whole, strangely enough, straightens my spine.

I will not be what they have been.

“Justice is done,” Beith says quietly as the guards gently lower him to the block.

He doesn’t struggle. The Disciple simply stares into a patch of straw with something that reminds me of the rift-sick wolf’s relief.

“Justice is done,” I say distantly.

I have never beheaded someone before.

The sword Beith has given me is sharp, its edge honed to a fine line of death.

I realise as I raise it to strike that the rift’s resonance hums around me—because I’ve reached out to it for strength.

It roots me where I am, in this moment, where I pass some ineffable point of no return.

Once I swing this sword, once his head leaves his body and his spirit leaves his skin, I have agreed to be what they have declared: the Rift’s Chosen.

More than running a flag up a pole, more than taking the palace. This decision weighs heavy against my soul.

It’s my decision. And it is the right one.

The sword comes down.

His head rolls away.
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Afterward, I clean the sword myself and sheathe it. It is barely past sunset, but I am tired. Beith seems to sense it, and she walks with me back toward my chambers.

But we don’t make it as far as the antechamber to the companion quarters. Someone comes barreling up the corridor from the opposite side of the massive stairs, red-faced and panting. A changeling? Their skin settles into a medium brown after a minute, and their features shift right before my eyes into something familiar. Someone familiar.

“Ink?” I can’t keep the incredulity out of my voice.

I haven’t been absent that long. I feel a century older, but it’s really only been a few hours. Aigen and Elan and the others don’t seem to have returned from the cave yet, and I have no idea where Ferelthin went off to. His door—farther up the expansive hall—is wide open, which probably means he’s not there.

I’ve never seen Ink look frightened—or is that rage? My brain is still trying to process watching someone’s actual facial features change right in front of me.

“Sorry,” Ink gasps, looking around wildly. “I went to the pub to get a drink. Get the cave taste out of my mouth.”

“Wearing a different face?”

“Shut up.” Ink hisses the words. Their eyes dart from side to side. “Not the point. It was a human pub, because I like to multitask. I didn’t hear much, but one of the guards who works in the rookery said a missive came in from Mithrathan. They’ve quarantined the Knolls.”


Twenty-Four


My brain doesn’t process anything but the words quarantine and the Knolls.

Apathan.

Teinath appears from his room, having clearly heard what I just did. He closes the distance between us in moments.

“Lithrial,” he says, warning in his voice. “Lithrial, you know this is a trap.”

“It is a huge fucking trap,” Ink bursts out. “But it’s also the fucking Knolls, Teinath.”

“I know,” he says.

“Do you?” My voice is so small, so quiet.

All I can see in my mind is Apathan.

Apathan wrapping his feet carefully in front of the fire. Apathan taking down burnt curtains without anger or yelling, just carefully sweeping away bits of soot with a soft rag. Apathan teaching me to use a staff. Every morning, gentle movements. Gentle, careful movements. The same ones I’ve done with Teinath now for weeks. Apathan handing me his own staff the morning I left. Always gentle. Always careful. Apathan has never once let me down, not once in my entire life.

Ink is saying again, “It’s the fucking Knolls.”

And then it’s not just Apathan in my mind, but the marketplace, sprawling and open and smelling like food and leather and metal and dust. It’s Barm and his overpriced salted meats and the way he drums all his fingers on his big pot belly like he’s in his third trimester instead of just really fond of beer. It’s Pol, who gives me an extra cookie for bringing her apples. It’s Voreth, whose partner bakes extra bread to give to Apathan. Ara, whose neck I healed.

It’s the parks where the children play, oblivious to their own poverty even though they’ll learn, even though it’ll be taught to them by the sharp smack of a Purifier’s baton. It’ll make their ears burn with shame they don’t understand when the humans come in and blame them for their sin when they don’t even know what the word means.

It’s the paintings and murals on walls out of sight of the main streets that last as long as they go unnoticed by the Purifiers.

It’s the only home I’ve ever known.

“How much time do I have?” I ask. My voice sounds very far away.

“It might already be too late,” Teinath urges. “Please, Lithrial. This is at best a trap, and more likely a trap meant as a distraction to get you out of Viathan.”

“Teinath!” I hold my hands by my side, because they want to punch something, and that something will not be my friend’s face. “Don’t you understand? It’s everything you just said, and it’s also a test.”

He goes still. His green eyes are muted, not understanding. Ink is nodding, pacing, hands deep in their pockets.

“Whatever Arnantas is doing is something he had planned already. He wouldn’t be able to move this fast if it weren’t.” The thought alone is enough to freeze my veins, but I go on, because I know I’m right. “How do you think word got here so quickly? A fast corvid could make the trip between Viathan and Mithrathan in a day, maybe a little more. He put this in motion before we took the city, but after the rift opened. This is their contingency.”

As soon as the words are out of my mouth, Ink stops pacing and stares at me. I know I’m right, and the changeling does too.

“It’s a test, but not one Arnantas is giving us. I don’t think he even cares we exist. Whoever’s in control of Viathan is incidental to him and whatever it is he’s doing up north, Teinath,” I say. My voice is pleading now. “He’s literally spreading the word about the Knolls as far south as here. He wants people to know what he’s doing. To feel helpless. This is a test not for the humans to see if we’ll fall for a trap, but for everyone else in Sirethan to see if we will just sit back and let our people die.”

Ink’s hands are out of their pockets now, fingernails worrying at the pads of their fingers in sharp, frenetic movements. “She’s right. She’s right. Of course she’s right.”

“Why has this gotten to you so much?” Teinath asks. “It’s my family that died when Feld quarantined our neighbourhood here.”

“Well, mine’s going to die in the Knolls!” Ink yells.

Teinath falls silent, and his face contorts with regret and pain. “Ink, I’m sorry.”

The changeling swats at their own face, batting away tears.

“I lied. I followed you all the way from Mithrathan,” they say, giving up because the tears are falling in spite of their efforts to make them stop. “I was curious. I wanted to believe there was a chance things—that things could change. My family has just gone with it, right? That’s what changelings do. Everything changes, we say, especially us. So we adapt, and we roll with everyone punching us, and we roll over and die of it, and we just keep hoping something will shift, but sometimes things only change if you fucking change it yourself.”

I know those tears, those angry tears. They’re the kind of crying that happens when you’re just done. Done and scared and fuck it.

“That’s why I left. I was there in the market when Lithrial was buying that knife.” Ink points to the knife on my belt that I haven’t even really used yet. “I saw her curious about the yelling. I saw you get punched, and I followed you, and then I saw Lithrial run into you, and instead of getting mad at you, she healed you. And invited you home! So I followed you there.”

Definitely kind of creepy, but Ink seems so innocent about it. There is a yearning in the changeling that I recognise in myself. They just want to be part of something, not just pressing their nose against the glass and finding themself shut out yet again.

“When you left, I followed you. I told my family I wanted to leave, and they told me not to.” Ink laughs, glancing over at the empty room where Elan now lives. “So I wrote a note and I left. And now here we are. And now the Knolls are quarantined, and I want to know what in the humans’ eight fucking torments we’re going to do about it.”

“How fast can I get to Mithrathan?” My heart is still sick from executing a person, a living being. I close my eyes tightly, concentrating on breathing, and I don’t open them again to speak. “Just—anything. Give me something.”

“A hart’s the fastest mount you’ll find,” Ink says. “Even then . . . more than a week? Almost two?”

“Then somebody find us some harts. Fastest in Viathan. I don’t care what it costs. Sell a relic if you have to.” I open my eyes again and stride off down the corridor. “As soon as the others get back from the cave, figure out who’s rested enough to travel, and we’re gone.”

It might already be too late. We might arrive to find the Knolls burnt to the ground.

No.

For all my talk about Arnantas not caring about us, to a degree, I’m sure he does. I’m sure he will want to find us, make examples of us. The best way to do that is to make it a trap that can catch us. If we’re days away from the Knolls only to find out in Rahnbrug it’s already pointless, we’d turn right back around and return to Viathan where it’s safe.

Arnantas will be more cunning than that.

It’s bizarre. When I lived in his city, I seldom gave him more than a passing thought because life just was what it was. He was a fixture of it, the same way gales are a fixture of living near the sea. You just put your shoulder into it, put your head down and your hood up, and soldier on until you die.

And when I lived in his city, he never would have so much as heard my name.

I’m going to make sure he knows it now.

Ferelthin’s room is empty. Damn it. He had to choose today to go off gallivanting or whatever business he would have to attend to.

There’s a whisper in a corner of my mind that this is suspicious. It probably is.

Then again, no one seems to be around at all, including Sasun, who Ink says didn’t go back to the cave with the others.

After searching for half an hour, I finally find Dar in one of the parlours in the guest wing. Beith has already found her. The room is opulent, furnished in cream colours and gold, and the ceiling is painted to resemble the night sky. In other circumstances, I’d find it stunning. The taller elemental moves like leaves in the wind at my approach, already clearly aware what I’m about to ask of her daughter.

“Did you hear?” I ask Dar without preamble.

“Yes. Mother told me.” Dar has her arms folded in front of her chest. “You’re just going to leave. Just like that.”

“I’m going to try and save as many people as I can from a fate no one should be subjected to on the whim of any being—I don’t care how divine.”

“At least on that, we agree,” Dar says with a thin smile. “What do you expect us to do while you’re gone?”

“What you’ve been doing. Making sure the city is running as well or better as it was under Feld.”

Dar snorts, and her mother gives her a disapproving look. “What? It’s not like it’s a high bar to clear.”

Beith sighs. “Forgive my daughter. She is barely a hundred.”

“I’m a hundred and thirty-two, Mother.”

“If you have any advice beyond don’t go; it’s a trap, I’m happy to listen,” I say.

“From what we have observed of Arnantas, he is a calculating man,” Beith says. “He will have more than one reason for doing anything he does, and for a move of this magnitude, his actions will lie at the centre of easily a half-dozen intersecting goals.”

I nod. It’s close to what I’ve guessed.

“Your best hope of both survival and success is to discover what those intersecting goals are and thwarting them.” Beith glances up at the ceiling and blinks at it as if annoyed it is not truly the sky. Elementals usually prefer to live outdoors.

“So your advice is that Lithrial should just stop him?” Dar snorts again. “Why didn’t anyone else think of that?”

“There is a vast difference of subtlety between stop him and discover his motivations and thwart them, child, and you would do well to learn it before you mistake one for the other and get someone killed.”

It’s the first time I’ve heard anything resembling anger in Beith’s voice, and I am very glad it’s not directed at me. It stops Dar short, and she swallows whatever she was going to say next.

“Lithrial,” Beith says, composure returned to her voice and stature. She reaches forward and takes my hands. “You and Ink are not the only ones who have loved ones in the Knolls. Much of this city is buzzing about this news already. I can feel it in the air. This is your first clue to what Arnantas wants. To see the goals of tyrants, you must look to the reactions their actions provoke.”

“Yes,” I say, barely a breath. My mind swirls through the possibilities.

“Imagine what will happen if you succeed—and if you fail. I can guarantee you that Arnantas will be doing the same thing.”

With that, Beith gives a harried nod to her daughter and excuses herself. After a moment, Dar follows, casting a look back over her shoulder at me.

I’d meant to ask one or both of them to come with us, but I don’t dare run after them now. For all they put me in the place of power in this palace, the elementals have always and will always do what they think is best for the greater good.

I only hope that is what I manage to do.
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I am not prepared for the sight of a human man kneeling in the foyer when I reach the grand staircase.

He is tall and broad shouldered, and the sword and shield he carries tells me clearly that he’s a warrior. His skin is weathered, brown naturally and browner from the sun, and his dark hair is pulled back into a knot at the back of his head.

He doesn’t look up when I approach, which is strange enough, but a vague memory of watching soldiers march once upon a childhood in Mithrathan reminds me. In the armies of the One God, they will kneel until acknowledged.

I dislike anyone who requires people to meet them on their knees.

“Stand, soldier,” I say as gently as I can. “You have no need to kneel here.”

He obeys immediately.

Standing, he is even taller than I expected. He has soft, big dark-brown eyes. The first thought that races unbidden through my head is that this man doesn’t look like a killer.

That means nothing. But his armour is not the official armour marked with triangle and hand. His face is clean-shaven, and his blade is elven-made. No soldier in Arnantas’s employ would have such a thing, and they require all men to wear beards in the infantry.

“Why are you here?” I ask. I don’t have time for this.

“Are you Aurora’s Chosen, the Celestine?” He looks at me with such hope that I feel ashamed of my annoyance.

“That’s what they tell me,” I say, too flippantly. “I’m sorry for my haste, but I have an extremely urgent matter I need to attend to, and I have no time to lose.”

“Is it the quarantine of the Knolls?” he asks, then immediately looks at his feet. “Forgive me for speaking out of turn, celestine.”

“What do you know about the quarantine?”

He immediately stands straighter. “The Apostle of the One God has ordered that it be purified in ten days’ time,” he recites. “I have come to offer my services in preventing it, if that is what your will has chosen.”

“What is your name?” I walk a little closer to the man. Ten days. It’s not enough time. “What made you come here?”

“I turned apostate,” he says without shame or hesitation. “Five years ago. I have made my way as a mercenary ever since.”

“Your name, soldier,” I prompt him again.

“Eldan Cole,” he says. He opens his mouth as if he wants to say something else, but then he shuts it again.

“I do want to stop the purge of the Knolls,” I tell him.

I hesitate for a moment. I can choose to trust him and possibly be betrayed, or I can send away a potentially honest man who had the courage to defect from the armies of the One God themselves.

“Then I will swear my blade to you, celestine, and it will be yours to wield.”

Eldan Cole half-drops to his knee again before remembering I told him not to, which makes his noble declaration just a bit wobbly.

I look around, half-hoping Teinath or someone is here to confirm that this is actually happening.

“I accept,” I say after a beat.

The Kindred.

My two simple words light up his face like the rift lights up the night. And the two that resonate in my mind with a pulse of gold tell me I’ve made the right choice.

“Thank you, celestine. Thank you.”

“You can thank me by helping me on this mission,” I tell him. “It may be utterly futile, but maybe we’ll find a miracle.”

“Anything is possible, celestine, including success,” Eldan says.

It’s so close to what Ferelthin said to me that I do a double take.

“Did I say something wrong?” he asks. “If so, I apologise.”

“Not at all. It’s simply that a friend recently said something very similar to me.” I smile at him, letting a rejuvenating breath fill my lungs. “I think it simply bolstered my spirits.”

Eldan Cole smiles back, the kind of smile that lights up an entire town.

I can’t help but hear the echo of Ferelthin’s words in Eldan’s.


Twenty-Five


When we ride out of Viathan at midnight, unable to lose so much as a few precious hours to sleep, it feels like the entirety of the city turns out to watch us.

The street is lit, uncannily, by floating balls of light conjured by the city’s mages, in direct defiance of theocratic dictates. It throws back illuminated faces watching as we ride our harts through the streets.

The sky has cleared, and Aurora’s Rift cuts across it like a wound, now half the length of my forearm. Its edges are swirling clouds of purple and black, and stars shine relentlessly bright in its centre, as if the rift is slicing open a veil between Sirethan and what lies beyond.

Perhaps it is. Perhaps that’s why I’m here. Perhaps that’s how I’m here.

I am accompanied by Eldan, Teinath, Ink, Aigen, and—somewhat surprisingly—Dar.

Ferelthin was nowhere to be seen, which I am trying not to let get to me.

The continual shock is the expressions on people’s faces. When we arrived in Viathan just a few days ago, the place felt oppressive. Once, I was traveling for work in Kansas in the United States when a tornado hit, and the air felt like that. Heavy and charged and ready to bulldoze you if you looked at it funny. Ruthless and indifferent.

That’s it.

Today, the people are looking at us the way I feel. Like they’re just waking up—and so am I. Maybe we are, too. Realising the life we were born to isn’t necessarily destiny. There is power in simply believing something can change.

For better or for worse, I have become a symbol to them. I will have to try to remember to hold tight to my personhood, if we survive.

There’re those words again. If we survive.

As soon as we clear the city, I summon my star-light. I know it’ll pinpoint our exact location to anyone watching, but it’s more important that our mounts can see clearly in the dark. I position it high enough that no one will be looking directly at it and losing whatever night vision they have. We ride.

The harts are swift on their feet, light and loping. I only know what I’m doing because Apathan made sure of it when I was younger. I feel clumsy at first, but harts are intelligent.

The animal I’m riding is silvery like Teinath’s hair, with wide, limpid eyes and antlers that still have some of their fuzz from the new year’s growth.

We have spare mounts with us. I didn’t stop to ask how much they cost, but we are not going to run harts to death in the service of saving our people just to conserve a few coins.

Riding through the night is exhausting. Most of us have been awake since yesterday morning, and Ink and I particularly are flagging by the time the sun peeks over the western hills.

We stop briefly to water the harts and change mounts. Aigen has already changed once during the course of the night. At her height, even the stronger mounts find it harder to carry her.

“We’re making good time,” Eldan says, passing me a water skin.

I take it with an acknowledging nod and drink deeply. The water is cold, bright in my mouth like the breaking dawn. I have to stop myself before I drain half the skin.

“Thank you.” I hand it back to the human man.

I’ve never known many humans. Most of the ones who lived around the Knolls still avoided the rest of us, trying to avoid pulling the Purifiers’ attention to themselves. I understand in a way. And I still resent it. The rest of us didn’t have a choice. We were guilty the way we were born, lesser in the eyes of the theocracy.

It amazes me how thorough these feelings are. I am still Evie in here, but I am also Lithrial. Her memories are mine. Her fears are mine. Her learned fear is mine.

Eldan seems to sense my discomfort. “For what it’s worth, I am sorry that I empowered injustice instead of fighting it for much of my life. I meant to say that sooner, but there wasn’t time.”

I remember the name whispered into my mind when I met him. The Kindred. There are many worse things to have as a label.

“What matters is the choices you are making today,” I say slowly. “Those are the only choices we can change.”

“I suppose that is true. I never looked at it that way.”

Aigen is staring at him. I notice that she has avoided him by a wide radius, as has Ink. Part of me wonders if they trust me less for letting him come. I guess time will tell.

But Aigen isn’t avoiding him now. She gets his attention with a sharp jerk of her chin.

“What made you leave?” she asks bluntly. “Soldiers in that army get a good life, if you’re willing to lick boots and have no shame. What made you give it up?”

Eldan doesn’t look offended by her candour or her tone in the slightest. “Something in me always knew it was wrong, but they teach you it’s you—you’re what’s wrong if you feel that way. You’re not faithful enough. Not prayerful enough. You aren’t enough. You haven’t truly surrendered to the truth.”

Every eye is on him now. I think all of us are curious; it was only Aigen who dared voice the question on all our tongues.

“I guess I woke up one day and realised that I only get the one life, and I asked myself if it was worth it. I dreaded every day new assignments went up. I was always afraid I’d be set to quarantine, even though it never happened.” Eldan places his water skin back into its strap at his belt and gently moves his hart’s empty water sling back to its place attached to the animal’s reins. “It was either wait for that day to come or leave. So I left.”

“And they let you,” Dar says skeptically.

“I didn’t say I stormed out in the middle of the mess hall,” Eldan says with the first flash of humour I’ve seen from the man. “I waited till I was assigned watch by the gate, and then I walked away when I said I was going to investigate something and never came back.”

“They never found you?” Teinath asks. He also does not look convinced.

“They must not have looked very hard. I didn’t hide.” This is said in such simplicity that I can’t doubt it. “I left with nothing aside from the clothes on my back and what little pay I had in my purse.”

“That was brave,” says Aigen, a hint of grudging admiration in her voice.

Eldan shrugs. “The lot of you took over a city with barely a company’s worth of untrained rebels. That’s a whole lot braver.”

When we mount up again, some of the tension seems to have dissolved.

Ink, who stood silent through the entire exchange, still keeps their hart far away from the human.
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The broken heart of a kindred spirit.

That phrase bounces around my head even as the harts’ loping pace bounces me around upon my mount’s back. I’m not sure what hammered it into my thoughts, but it surfaces every time I look at Eldan. Outwardly, he gives little sign of a broken heart, but I can’t shake the wave of intuition that whispers precisely that—this is a man who broke long ago and is still trying to piece himself together. He is an enigma, with us at great risk to himself. Then again, aren’t we all?

Having that in common binds us, though it isn’t enough to fully build trust with one such as him. That will take time—and too many chances to break it. I doubt Ink or Aigen would give him a second if he crushes his first.

The first three days of our trek are gruelling. The next three are worse. We avoid settlements as much as we can, relying on our rations. Once we reach Mithrathan, we will be able to blend with the crowds, but until then, we are noticeable.

I learn slowly to doze while we are resting the harts at a walk, but it is neither easy nor restful. Every time I drift off, either atop my mount or in my bedroll, I see Ferelthin’s face, feel his presence near me like a building heat. He is always just out of reach, just beyond my fingertips in the surreal way of dreams. His mouth moves as if trying urgently to impart some vital meaning, some message. I hear nothing, and this jangles my nerves all the more with the knowledge we have left him behind and the sense that this was a terrible choice.

“Rahnbrug is near,” Teinath says to me quietly, just over a week after we departed Viathan. “We will reach Mithrathan before nightfall if you want. Or first thing tomorrow.”

“What do you think the odds are that we have gone unnoticed?” The wryness in my voice sounds too loud even against the background of the others’ chatter behind me.

“A nice, round zero,” says Teinath.

“Brilliant.”

His answering wan smile fades in seconds.

The plan when we reach the city is to divide into two groups and scout the quarantine. In theory, the Knolls should be sealed completely to all traffic in or out, but both Ink and I are from the Knolls, and we know it better than any of the Purifiers do.

My first sight of Mithrathan again sets my heart fluttering like a frightened bird’s wings. We stay off the main thoroughfares, picking our way more slowly through deer and elk trails and hunters’ paths along the outer edges of unfarmable wilderness on the southern side of the city. I’m not ready when the time finally comes to leave the mounts behind.

“The harts will return when I call them,” Dar tells me for the third time as we dismount.

She’s had to repeat it because I’m not sure I’ll believe it until I see it.

“You think they can evade capture?” I ask, dubious.

The young elemental gives me a long-suffering look. “You do your magic, and you let me do mine.”

Fair enough.

Still, watching the harts scatter into the deciduous forest I know is far from untraversed doesn’t do my anxiety any favours.

It’s Eldan who offers to guide us into the city, which prompts immediate pushback.

“Yes, let’s let the only human here guide us into the jaws of the certain trap we already know exists,” Ink says. “Perfect plan.”

I decide to ignore that decision for now. “We need someone who knows the Knolls in each group, which means Ink is in one, and I’m in the other. It stands to reason that we each need a warrior, so Eldan will come with me, and Aigen will go with Ink. That leaves Dar and Teinath. Teinath ought to be with Ink and Aigen, so they at least have a mage, which leaves Dar with me and Eldan. Can everyone live with that without killing each other?”

The last sentence comes out more acerbically than I mean it to, but I’m exhausted, my back hurts, and I can’t go two heartbeats without thinking of Apathan.

Some celestine I am.

Everyone nods, and at least I don’t think the uncertainty is due to actual doubt of whether they will murder each other or not.

I pull out the now-scrubby piece of parchment I’ve spent the last two days of breaks debating with Ink about. It is a map of the Knolls with various evacuation routes noted on it, several of them as contingencies in case any of them are impassable due to military presence.

It will both work to our advantage and against us that Arnantas has used the quarantine method as an excuse for this, because anyone outside the zone will likely flee from the mass exodus if they even believe the lie to have a grain of truth.

It also means we’ll be easier targets, identifiable as other on sight alone.

The good thing is that Mithrathan is a big city, and the Knolls, while having something like borders, is still a fluid thing. People will know people they can go to in other quarters of the city. Like in Viathan, humans are not the majority of the population; they only hold the overwhelming majority of the power.

Handing the parchment to Ink, I hold their gaze for a long moment.

“Try not to die,” the changeling says, pointing above our heads at the rift. “That thing’s just getting started.”

“Same to you.” I don’t like the sad smile Ink gives me in return. Looking around at the others, I let out the breath I was holding. “We can either split up now or we can all follow Eldan into the city.”

“We split up now,” Teinath says quietly. “It isn’t that I’m not willing to trust you, Eldan, but there is a better chance of at least someone making it into the Knolls if we’re not all in one spot to get captured together.”

“Evade and regroup,” I remind them. “Don’t engage if you can avoid it.”

Aigen nods, and with a glance over her shoulder, she hefts her labrys into its sling on her back and starts walking. Ink follows quickly, but Teinath hangs back.

“Be seeing you,” he says to me.

“You better.” I want to hug him, but it’s too much to ask for me to hold it together thinking of what we might find in the city.

It’s too much to ask of Teinath, knowing that if we’re too late, he’ll be given real life memories to relive the deaths of his parents.

So I let my friends walk away, leaving me with one relative stranger who could lead me to my death and one grumpy elemental, who I think would rather thump me than do what I ask.

I manage a wobbly smile. “Shall we?”


Twenty-Six


We haven’t gone half a mile into the city before I start to think that Eldan’s sense of timing and direction is uncanny.

Every time I think a patrol might see us, he finds us a way around. Every time the road is blocked, he takes us through a building and out the other side.

Dar gets more and more agitated every time it happens.

When we’ve made it past the third Purifier patrol in an hour, she finally explodes.

“Okay, either you are trying to make it look like you’ve got an extra sense of direction to lure us into trusting you and from there into a trap or you are the luckiest rift-cursed man to ever exist in Sirethan,” she says, and I’m actually thankful she said it so I didn’t have to.

Eldan stops at the corner of a building, peering around it for a moment until he’s satisfied we’re not in danger.

“I’m a seeker,” he says after a beat.

“A what?” I ask.

Dar’s shaking her head. “No way. Not possible.”

“What’s not possible?” I have no idea what they’re talking about, but Dar’s clearly heard of it. “You’ve been watching him for two hours. Something’s possible.”

She looks at me with an angry retort perched on the tip of her tongue. The elemental closes her mouth with an audible click of teeth, then opens it again.

“Seekers are—oh, I don’t even know how to explain it. My people have stories of humans who never got lost. They could find their way out of a labyrinth after someone closed up all the exits. They could lead an entire people out of total darkness without seeing where they were going. Stuff like that.” Dar shakes her whole body like the entire idea is so absurd she needs it off her right now.

Eldan isn’t saying anything.

“Or,” I say, thinking about each word before I say it, “like avoiding the armies of the One God for five years after turning apostate and deserting?”

The human actually blinks at that like it never occurred to him. Maybe it didn’t. If you’re just used to your own normal it’s easy to miss that it’s weird as hell for other people.

“Yeah. Like that,” Dar says. Her eyes go to the sky, to the rift. “Fine. I’ll just blame the giant tear in the sky.”

“Blame whatever you have to,” Eldan says. “But we need to get moving again.”

Walking through the city feels almost normal after that exchange. And even though Dar said it flippantly, she could be right. All the stories about Aurora’s Rift say its coming heralds things waking up from the slumber of history or springing into being in the first place.

Like stonesmiths. And seekers. And celestial arcanists.

Anything is possible. Even victory.

I hold to that as we walk.

After Viathan, Mithrathan feels flat and dull. The buildings are blocky and squat, and it feels loud and far too controlled.

Trees hardly exist in Mithrathan. Its long, gridline streets are regimented, unlike the streets of Viathan that curve with the land. While there are colourful buildings here and there, most people don’t dare. Art is only permitted in service of the One God, usually in depicting the scrivenings. Occasionally artists try and bend the rules with their interpretation of the tales, but also occasionally, those artists disappear and aren’t seen again.

Coming back feels like trying to squeeze into shoes I outgrew. I’ve only been gone a matter of weeks. How could such a thing happen so quickly?

The closer we get to the Knolls, the more antsy I feel and the more soldiers we see on the street. Not just the usual Purifiers who patrol the city, but actual military. Still, Eldan guides us around them where he thinks it necessary, and sometimes we walk right in front of them when he deems it safe.

“They are not all the same,” he says. “But if I am not with you, it’s best and safest to assume none of them are safe.”

Dar only chuckles bitterly at that.

The quarantine zone is impossible to miss.

We hear it before we see it.

There are people screaming and pleading to be let out.

Eldan’s face goes flat and angry when his ears catch it, and Dar, usually sturdy and unyielding, looks as dangerous as a massive tree about to fall on a house.

“Stay close,” Eldan says.

I know this street. I used to walk it all the time. The few trees that once lined it have been chopped down. Enormous barricades have been erected with interlocking pieces of metal that I realise the army must keep ready for occasions such as this.

There are so many soldiers. Some of them point and laugh at the begging people. I can’t look at them. The hum of the rift grows too strong when I do, too ready to explode out of me, and if it does, everyone dies.

I have no idea how even a fabled seeker could lead us through walls of solid metal, but Eldan simply walks to a building that butts up against the quarantine, opens the door, and we follow.

Inside the house is nearly silent but for the yelling outside. It looks like someone left in a hurry. I don’t think a single soul would blame them; avoiding the quarantine by one wall is something most people would call too close for comfort.

Eldan leads us up the stairs and into a room with three beds in it. There is a window overlooking the inside of the Knolls, and Dar moves to it without waiting for Eldan to tell her to.

“Wait,” he says. “If we go through there, we’ll be in view of the soldiers outside.”

“Wouldn’t they have seen us coming in?” I ask.

“They could have,” he says simply. “They didn’t.”

I’m shocked this man didn’t get burned at the stake. If we live through this, I’m going to have to ask when he discovered he had this power.

The ceiling above us is low, made of simple slats. Eldan climbs up on a bed. He’s tall enough to simply push one of the slats out of the way, despite it being nailed down. With one squeal of nails being pulled out of the wood, he moves the board.

“Who’s first?” he asks.

I go first because Dar looks like she’d rather learn to fly than be boosted through a ceiling by this man, and he makes a sling for my foot and then lifts me like I weigh about as much as a feather. The space above the ceiling isn’t huge—Eldan will have to duck when he comes up—but I can stand in the middle of it, if barely.

Dar follows a moment later, clambering up with a grumble and dusting herself off.

I’m about to lean over to offer Eldan a hand up, but his calloused hands grasp the edge of the rafter a moment later, and he pulls himself up without any help.

“This way” is all he says.
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The air in the Knolls feels like Viathan did, but worse.

In Viathan, people only thought there was a possibility of danger. Here in the Knolls, not a single face looks at us without showing us clearly they’re only seeing their own death mask.

It twists my insides to see my home like this.

The sound of screaming is louder.

“Why do they bother?” Dar bursts out as we turn down the street that leads to the market. “It’s pointless.”

“Would you prefer they just lie down and die?” I ask her.

“Instead of yelling, they could fight. There are thousands of people here. All of them at once could break out in no time.”

She is so angry. I can’t blame her. My own rage is dampened only by my fear. We are in time, whatever that means, but this feels wrong. Too easy, in spite of me being certain it’s still a trap.

“You try convincing everyone to do it,” I tell her. “Or even a critical mass to fight back. We’ll wait.”

“Sometimes people are more afraid to die sooner than die later,” Eldan says, almost too softly for me to hear. “Dying later with certainty sometimes loses its sting when the alternative may be to lose the few precious remaining moments you have.”

We hurry through the streets, and my stomach lurches with every familiar sight twisted into a parody of itself. The market is silent, the stalls empty. That is almost a surprise.

When we reach my building, I take the stairs three at a time until we get to my door. I pound on it. “Apathan!”

There is no answer, which drains the remaining moisture from my mouth.

I throw open the door. The smell of mint tea lingers in the air, and I have to grab hold of the door jamb to keep the memories from bowling me over.

“Apathan!”

He’s not here. I already know he’s not here. I go in anyway, hearing the others’ footsteps behind me. His bed is made, tidy. His house shoes are by the door, but his foot wraps are hanging from their hook by the fire, which is wrong.

I go to the table. There is no note, nothing to give any hint of where he’s gone.

“Your apathan—he isn’t here?” Dar asks.

For the first time since I’ve met her, there’s something like sympathy in her voice.

I shake my head. I don’t trust myself to speak.

“Apathan?” I call it out one last time. “Shenan?”

My heart leaps at a voice in the corridor calling my name. “Lithrial? Is that you?”

But it is not Apathan. It’s Voreth, who sells home goods in the marketplace. Voreth, whose partner baked us a loaf of bread each day.

“Voreth?” I call his name as he steps into the apartment.

He looks weary, frightened. He is at least as old as Apathan. Older, probably, because his face has creases like thin leather pushed all together.

“Ah, as’lin. You should not have come back,” he says, and the way he says as’lin tears at my heart.

“Where is Apathan?” I ask. “Please. You must tell me where he is. I have to find him before it’s too late. We are trying to evacuate the Knolls. Viathan is safe. If we can get you out⁠—”

“Ish, as’lin,” he hushes me. “I have lived long enough. Save your fire for those it will warm to live another year. Your apathan has the heart of a child still. He is at Barm’s with many of the others, trying to organise an escape.”

My chest is suddenly full of space. Pride, swelling to fill every corner of my heart and lungs and ribcage. My Apathan. Of course that is what he is doing.

I give Voreth an anguished look. It has to be anguish. I cannot bear the thought of leaving him here.

“Do not worry, as’lin,” he says, patting my cheek with a soft hand. “I have led a long life full of love. I am pleased that you have been part of it.”

Wordlessly, I kiss the old man on each cheek, pulling his forehead against mine.

“Thank you,” I tell him.

“I hope you live,” he says.

That is the last I will ever see of Voreth. Of this I am certain.

Eldan lets me lead as we rush out of the building. Barm’s store is not far, and in my mind I can see all the routes Ink and I plotted out, discarding several possibilities in light of where we are going and hoping that Apathan will still be there when we arrive.

“Easy,” Eldan says when we’ve barely left the building. “Patrol!”

It’s too late to move without being seen. There are six of them to our three, Purifiers with batons at the ready, and they are already aiming in our direction with grim faces.

One of them wears a braid of rank on his shoulder. Dar is out of sight already, stealthed, and I cast Aura of Deigith at the Purifiers as they advance. It slows and chills four of the six, and my next attack is crafted of desperation. I think of pure ice, sharp ice, deadly ice to make the most of the chill bonus. The spike of an enormous icicle impales one of the frost-covered Purifiers, shattering her and stabbing into her comrade. My heart nearly explodes with relief that it worked. Maybe I don’t need Maeva to find that spell after all—though I’m not sure I’ll be able to replicate it. One of the others bellows his rage, and Eldan’s sword meets his with a clang of metal.

Every moment that passes in this fight makes my stomach sink farther. They’re delaying me getting to Apathan. They’re keeping me from him, from our people. We’re running out of time.

Orbit lands in the midst of the Purifiers, and another falls with Dar’s daggers in his back even as I throw Starfire at another. Eldan has his first opponent down and is moving on to the final three, who are calling for backup I don’t think they’ll get.

“Glory to the Most Holy,” a female Purifier croaks, blood dribbling from her lips. “He will cleanse this place, and you will not stop him. He has brought the rift to punish the heretics.”

Dar’s dagger catches her across the throat, and she dies with a gurgle. The rage I see on Dar’s face echoes in my soul.

I hit the remaining two with Aura of Deigith again. I can’t bring myself to use fire here, can’t convince myself to do it when the entire neighbourhood is about to go up in flames.

By the time the last Purifier is dead, it feels like we’ve lost half a day, even if I know it’s only been fifteen minutes or so.

“Hurry,” I say as Eldan cleans his sword.

I don’t have to say it twice. We pick up our pace, warier now. I don’t think any of us were expecting that the temple would have sent in patrols. What were they looking for? Us?

The streets change as we walk, first from deserted to sparse, then from sparse to thronging as we near where Voreth directed us. I can tell that someone is in charge here. There is no mindless panic, just grim faces set to tasks.

I can taste bile as we push through the crowd. Across the street is a park I used to play in as a child. Some children are there now, but children are not immune to the smell of fear in the air, and while some of them play, others pause often, looking around with frightened eyes and lifting their noses to the wind as if expecting the scent of smoke.

The crowd gets denser and denser. I am not sure how I will ever find Apathan in the teeming masses of the Knolls, and getting into Barm’s shop seems just as unlikely as getting close to it. More.

I do the only thing I can think of. I raise my voice. “I am Lithrial Abellan! I am looking for my apathan!”

Heads turn to stare at me, and someone calls out, “Someone fetch the Guide!”

The Guide.

It rings through me like a pealing golden bell.

Apathan is the Guide.

It takes me a moment to register the voice as familiar. Peering over the heads of the crowd, I see the face that goes with it.

“Ara?”

“Just so,” the merchant calls.

The crowd parts just enough for her to work through it to me, and she clasps my hand like an old friend and pulls my forehead to hers.

“You should not have come back,” she says. Her voice is thick. “You should have stayed away, celestine.”

A shock pulses through me at her words. “How do you know⁠—”

“Word spreads faster than fire,” Ara says. “We got the news the day before the quarantine.”

“This is my fault,” I say without thinking. “This is all because of me.”

The people around me hear, and they turn to face me. At first, I think they will kill me, and I will not stop them if they try.

“I’ll have none of that nonsense,” says a voice that straightens my spine from the bottom up. “Not from my as’lin.”

“Apathan,” I gasp, and then his arms are around me, and in spite of his age and his bad knee, the old fool has lifted me off my feet.

“Lithrial, my child. Let me look at you.” His face is perfection, his eyes so warm and wise and kind. “I did not expect to see you again so soon, and I did not expect you to have grown so much in so little time.”

“We have to get these people out,” I say.

I want to do nothing but stay here, go home to our apartment, sit and have that tea of his that always makes me fall asleep. I want to wake up tomorrow morning to the scent of mint and smoke and practice with my staff with Apathan.

He seems to sense it. He holds my hands tight in his.

“The rift brings change, as’lin,” he says. “As do you.”

And then he looks over my shoulder, over my head and over Eldan’s and Dar’s, into the distance.

I turn to see what he sees.

Smoke. A pillar of black smoke rising from the direction of the marketplace.

It’s started.


Twenty-Seven


“Apathan, what is your plan?” I look away from the smoke because I have to. If I stare at it, I will panic.

I cannot panic.

Apathan’s gaze snaps back to mine. It is to his credit and his credit alone, I think, that the entire crowd does not simply dissolve into hysterics and trample one another.

“There are two places where their barriers are weak,” he says. “And there are two others where they have no barriers, because the people of the Knolls remembered the last time this happened, and over the years, some of us have been tasked with maintaining the routes of escape.”

Us.

Some of us.

Until now I’ve forgotten that this has happened to the Knolls before.

Until now I’ve forgotten that it happened not long before I was born.

Somehow Apathan survived, but Amathan did not.

I have lived this long without knowing my own family’s history.

The thought intrudes, unwanted: what happened to Ama and Apa?

Ink and Teinath and Aigen—what if they don’t discover that the Knolls has their own plan? I have to trust that they will, because I have no way of contacting them. None.

“Those who have volunteered will go to the places where the barriers are weak. They will engage the army there and buy us time to get the rest out through the tunnels.” Apathan does not look like an old man to me right now. He looks neither tired nor weary nor ready to give up. “Right now, we wait until the smoke’s smell reaches us. The volunteers are already moving.”

He motions around us, and indeed, people are moving. It doesn’t take me long to forge a connection between them.

They are all older, or nearly all. It is Apathan’s generation.

They are preparing to lay down their lives so the younger people here can live.

Volunteers clasp shoulders as they go, some of them straightening their own backs that have hunched with age. I see people my parents’ age weeping openly as their own amas and apas go willingly into a doomed fight to the death.

“Apathan?” I am a child again. “Did you⁠—”

“Yes, as’lin,” he says. “I was out of the city the last time. In Rahnbrug. When I returned after hearing the news that the Knolls had been quarantined, it was already burning. These others are like me.”

Survivor’s guilt. That is the word for it in my other world.

But it is more than that here, too. They are bartering it for the lives of others.

Barm, Barm of the overpriced salted meat—he is standing at the corner of his shop handing out parcels of food to everyone who walks by him.

He meets my eyes sadly as if to say he knows, as if to say this was his reason all along, as if to say he’s sorry. As if to say it was worth it, because in spite of our avoiding his shop for his prices, he still did enough business to save what he needed to prepare.

When we pass him, Apathan calling out instructions to those around us, I reach into my belt pouch and pull out the heavy purse I took from the scout by the river with Elan and Ink, and I press it into Barm’s hands.

“I do not need any of the food,” I tell him. “You can rebuild with this.”

But he pushes it back at me. “If I make it out, I will find you in Viathan, and you can give it to me then. But this is my home, and I will see it empty before I leave it.”

I reluctantly press the purse back into my belt pouch.

A hand lands on my shoulder, and I look back to see Dar, her eyes full and heavy with unshed tears. She squeezes my shoulder once, then leaves her hand there. I reach my own back to place it on top of hers. The contact is welcome, reassuring.

The scent of smoke reaches my nose.

“With me!” Apathan calls out. “As we practiced!”

He’s prepared them. Of course he has.

Together with the assembled families, we move toward a block of apartments I’ve never been in before. It is innocuous, normal, beige and blocky like all the apartments and tenements in the Knolls.

Apathan leads us to a door and inside, down a corridor and down a long flight of stairs. It is claustrophobic with the press of people behind us. When we reach the cellar, the air is musty and damp and smells of stone.

He walks to the far end of it, where there is a heavy wooden door. This can’t be the escape. It’s just an access tunnel for the city water supply, and only the city’s registered workers can use the gates off from it. I only know that because some of the children once got caught playing down here by city workers. They were taken from their families and never seen again.

“Apathan,” I say quietly. “This is a way out?”

“Trust me, as’lin,” he says.

People are starting to fill the cellar, and some of the kids are crying.

Apathan opens the door to the water access. There is a short corridor before the tunnel itself. I’m not someone who’s ever really experienced panic in enclosed spaces, but I don’t want to pile into this tunnel with thousands of others knowing that any of the city’s water workers could report us to Arnantas in a second.

The press of bodies grows stronger behind me.

“Easy, my friends,” Apathan says loudly. “You will need to stay as calm as you can. Wait for my word.”

He walks a short distance into the corridor, but he doesn’t go out into the tunnel itself. Instead he turns to the stone wall, placing his hand against it. Curious, I reach out with my mana . . . and meet resistance that slaps me backward.

Apathan gives me a small smile, and his mana twists, more deftly than I could manage myself, and it plunges into the stone wall. The only elf to reach White Oak in recent memory, my apathan. The depth of his ability momentarily stuns me.

If the ward that Teinath taught me was basically the magical equivalent of scribbling don’t touch my stuff on something in crayon, this ward is the vault in a Swiss bank.

The stone of the wall shimmers in front of my eyes, and in its place is a door.

If I didn’t like the idea of going into a wide tunnel with thousands of people, going into a wall with barely even enough space to outstretch my arms feels downright treacherous. Eldan and Dar are still here, looking about as enthused as I am.

“Last chance,” I tell them. “We can leave with the people or go back out there and try to leave our own way.”

“We go with them,” Eldan says firmly.

I can hear in his voice that there’s no dissuading him, and truth be told, I wouldn’t want to. If he is truly a seeker and can find a way out of anything, where better could he use that power?

“Lead them out, Lithrial,” Apathan says to me. “I will see that the last of them makes it through.”

“Apathan, if anyone should stay, it ought to be me. You should go with them. You did all this⁠—”

“I need to close the door behind us, as’lin,” he says simply. “Only I can do it.”

That silences me.

I can’t say goodbye to Apathan. I just found him again. I want to stay here with him forever. There isn’t forever. There simply isn’t time—and both of us know it. It feels like I’m tossed on a river’s rapids, grasping for a hand that means my salvation, only to have the current wrench it away before my fingers find purchase.

“This is my duty. You have yours.” With that, he kisses my cheeks and raises his voice. “Follow Lithrial. She will lead you to safety.”

“Nothing dies,” Dar says to him, “that does not give its strength to the living.”

I start walking before any of them see my eyes fill.

The fated river carries us both away.
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The hidden tunnel-within-a-tunnel is wider than I expected, but not by much.

It quickly grows warm and humid with the breath of hundreds, then thousands of people behind me. If Apathan needs to close the door behind us, what lies in front of us? I don’t have Ferelthin with us to dispel any wards, and I don’t think I could do it myself. Not without endangering everyone I’m trying to save.

I begin to worry about air. With this many people breathing and no apparent ventilation, I don’t know how long we’ll all last down here.

And I have no idea how long this tunnel is.

The walls are simple grey stone, the remnants of elven work, I think, though it looks like the actual tunnel where the waterways go was the original. I’m not sure what the purpose of this one was, or how Apathan found it. I suppose it doesn’t matter.

He’s known about it all these years, kept this secret in hopes he wouldn’t need it.

“How much farther?” It’s a child’s voice, close enough for me to hear the words but far enough away I can’t say definitively how far.

I don’t hear the adults’ answer. I wish I knew myself. The ground beneath my feet echoes with the footsteps of everyone here. I wish I could see Ara.

The tunnel curves occasionally, turning and then turning back, but always level.

I lose track of time as we walk. We don’t stop, even when it is clear the people are flagging. Some of them eat as we go, using the bundles that Barm prepared for them as rations. There is little water, which is the more pressing worry, and no place to relieve oneself, which is perhaps just as urgent.

I can’t see the end of the throng behind me.

“Do you think Teinath and the others are okay?” I ask. “What will Arnantas do if he thinks we’ve escaped?”

“It will be at least a day before he will know. They will torch the district and wait for it to subside, and after that, they will need to wait for things to cool before they send in the army to hunt for survivors. With any luck, we will be long gone by then.” Dar looks uncomfortable, her eyes blinking too frequently and her whole body tense. “As for the others, I cannot guess.”

That is both reassuring and not.

“The air is changing,” Eldan says quietly. “I think we are approaching an exit.”

He’s right; the air is changing, though I’m not sure what that means.

We walk another quarter of an hour before the air turns unmistakably fresher. It seems we’ve been heading south under the city, and I’m thankful that the river runs to the east of the Knolls where we don’t have to worry about crossing it or the tunnel collapsing under the weight of flowing water.

Mithrathan is built on low hills that flatten out to the north and to the west, and the Knolls are named for being among the higher parts of the city. Which means the levelness of the path we’ve been on indicates we have either leaned eastward or moved mostly due south in spite of some of the turns.

An earthy scent intrudes into the smell of rock and people’s bodies and breath.

“Stop here,” I call back to the people behind me. At the front are a gaggle of young folks not much younger than myself. “I want to go ahead and see what is waiting for us.”

Maybe not the best choice of words.

“I’ll stay with them,” says Dar.

I nod to her and glance at Eldan, who follows without me needing to ask.

The tunnel curves around just a bit to the right, and twenty steps takes us out of view of the others.

I expected a door or something, anything at the other end, but the tunnel simply opens up onto a hillside that faces south. It is lightly wooded, like where we left the harts.

“Eldan?” I ask. “Is it safe to let them come out here?”

He looks around, bewildered. “Yes.”

I go back into the tunnel and call out to Dar. “Bring them out!”

I hope that Apathan told them what they were meant to do next, because I don’t like the idea of simply turning them loose in the countryside where they will have to fend for themselves when almost all of them have grown up in the city without having to hunt or fish or forage for their dinner.

As the people begin pouring out of the tunnel, I walk around it on the hillside, wondering how it hasn’t been discovered. The grass looks undisturbed recently, and while some dangles down over the mouth of the tunnel, it’s not nearly concealed enough to go unnoticed.

I try to orient myself. I can’t see the city from here, and from the length of time we were walking, we’ve gone about six miles south of it. A line of trees marks the river in the distance to the east. When I turn due north, a bleak smudge of smoke mars the very edge of the horizon, barely visible over the grass and firs.

There are a few familiar faces in the crowd, though I don’t remember names that go with them. Most people are lingering near the mouth of the tunnel. Dar starts directing them off to the sides at least so they don’t block people trying to get out.

After today, my respect for the young elemental is growing. She seems practical in a tight spot and compassionate when necessary, which I don’t think I would have guessed before this journey.

Some minutes later, Ara’s face appears emerging from the tunnel. She has a rucksack on her back, and her face is pained. I hope her neck isn’t giving her too much trouble.

She comes to me when she sees me. “Thank you for this.”

“I did very little,” I tell her. “I only found out about this tunnel today.”

“Still. It’s important sometimes for people to have someone to follow when they want to simply run away.”

Eldan is some distance away, alert, looking around as if he wishes he could see in all directions at once.

“What were your instructions after reaching this place?” I ask Ara. “I’m meant to meet up with another group that went into the Knolls, but you are all welcome to travel to Viathan if you are able.”

“The plan was that we would move out from here in smaller groups, with the more vulnerable going directly to Viathan and the more hardy taking longer routes so that the whole group isn’t in any one place at any point after right now,” Ara explains. She points to a family, where someone’s ama is holding up a toddler so the child can pee behind a bush. “Families like that will move south immediately. Barm gave us all enough rations to live for about a week, if uncomfortably, and there’s water and hamlets enough between here and Viathan. Until we knew you controlled the city, most planned to simply scatter, find distant family or start anew entirely.”

“Apathan said there were two routes out of Mithrathan,” I say. People are still pouring from the tunnel exit. “Where does the other let out?”

“I’m sorry,” Ara says. “I don’t know. I didn’t even know where this one would. The only people who know all of it are your apathan and Baras, the folk leading the second group. It’s likely they told at least a few others, but I wouldn’t know who.”

“Thank you anyway. How is your neck?”

Ara grimaces. “It’s been better.”

Without a thought, I cast Ela’s Touch on her, and Ara’s posture relaxes after a moment. She moves her neck from side to side with a smile.

“Thank you. If I can do anything for you or your cause, you only have to ask.”

I look down the hill at the scattered crowd. “I hate to do this, but they should get moving. Those coming out should rest briefly, but then they ought to start walking. Put as much distance between yourself and Mithrathan as you can.”

“Lithrial,” Dar says suddenly. “The harts have seen Teinath and the others.”

Ara gives me a tight nod and moves off down the hill. “Perhaps I’ll see you again, celestine.”

I quickly go to Dar’s side. “How do you know? Are they okay?”

“All I got was an image. Somewhere to the southeast of here, near the river.”

“What should we do?” I don’t want to leave this place without Apathan, but I have no idea how long it will be before he appears in the tunnel. “Do you think we can catch them?”

We’d planned to meet at a campsite to the south tomorrow if we didn’t find each other sooner, but I’ll feel better once we’re all in one place again.

Dar’s eyes go distant. “Not on foot.”

I hate this. I feel so helpless to actually do anything.

“Give me something I can do, Dar,” I say after a desperate moment. “I can’t just stand around here not knowing what’s happening in the city.”

Eldan comes over from where he’s been standing. “I agree. This was far too easy.”

“If you have something to say, say it.” There’s the prickly Dar I’ve come to know.

“As I see it, there are a few possibilities. Either Arnantas knew about the escape routes and planned accordingly and there will be an army waiting to the south to meet the refugees, or he didn’t know, but will soon.” Eldan frowns. “He is clearly trying to consolidate his power, and he thought he could kill two fish with one spear by luring you and Teinath here at the same time. The biggest clue he’ll have that something has gone awry with his plan is⁠—”

“That he hasn’t seen a glimpse of us,” I finish. “Shit.”

I begin walking up the hill to see if it affords me any vantage at all of the city. I don’t know where Arnantas will be or what he’ll be thinking, but I do think he will want to be somewhere he can observe. I don’t expect anyone to follow, but the elemental does, silently watching me.

I try to remember what Beith said about Arnantas and his motivations.

“Why the Knolls?” I ask out loud. “What is his reason for quarantining the Knolls and not one of the other poor districts?”

Dar is beside me, a look of distaste on her face. “Are you trying to use my mother’s advice? Good luck with that.”

“Help me or go watch the refugees,” I say flatly. “Why the Knolls?”

“It’s easily contained.”

“Too simple.” I move around a tree, trying to ignore that smudge of smoke above the horizon. “The same could be said for the docks, or the Candlewax district, or any number of others.”

As much as Apathan said it wasn’t true, I suspect that in this, he was wrong. While it may not be my fault that Arnantas is torching the Knolls, I do think he chose it because of me. Which means he knows something about me.

It means he knows where I’m from.


Twenty-Eight


Idon’t know what’s worse: leaving the refugees, or the creeping dread that I’m going back into the heart of Arnantas’s power.

“Arnantas either wants to simply hurt you or he wants to see what you’ll do,” Dar is saying. “If he succeeds in killing you, he might stamp out this rebellion that easily. If not, he will get a first impression of you that he will use to learn what move should come next.”

“You think that?” I ask.

Dar shrugs. “If I didn’t care who got caught in the middle, it’s what I’d do.”

That’s what clinches it. Much as I don’t want to, I beckon to my companions, unable to give the refugees more than a solemn nod before I turn away.

Dar and Eldan and I move back toward the city through the thinning forest.

My feet are hurting and exhausted. I cast the upgraded Ela’s Touch on the three of us, hoping that it will help with any blisters and rejuvenate us a little. It helps, if only a little.

The only sound for a while is our feet in the dry grasses of early autumn.

I don’t have a plan. I don’t even know if I’m following the path I’m supposed to follow.

The column of smoke from the burning Knolls grows thicker and blacker as we walk. The city slowly materialises under it, the cloud of death hanging heavy, lurking over the rooftops of Mithrathan.

It’s pure chance when we stumble upon the Purifier scout. Eldan freezes, gesturing minutely with one finger at the temple insignia etched into the scout’s leathers.

The man is off his horse looking for tracks when he comes into view, and one glance at Dar gives me a chance to see her grim smile as she disappears into stealth.

The elemental uses different magic than the human Speaker of Viathan. Instead of giving off smoke, she shimmers in the smoke-hazy sunlight and vanishes.

Eldan and I hang back, watching that light shimmer in the air move through the grass. It’s like watching the dappling of a grove of trees do something it’s not supposed to. It’s unnerving in an uncanny-valley sort of way.

The scout lets out a yell as Dar’s daggers sink into his back, and I aim Starfire at him the moment Dar is out of the way, readying Icicle to fling in his face when he tries vainly to scramble back to his feet. One devastating bash of Eldan’s shield shatters the man. The sound sends the hairs at the nape of my neck prickling. It sounds like dropping a sheet of tempered glass, pieces of frozen scout collapsing in a pile.

Any hope of searching his person vanishes into chunks, and his horse, battle-trained, hardly moves with his death.

I can’t say I blame the horse for not defending its rider.

Dar goes to the animal, speaking in a low tone I can’t hear, and she rummages around in the saddle bags. “Nothing useful.”

I didn’t expect anything, but it still leaves me with a sour taste of disappointment in my mouth.

“Routine patrol,” Eldan says quietly. “I doubt he was looking for us. Could have even been hunting.”

“No bow.” Dar’s disagreement is simple. “He was tracking something, but it might not have been connected to us.”

I don’t like the sound of that.

The rift is quiet above us, but its hum is still audible to me. I wish I had some sort of clue for what to do. For lack of a better idea, I look to the ground while the other two discuss.

If the scout was tracking something, maybe there are actual tracks.

I can see where Dar walked up to the scout, a slight indentation in the ground caused by her bracing herself against his inevitable flail of shock at her backstab.

The ground in front of the pile of dead scout is disturbed, and not by him, I think. There’s gouges in the grass like something with claws pawed at the ground, and when I circle around it, I mark three other spots where it looks like the creature’s feet rested. A short distance away, there’s deeper indentations with one pair of holes in the ground that looks like the loamy dirt was punctured by claws. There’s no more prints around it.

The prints go backward a bit, but they start as suddenly as they stop, with a set of deeper indentations in the ground and a scuff mark or two.

“Dar?” I ask.

She stops talking to Eldan mid-sentence. “What?”

“Can you think of any animal about twice the size of a—” I hesitate, trying to come up with a suitable comparison. Then I remember the wolves I fought with Teinath and Ink, what feels like an age ago. “Twice the size of a very large wolf? Any animal that large that can . . . fly?”

The elemental blinks at me, clearly not expecting the question. Instead of answering, she moves over to where I’m standing and studies the prints. Eldan joins her a moment later, just a hint of I-told-you-so on his face.

“No,” Dar says finally. “Nothing living, anyway. Historically, there were a few animals that fit that description, or at least large and can fly, which isn’t a particularly specific description. But as far as anyone knows these days, whatever animals like that went extinct sometime during or after the last rift, like the creabas, and they aren’t usually depicted with paws.”

“Creabas have hands, not paws,” Eldan says automatically, drawing both our gazes like a magnet draws iron filaments. At our surprised looks, he goes on. “They’re sacred beasts. It was said the One God could shapeshift into one, so they’re inviolate. They’re also extinct, and this would have to be something . . . else. I’m not even sure a griffon would leave prints like this. In depictions I’ve seen, they have the feet of a raptor, two claws forward, two back. These are very clearly paw prints.”

There are stories of beasts, beasts that sound fantastical even to the ears of a resident of Sirethan. I have vague, tickly memories of Apathan’s tales when I was young, but nothing sticks out as a possible match for these tracks.

Another mystery.

It isn’t worth it to stick around. We continue back north toward the city.
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Eldan suggests we go into the Gilded Quarter when we reach Mithrathan, which I don’t like.

I agree, however.

I doubt Arnantas would venture out of his sector of densest support and power, but elves stand out in the Gilded Quarter, and elementals stand out anywhere.

The streets are wider here, paved with smooth grey stone and home to medians down the centre that are lush with trees and bushes and plants that are beginning to go dormant for autumn. A few flowers cling to life, the occasional petal of red or purple showing amid the green that is slowly making its way to the blaze that will kindle only to die into winter.

The buildings are taller, less squat and more soaring, and cafés and shops line the footpaths, bustling with people talking and the occasional clatter of a passing carriage or cart.

I hardly see any non-humans here. Even the people serving are human—it’s one of the reasons in the Knolls people only manage to find work for each other. Humans don’t hire heathens. Most humans, anyway.

We draw a lot of eyes just walking down the street. As well as we are dressed, we’re all in armour, and the humans on the street are in casual clothing. They wear smartly-tailored coats and trousers in dark colours, occasional flowing skirts or robes.

Some of them openly stare, but no one makes a move to stop us.

I wait with Dar by a tree while Eldan goes to ask after news.

I try not to focus on the smoke still pouring into the sky from my home.

It’s one of those things I can’t look at too long anyway, can’t focus on. Like the sun, it will blind me.

It seems to take a decade for Eldan to return. Dar and I don’t dare talk for fear of drawing more attention to ourselves. We haven’t seen any Purifiers yet, but that could very well be because they’re all occupied in the Knolls.

It’s a bleak thought. For all the people we managed to get out, I know others didn’t leave. Didn’t or couldn’t, whether they were like Voreth and simply tired and finished or didn’t believe in the escape and stayed to burn.

When Eldan finally comes back, he gives us a nod, and we follow after him down the street. The wind is picking up a little, bringing with it the smell of the smoke.

The humans who react to it hold up perfumed handkerchiefs to their noses. Every so often they look up to the sky with distaste and annoyance.

Not once do I see so much as a flicker of compassion for what is burning, not even a flash of unease.

Their mere peevishness in the face of genocide makes me want to scream at them.

We follow Eldan down a side street before he speaks.

“Arnantas is planning to make a public address in an hour,” he says. “At the temple.”

There is a cathedral in each sector of the city, but the Grand Temple is rooted in the Gilded Quarter, easily three times the size of the cathedrals and so crusted in gold I’d half-expect a rainbow to spontaneously sprout from it in an absurd twist on leprechaun mythos.

“What are our options?” I ask.

The idea of going anywhere near Arnantas or any disciples or zealots or really any person who would listen to the man in earnest makes my skin feel like it did when those giant spiders were pressing their feet and hairy legs against me.

“How well do you know the area?” Eldan asks me.

“Not well. Before today I think I’d only been in the Gilded Quarter once or twice, and I never ventured close enough to see the temple except from across the river in the docks.”

Eldan nods. “The temple forms an amphitheater in front of it. There’s a wide bowl where people will gather, and we don’t want to be in that bowl. There are limited exits, and there will be Purifiers and guards everywhere.”

“Yes, thank you,” says Dar. “Let’s stay away from that.”

“There is city hall on the opposite side of the amphitheater,” Eldan goes on, looking at me expectantly. “It’s got a flat roof with a good vantage point, but if we were behind the lip of the roof, no one would see us unless you wanted them to.”

The way he says it is so simple and neutral, and what he’s hinting at crashes into me.

“You think I should let them see me?” I ask.

Dar is watching the human warrior with something like respect. “I didn’t think of that, but it could work. He wouldn’t be expecting it.”

“You think we could get back out again?” I have to ask it, even having spent the day with this man.

Without hesitation, Eldan nods. “Choose your moment wisely.”

“Let’s do it,” I say.
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Nothing is that simple.

As much as I wish we could just stroll to the building Eldan’s described, Mithrathan is nearly in a state of war today. The city is on edge, as is everyone in it, and that goes for everyone in Mithrathan’s city hall.

No matter how good Eldan’s seeker talents, accessing the building’s roof takes coordination and a certain amount of planning.

He leads us first to a back alley a few streets away. For the first time in a while, the air smells more of rubbish than the smoke of the Knolls burning.

“We can’t just waltz into a city building in armour,” Eldan says once Dar assures us we’re out of sight of the main road. “Or you two can’t, at least. But I’m not sure what else to do—if we take our armour off here, we’ll still be noticeably wearing fighting gear. Might even be even more remarkable in things people wear under armour without the armour itself.”

I hate that he’s right.

“I can’t exactly turn invisible,” I say, almost a grumble.

Dar gives me a half-smug, half-thoughtful look. “You can’t—but I can, or close enough. Wait here.”

She doesn’t give me or Eldan any time to object. The shimmer in the air belies her presence only for a moment, and then she’s gone.

I drum my fingers against my right greave, shifting my weight awkwardly. When Eldan looks at me, I give him a tight-lipped smile.

“You didn’t have to let me come,” he says suddenly. “I wouldn’t have blamed you if you’d sent me away in Viathan. Mer—I mean, uh. I partially expected you to just have me killed.”

That makes my fingers go still. “If you thought I was just going to kill you, why did you even bother?”

It’s clear he’s still fighting habits from his upbringing and his time in the military—I think he was about to say “mercy,” which is something I’ve heard humans say as an epithet of sorts—but I really don’t know what to make of the man.

“Hope,” he says after a drawn-out pause. “I hoped you wouldn’t.”

I look at the human man more closely. He has smile lines around his eyes, etched into his brown skin. At the corners of his mouth, too. Right now, he’s not so much as smirking. In fact, he looks . . . lost.

Ironic for a seeker.

“I try not to kill people without a very good reason,” I say, but I almost choke on the words. I executed a man only a few days ago. Eldan’s moment of vulnerability convinces me to return it in kind. “Until the rift, I never killed another soul.”

“Killing changes you,” he says softly. “It should change you. Hopefully it teaches you that life is precious. It teaches too many that life is simply expendable.”

His voice turns hard at the end, and involuntarily, I look up at the sky, where a wisp of smoke is visible even here, sandwiched between buildings as we are. The billowing black cloud I know lies beyond makes me think of Ferelthin again. If only. Perhaps he would know what to do.

We pass the rest of the time in silence. When Dar finally returns, Arnantas’s speech’s starting time is too close for comfort. My inner clock is screaming at me that we’re going to miss our chance if we don’t move.

She’s carrying what looks like a stack of burlap sacks.

“What—” I stop almost before I’ve started.

That’s exactly what she’s carrying. Giant burlap sacks.

“Penance robes?” Eldan asks dubiously. After a moment, he nods, first with uncertainty and then with resolve. “Good thinking. You’ll still stand out as non-humans, but I can work with the new convert angle. Aye, this will do well.”

“Thanks awfully,” Dar says. “I figured it would be more believable than a cleaner’s uniform. I didn’t see a single elf in the building, let alone an elemental.”

Eldan nods again. I can almost see the wheels in his head turning. “You wouldn’t. They don’t hire elves for official government buildings.”

That drains some of the moisture from my already-parched tongue.

“We need a reason to be there,” I say after a beat, clearing my throat. “Something that is boring enough that we won’t get stopped but actually justifies us being in the city hall.”

At that, Eldan gives me a wry smile. “I’ve got just the thing.”


Twenty-Nine


“Look sullen,” Eldan hisses at me.

I notice he doesn’t have to say this to Dar, who is outright glowering.

Trying to emulate her ability to sulk is probably beyond my talents, but I manage what I hope is a sullen expression. I’m not sure how much of my face the hood of the burlap robe will even reveal to anyone looking, but shadowed or not, I ought to make the attempt.

Little hairs of shed burlap fibres itch at the sides of my neck. It feels like bugs crawling on my skin. It takes every ounce of self-control I have not to rake at it with my nails.

The inside of the city hall is nearly silent, occupied only by a bored smattering of staff and guards, all of whom seem more relieved than irritated at not being able to go out to the square. I wouldn’t dare hazard a guess at their reasons for preferring to be in here for such an apparently historic speech, but whether they find Arnantas off-putting or just hate crowds, none of them look like they can be bothered to do more than the bare minimum of bureaucratic duties today.

The human woman at the wide desk looks up at Eldan from her seat, barely sparing a glance for me and Dar. Her blond hair is pulled into a severe knot at the base of her skull, and her brown eyes are dull and lacklustre, though the rest of her is immaculate and pristine, down to perfectly trimmed nails and a wrapped tunic that looks like it’s never been worn—a feat, considering it’s on a warm body.

“Penitents on a day like this?” she asks.

She makes it sound more like a required question than actual curiosity.

“Penitents because it’s a day like this,” Eldan says to her, jerking a thumb at us. “They’re meant to miss the address and instead clean the stairwells. The price of their acceptance.”

My mind goes blank, and I try to plaster a pout on my lips. Acceptance—the part of me that has always been Lithrial whispers that non-human converts to the human faith have to first be found acceptable.

And that requires them to debase themselves, often in front of humans.

Hence the burlap.

The woman at the desk gives a small, uninterested huff. “On you go, then.”

Just as I start to turn away, though, she clears her throat again.

“One moment,” she says. “You’re not a soldier—why are you the one looking after them?”

Of course. He’s wearing armour, but it’s not official armour, and he hasn’t a beard.

I look at Dar to avoid staring at Eldan. Out of the corner of my eye, I see him wink at her. Her cheeks flush immediately as he moves toward the desk and leans over it conspiratorially.

“You think they’re worth a soldier?” he says, a smile dancing in his tone. “Better babysitting converts than guarding a merchant caravan, in my opinion.”

The bureaucrat snorts a small laugh. A dashing mercenary flirting with her is likely the most excitement she’s had all day.

With that, he gives her a bow with a flourish and then turns back to us with a grunt, his demeanour shifting back to boredom as if he knows flirting with that woman was the most excitement he’d have all day.

If only that were true.

Our day has already been far from boring, and we’re about to full-on kick the hornet’s nest.
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Choose your moment wisely.

Hurrying through the humans’ city hall behind Eldan is somehow worse even than trying to get into the Knolls earlier.

Every delay, every time we have to dart down a corridor or duck into an empty office to avoid someone his instinct says shouldn’t see us as a threat, all I feel are the minutes slipping away like grains of sand through the chokepoint of an hourglass.

My skin feels taut. Stretched with tension I’m only barely keeping inside me. The hum of the rift doesn’t help. Instead, it makes me feel like its resonance might make me fly apart the way a frequency pitched high enough can shatter glass.

There must be people moving through the city now, in the direction of the Grand Temple and the amphitheater where they plan to listen to Arnantas.

I’m glad we didn’t dare venture that close to the gathering crowd. Instead, we are “safe” inside a government building, making our way towards the roof.

Whatever Eldan meant when he told the woman downstairs that we were going to clean stairwells, he clearly doesn’t intend to lead us to the main ones in use. Instead, he navigates the building as if he’s been here a hundred times, finally leading us to one at the rear of the building—I think; my inner compass is completely thrown—that doesn’t seem anywhere near the roof.

“In case of fire,” he says absently as he opens a door into the stairwell.

To my surprise, the door opens to daylight and a switchbacked flight of wooden stairs that clings to the building’s outer wall. Here, we’re hidden from the main streets and the inevitable foot traffic.

But then Eldan looks up at the cloud of smoke in the sky and swallows. I doggedly avoid doing the same, though I see Dar’s head tilted up, her put-upon expression turned to pure anger.

We don’t have emergency fire escapes in the Knolls. Not that it would have done anyone any good. Everything there will burn. There is no escape.

There is no going back.

The thought echoes through me, mutating in my mind. With every step we take here, we are venture closer to a new threshold, a new point of no return.

I feel sick as we climb the stairs of city hall, picking our way after Eldan.

“How do you know all of these routes?” Dar asks him. “I can believe you’re a seeker, but this one feels like it’s one you’re personally familiar with.”

“I used to come up here and hide and watch as a boy,” he says, glancing over his shoulder. “I’ve never liked crowds. I could always just sit on top of the roof and look out over the city, hear everything that was happening.”

I picture this enormous man as a boy doing just that. Nervous in the throngs of his city, seeking out ways through and around them, learning to evade not because he was being chased, but because he needed the space.

It’s different to my own life, but it rings so familiar.

When he helps us up over a ledge and onto the roof he told us about, I can already hear Arnantas speaking. He’s already begun.

The sound of his voice, magically and acoustically projected into the amphitheater, fills my ears with the rush of blood.

The rhythms of it thrum, sonorous and well-trained to his task. He knows how to ebb and flow his volume, his timbre, his intensity.

I tune him out as best I can, but it buzzes my skin.

We all stay low—the lip around the building’s roof is hardly waist-high. The roof itself isn’t flat, either. It is a shallow pyramid shape with drainage rivulets that lead to gutters at each corner. Otherwise, it’d be a pool in a summer rainstorm.

Walking around the edge at a crouch is awkward business, but I prefer it to being seen before we’re ready. My heart flaps against the inside of my ribcage. Every time I swallow, my mouth feels stickier, drier.

We reach the front of the building. Until now, I’ve been tuning out whatever Arnantas is saying, afraid I’d react to it and give us away.

His words fill the amphitheater.

For a church that disdains magic, they will use it where they see fit.

Arnantas’s voice is a resonant, booming baritone.

“Children of our One God, you have joined your will to his, and he will reward you for your faithfulness, for the courage it takes to stand against heresy.” I can’t see Arnantas, but I can tell he is moving, slow and deliberate, from the brief shifts in how his voice carries with each of his footsteps. “It is not your shame that those with whom we share hospitality in our city, those to whom we offer the friendship of neighbourly kindness by allowing them to dwell among the faithful—it is not your shame that they treat it with disdain and abuse.”

Dar’s face shifts with her rage. It is like watching the branches of a tree whip in the winds of a tornado. Anything to touch her would end up cut to shreds.

Unlike elves and humans who flush with blood, the elemental’s skin changes like the colours of shifting leaves, shades of earth and sky moving across it. Her eyes are silver clouds, flashing, shining back emotion.

Eldan’s face, by contrast, shows nothing. I wonder if he has gone somewhere else to avoid listening, if his mind has protected itself by withdrawing.

“Our God offers all who humble themselves before him a measure of his glory,” Arnantas is saying. “From the lowliest of those he has confined beneath us to the faces he sculpted to reflect his own, he offers you his glory.”

His words make the burlap robe I’m wearing itch at the tips of my ears where the hood covers them.

He speaks with the kind of confidence used by car salesmen in the post-crisis world. The kind of confidence that says “Luxury could be yours if you just reach out your hand!” all the while slowly pulling the hope farther and farther away.

But people never notice that they’ll never reach. He’s not selling five-hundred-thousand-pound cars. He’s selling the dream that everyone has an equal shot at one. Beyond that, he’s selling the lie that people should feel like they need one.

He’s selling that even though in one sentence he has divided his own followers into us and them—confined beneath us. It is no secret who he means. He sees the face of his god only in faces that look like his own.

Or perhaps only when he looks in a mirror.

Dar and I may be dressed in sackcloth in a mockery of his demanding penitence from converts, but in Arnantas’s eyes, I think everyone in this crowd probably looks as lowly.

I stop listening again, tuning out the words to follow the flow alone, listening as he justifies what he has done today, listening as the crowd stirs with his words.

But my listening reveals something unexpected. While much—most—of the crowd seems to be eating up everything he is spooning onto their tongues, there is a quaver of unrest in the outer fringes, closest to us. It is perhaps the only reason I hear it, that it is close to us.

Arnantas’s words intrude again.

“Look above you, good citizens. Gaze upon Aurora’s Rift and marvel at it—you have all known the fear of its appearance, but you have trusted in your god to see you through this time of promised chaos.” Arnantas drops his pitch as if confiding a vast secret. “My siblings, my faithful family, you do not need to fear chaos. Believe. He has sheltered you in your city through my hand. If your faith is great enough, our god will ensure that this rift, this rift that cuts through our sky with magic of uncertainty and destruction—he will ensure that this rift . . . is the last.”

The murmur that goes through the crowd is a roar, and even Eldan jumps at that.

“He cannot make such a promise,” the man says numbly. “How could he ever make such a promise?”

“Easy,” I say, getting to my feet. “He’ll be an age dead before the next one. As long as no further rifts appear, they will believe he is right.”

Dar gives me an urgent look, sensing what I’m about to do. I could not have choreographed better timing, if he’s talking about the rift.

Dar’s voice cracks when she speaks. “Lithrial, are you sure of this?”

“Not even a little bit,” I tell her, pulling the hem of the burlap upward to shimmy out of it where I crouch.

I give myself the split-second relief of a healthy scratch of my neck, though it’s gone in a flash.

I stand up straight.

With every eye on Arnantas, I have some little time to look around before anyone notices me. The crowd is still fitful, people turning to each other to murmur in confusion and disbelief, but that is only the crowd closest to us. Deeper in, in the parts where Arnantas is claiming the locked gaze of every fervent believer, a cheer is growing, swelling.

Soon it is deafening.

“Make sure I don’t fall,” I tell Eldan dryly, and I hop up onto the edge of the lip around the roof.

It’s not much wider than my feet, and I don’t particularly enjoy heights. More unnervingly, as I glance out over the crowd, I think I catch a glimpse of purple tattoos on the shaved sides of a tall man’s head, but it is gone in an instant, and it can’t be Ferelthin. It can’t. My vision swims a little, but I push the sensation aside as best I can and steady myself.

I stand with my feet planted and pull my staff from my back, holding it beside me for extra balance.

The shout below me is the first indication I get that someone has seen me.

“Look! Up there!” It’s a quiet shout, not meant as an alarm.

The first one, anyway.

A ripple spreads outward from me through the crowd.

“There’s someone up there!” someone calls out, and gasps sound, scattered.

“Is that an elf?”

It doesn’t seem that Arnantas has noticed yet. I stare directly at him, waiting.

While the confusion moves toward him in a wave, I look out over the crowd.

“I am Lithrial,” I say.

The name is not enough for anyone to understand, but I speak loudly enough for those closest to me to hear.

“What did the elf say?” a voice asks, and someone answers in a whisper.

“I come from Viathan.” I let that ring out even louder.

News of Viathan will have reached Mithrathan by now. This time the response is like setting fire to dry summer grass.

I can watch the speed of sound in the crowd’s reaction. They may not have known my name, but by now, they are understanding that something significant is happening, something dangerous, maybe. Something new. Unexpected.

They understand that someone is challenging Arnantas in the very nexus of his power.

“We won’t have much time,” Eldan says urgently, quietly, too low for anyone below us to hear. “Once Arnantas acknowledges you, there will already be people coming for us.”

“I know,” I murmur.

It doesn’t take long. Confusion sends shockwaves through the mass of people, and in the distance, with Arnantas hardly the size of my pinky on his raised dais, the exact moment he sees me peals like a bell.

There is one moment of surprise where he stops moving and goes absolutely still.

Only a moment.

“Lithrial,” he says.

His tongue tastes my name, carried to him either in a message from Viathan or in the mouths of the crowd gathered before him. His magic carries it back across the mass of people who did not hear it from my own lips.

I have no intention of hearing anything he has to say. The amphitheater will not carry my voice the way it is built to carry his, and I don’t care. It’s the voices closest to me that will take my message and spread it through Mithrathan in rumours and whispers. Probably in taunts and jeers. Maybe in quiet hope.

“My name is Lithrial,” I say. “This is my city as much as it is yours. I was raised in the Knolls.”

I have no need of explaining any further than that. Several faces tilt upward, eyes on the smoke that now is at my back, framing my figure against a sky clouded with death. The sunlight is hazy red, smouldering through the city.

The rift is there too, visible, growing, humming, singing to me.

I know what I’m going to do.

“My name is Lithrial,” I say again, projecting my voice as far as I can, “and the power of Aurora’s Rift is mine.”

I summon my mana, summon the force of Aurora’s Beacon to me, and the red haze of smoky sunlight turns gold, then violet, then white, white, pulsing outward from me and growing, filling the amphitheater and beyond from the top of this building.

It flashes brighter still at its peak, and I can hear people screaming, shouting, crying out to their One God.

Before it’s even faded, I jump down from the wall, clapping Eldan on the shoulder.

“Get us out of here, kindred seeker,” I say.


Thirty


Idefied Arnantas to his face.

I claimed the power of Aurora’s Rift in front of half of Mithrathan.

We spilled no blood on that rooftop, but already I can feel a ragged pulse quickening.

Already I know it’s only a matter of time before someone, somewhere pays dearly for my words.

Arnantas will not let this lie.

I have to believe that it will galvanise others.

I shake off my terror as quickly as I can, following Eldan as he runs across the sloped roof, vaulting over the edge onto the lower ledge beside it where we climbed up. I scramble down, scraping my hand on the stucco of the building. Dar jumps down on light feet, sinking into a crouch with the impact as if it’s nothing.

“Go,” I say to Eldan.

We can’t go back the way we came; that much is certain.

Dar had the presence of mind to grab my burlap robe before we fled, and she hands it to me as we descend the stairs, immediately peering over the rail to see if anyone is coming up from below.

I shove my head through the neck hole of the hateful garment, wanting to set it on fire.

It almost makes me miss Eldan’s sudden disappearance.

I skid to a halt on the next landing, where he’s holding the door open. We’re nowhere near the ground floor yet, and after a moment of anguished panic at going back inside where we can be easily discovered and trapped, I consciously force myself to trust this man. If he wanted us dead, he could have shoved me off the roof of the building in front of the entire city. Been a hero. Maybe earned back his place among their warriors.

Probably not that last bit.

Their One God certainly isn’t that forgiving, and Arnantas himself doesn’t even know the meaning of the word.

I notice stupid details as we make our way through Mithrathan’s city hall. Even in the back corridors of the place, the décor is meticulously reminiscent of their One God’s scrivenings. As we pause in a small nook, my eyes fall on the carved moulding that runs along the ceiling, high above my head. Where this wall meets the juncture of the next corridor, the corner is carved into a relief of someone—haloed by a sunburst—with a foot on an elf’s neck.

I have to tear my gaze away. My breathing feels ragged, like the tiny fibres of burlap are turning to dust, embedding themselves in my gums, my throat, my lungs. Like they’re wriggling into my skin and mucous membranes.

How much energy must it take to hold an entire people in such contempt? The humans have no reason to hate us so. We have every reason to hate them—but we don’t. Perhaps some do. But most only fear, not hate, and we don’t want vengeance.

Only justice.

Only safety.

Only peace.

Eldan’s chest rises and falls steadily, as if the tension of the moment can’t reach him. Dar is still, but I’d be a fool to mistake her quiescence for comfort.

Before I can find a safer place to use as a thinking spot, Eldan gestures hurriedly at us, and we move on.

The path he takes leads every which way through the building, so convoluted that I am well and truly lost. Once, he practically shoves us into a back stairwell, barking “Don’t let me catch you dallying again!” as the door slams shut on Dar’s heel, and he’s greeted with a chuckle from a guard, far too close. A shiver runs its fingers up my back, all the way to the base of my skull.

We can’t get out of this horrid building soon enough.

It’s quiet for several excruciating minutes before Eldan opens the door again, and this time he follows us in.

“Had to pretend I was off to get more cleaning supplies,” he murmurs, and though he is as impassive outwardly as ever, I can hear the tremor of exhaustion in his voice. “That was close. Too close.”

“Was he looking for us?” I ask in a hoarse whisper.

“Yes” is all Eldan says, motioning to the stairwell down.

I can’t help but feel like we’re being swallowed by a monstrous beast.

Time stretches as we flee, sometimes hiding in an alcove for minutes at a time. Every time we have to stop, I hope my heart and breath will calm down, but the waiting is far worse than acting. At least when we’re moving, it feels like we’re getting somewhere even if we’re picking out a route no one else would ever choose.

If the shortest distance between two points is a straight line, I think the longest distance between them is from Mithrathan’s city hall to the city’s outskirts. No path could possibly be this interminable. Not the tunnel out of the Knolls, not the tunnels under Viathan, not the path into hell itself.

We stop again, this time near the front of the building, which I can only tell because of the windows. I never thought I would grow familiar enough with a city building to be able to orient myself by the windows alone, but I have—the ones at the rear of the building, where the bureaucrats work in small offices full of ink and parchment and austere furnishings, are stately, but serviceable. No adornments, only function.

At the front of the building, which overlooks the Triumphant Boulevard, the windows are covered in intricate scrollwork. Their frames twist in convoluted patterns, all with sharp edges and few curves. Their latches are made of gold, which shines even brighter with the angle of the now-setting sun.

Outside, the lamplighters should be at work, acolytes of the One God who use their meagre magic to provide the city’s illumination. Instead, the street is jammed with the press of people leaving Arnantas’s address at the amphitheater.

Dar follows my gaze, hanging back a short way from the window.

“They will have set up checkpoints,” she says. “Even if we can get out there, making it through that is something else entirely.”

“We’re not going that way,” says Eldan. Unlike us, he’s not looking out the window, but peering instead down the corridor to the massive stair that leads to the foyer we entered through.

That realisation sends a spike of cold through me—we are so close to danger.

“I suppose we’re spending another half hour winding through the city’s most boring architecture,” Dar remarks, though there’s surprisingly little bite to her words.

“No,” Eldan says. He points down the corridor in the opposite direction. “There’s a meeting room down there that will be empty. It also links to the city archives with a walkway above street level.”

For some reason, that does not make me feel better.
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Eldan wasn’t kidding about the walkway—not that I thought he was—but despite my nervousness about it, it’s clearly a simple convenience for city workers to move between buildings without having to go outside and walking all the way down a street.

Either way, the archives are silent, and unlike city hall, unguarded where we enter. Our path takes us much more directly down several flights of stairs and, to my surprise, underground. We emerge out of a side door at last, cast in shadow with the sun hidden behind Mithrathan’s buildings.

The first breath of outside air is a relief for the length of three entire heartbeats before that vital organ seizes with panic again.

Too many times, I think I see Ferelthin out of the corner of my eye. Every time I turn my head, though, he’s gone. It makes me feel crazy, like everywhere I look there is a ghost of him, just out of reach. Like in my dreams.

And then we’re once more on the move.

Outside the city’s governmental buildings, Mithrathan is a hive of activity, guards and Purifiers visible everywhere we go. Everyone who isn’t in uniform scurries onward with purpose, desperate to get home and out from under any watchful gaze.

I lose track of all the turns. Several times, Eldan skids to a stop, slamming an arm into my chest so I don’t go barreling past him and right into a patrol of Purifiers. Dar reacts with reflexes faster than any cat, her eyes alert and wary as we wind through the city.

For me, though, I feel neither graceful nor alert.

The haze of smoke over the city seems to pervade my pores. It feels as if I’m absorbing the deaths of my people into my very skin. Over and over, I find myself holding my breath, having to force air into my lungs with the invasive thought of who are you breathing? and even then, I almost choke on it.

I wish Ferelthin was here.

Gods, I wish Ferelthin was really here.

The thought hardly has time to cross my mind.

It’s pure dumb luck when it happens—and not for us. For all Eldan’s skills of evasion, for all the close calls all day, for all the times he’s yanked us out of harm’s way, he is still human. He can’t make us invisible.

Not when a clatter from some upstairs window and a frustrated shout catches the attention of an entire group of guards that was just about to turn out of sight from the alley we’re creeping through.

All of their heads swivel, first upward where the sound emerged—then back down to street level.

To us.

“It’s them!” one of them yells.

We are still in our burlap robes, but somehow, he’s recognised us anyway. The shock of that freezes me in place for a moment before I can react.

“Shit,” I say. “What do we do?”

“Any route is better than back the way we came,” Eldan says. His brown eyes are wild, white showing around the irises even as he moves into action.

Six against three. My Beacon is recharged, but that’s the single most likely way to get everyone’s attention in this part of Mithrathan.

The alleyway is clean, but it’s far from wide.

Beside me, Dar fades into stealth, and I see Eldan draw daggers instead of his sword. There’s barely enough room here for even the short blades, and definitely no room for his longsword—or any flourishes of my staff.

My hand falters as I reach for my belt knife. I have to fumble with the billows of the burlap cloak to yank it up far enough to unsheathe the weapon.

I am a mage with or without a staff in my hands, and even as the guards rush us, I pull on my magic, drinking it in like ice-cold water at the height of summer. Frost snakes out from the knife’s grip, weaving along the blade.

Eldan closes with the first fighters.

The space is far too cramped for anything but an ugly fight.

There is no grace here, no honour code as Eldan strikes out with a blade in each hand and also utilises his feet. Bone crunches as his heel connects with a guard’s knee, and the man goes down screaming.

All around us, I hear windows slamming shut, a strange percussion of sliding wood and thuds that ricochets back and forth in multiple levels above us. It’s a three-dimensional rhythm, out of time and tune, punctuated by guttural grunts and the sick sound of a blade meeting soft flesh.

Eldan has two of the guards down before one slips through his guard.

At first, I expect the slippery human to come straight at me, but he doesn’t. He turns, his own dagger poised to plunge into Eldan’s side, right at the join of his armour.

I leap forward without thinking, releasing the cold from my knife even as I bring it down in a clumsy strike.

Guards don’t wear heavy plate—their leather armour is little better than a simple hide tunic. My knife cuts cleanly between the guard’s shoulder blades, and his flesh tightens around it as Aura of Deigith freezes him in place.

I jerk the blade back out before it’s stuck in frozen meat, wiping it on the man’s leather jerkin even though the blade is eerily clean, like it was so coated in frost that it didn’t even get bloodied.

There is a sound like scraping metal on ice, and I hear Dar curse—we struck at the same time, and her much-smoother attack has ripped a chunk of frozen flesh from the guard’s throat.

In that short time, Eldan has downed another guard, and that leaves two, though one is hanging back, not moving except for his mouth.

Eldan aims a kick at the fifth guard’s groin, and his opponent dances back—right into Dar’s waiting blades.

How she slipped around them, I may never know.

We advance on the sixth and final guard, who still has not reacted.

He stands in a strange stasis, his eyes glazed and his mouth moving numbly as if reciting something.

“Is he—is he having a seizure or something?” Eldan asks, looking uncertain as if he doesn’t want to murder someone in the middle of a medical event.

“No,” I say immediately. Every one of my senses is screaming at me to run.

But Eldan said any direction is better than back the way we came. There’s nowhere to flee.

“Lithrial,” the guard says.

But his voice is not his own.

That voice belongs to Arnantas.


Thirty-One


“You think you have avoided me,” says the voice of Arnantas through the guard he puppets.

The voice sounds almost disembodied, detached from the guard’s vocal cords, because he’s not actually using them. Instead, the voice projects from somewhere in the centre of the guard’s chest, though his mouth moves with the words.

The dissonance of it feels like being pinned by those giant spiders all over again.

“Hardly,” I say faintly.

What magic is this? Just being near it feels abhorrent.

“Some wisdom, then,” says Arnantas.

“We should go.” Eldan ignores the bizarre tableau before us, looking at me over his shoulder. “Now.”

“I think not.” Arnantas takes a shuffling step toward us, the guard’s body moving like a marionette.

While I don’t think the guard is himself a threat right now, if Arnantas is using his voice and his body, we would be fools to think he could not also use magic through him. He already is.

I don’t know what makes me say it. The words pour out of my mouth almost unbidden.

“You will pay for your crimes,” I say softly.

My own voice sounds disembodied to my ears, though not in the way his does. It almost feels as if I’m floating above myself, watching this strange encounter play out from one of the apartments way up there, through a window someone slammed shut.

“My crimes,” Arnantas muses. Far from sounding shocked or indignant, the man simply sounds thoughtful. “What of your crimes?”

“I could live to see the next rift and harm fewer people than you have managed in your lifetime,” I say, anger rooting me back into my body with the flush of heat that creeps up my chest. “I have always known hypocrisy to be a central tenet of your faith, but until this moment, I’ve never had the opportunity to show it the contempt it deserves.”

“Lithrial.” Dar’s voice is a whisper of leaves on the wind, meant to reach no ears but my own. She is closer to this guard than to me, with Eldan between us, but her voice sinks into my understanding nonetheless. “Amulet.”

My eyes seek out an amulet, and there, almost invisible against the patterns etched into the guard’s leather jerkin, is exactly that. It’s thin, barely more than a strip of hardened leather itself, suspended on a thong around the guard’s neck. Without thinking, I pull the burlap up again, sheathing my knife.

“Why have you shown yourself here?” I demand, the man’s silence almost more unnerving than his speech.

But Arnantas only watches us, the guard’s slack-jawed face as impassive as such a thing can be. It should lessen the fear of the moment that a small rivulet of drool trickles from the corner of his drooping mouth, but instead, that only escalates the sense of horror.

I wonder if the guard can hear this, if he can see what’s happening. Is he even still in there? Will he drop dead the moment Arnantas lets loose the puppet strings?

Eldan is frantically trying to meet my gaze. We need to go, he mouths.

And I realise he’s right. He’s absolutely right.

Arnantas is powerful, yes.

But he is not all-powerful.

What he is doing right now? This is stalling. Until other guards can get here. And we’re letting him keep us.

The amulet around his neck has the look of a glyph, even if I do not recognise it. Without thought, I leap into motion, darting around Eldan’s shoulder and Dar’s alike. My fingers close around the flap of leather, and I yank it away from the guard’s chest, snapping the thong with one motion.

The guard collapses as if I have indeed cut his puppet strings.

Without thinking, I fall to my knees beside him, fingers of my empty right hand seeking the pulse in his neck.

It’s there—faint, but present.

“Lithrial, we need to move,” Eldan says urgently.

He grabs my upper arm to try to pull me back to my feet, but I shake him off, rolling the guard onto his side.

“No one deserves what he just did to you,” I say to the guard. I don’t know if he can hear me, and I don’t care. “I hope you survive and heal.”

Ela’s Touch comes so easily to my fingertips as I touch them to the centre of the man’s chest. He has a young face, probably not much older than twenty, and the beard they are required to wear is still scraggly on him.

He jerks slightly when the healing washes over him, and now Eldan doesn’t hesitate to take hold of my arm again—Dar is on my other side. They both drag me away from the man.

Before I turn away, though, I see his neck craning to look at me, blue eyes awake and alive.

I see his mouth move, and though I cannot hear him speak, I know what he’s said.

Thank you.
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“That was stupid,” Dar hisses at me when we have made it some few streets away from that blood-soaked alley. “The charm could have exploded.”

“Too much effort,” I mutter. Eldan shoots me a sideways glance, but he immediately goes back to watching the path. “I’d be willing to bet every patrol has one of those things, and that is far too much magic for him to pour much more into it beyond what he just did.”

“What he did is an abomination,” Dar bursts out. “But what you did was still stupid.”

Despite the tone of her words, when I hazard a glance over at her, she gives me a tight smile as if to tell me she’s only referring to my hasty removal of the charm, not what came after.

The amulet still dangles from my left hand, damp now with sweat from my palm. More to do something than for any other reason, I send tendrils of mana out to it, somewhat like what I did in the cave with the wards on the hut.

There is only a void there where whatever magic Arnantas used has already vanished, returned into the aether.

He can’t have set this up just for me—or could he? He only had a week, and the piece of leather in my hand does feel hasty.

If he did do it to find me and me alone, that means without Eldan, they would have found me almost instantly.

That thought chills me. I pull my left hand through the scratchy burlap sleeve to fumblingly shove the amulet into the pouch at my belt. Maybe Beith or someone will know how to nullify them. I’m never going to get this horrid itch—or the image of that guard’s slack, drooling face—out of my memory.

I fight against exhaustion as we again wind through an impossibly complex path, this time through Mithrathan itself.

As we move, we see other guards, usually from a distance, and each group we see includes one guard who wears a leather amulet around their neck.

I itch—literally—to take off the burlap, but while Arnantas knows this is how we are dressed, there is still a sliver of plausible deniability. We could be penitents. We even see a few others along our route.

In the Knolls, I never saw penitents. They wouldn’t be in the Knolls since they would only be found in the human parts of Mithrathan. Now that I am more aware of them, they seem to be everywhere. A trio here, a pair there. They walk with downcast eyes, so we do the same, even though the sight of them makes me want to scream.

Their choice is mere desperation. As much as ours, if not more. We have a new life waiting beyond the borders of this city—they’re still trying to survive living in the pressure of its grip.

Weariness seeps into my bones the longer we walk. Time stretches out as if Eldan’s ability slows it somehow. The sun’s journey to the horizon makes shadows lengthen, and while I should be grateful for the additional cover they lend us, I can’t shake the feeling that they are tendrils of Arnantas’s eyes and ears, reaching out for us with every step we take into the gathering dark.

I concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other. One step, then another.

We must make it out.
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The sun has fully set before we reach the city’s outskirts, and the only comfort I have that mutes the pounding of my heart and the pounding rhythm of my feet is that it has been long enough that I know I can access Aurora’s Beacon.

We’ve finally—finally—doffed the burlap, though its fibres have wormed their way down the neck of my padded tunic beneath my armour. I can feel them, prickles in the sweat-dampened heat.

Relief, like so many other things, will have to wait.

Around us, the land has shifted into woodland, some of which bumps up against farms, but we keep to the trees as we pick our way southward.

“The harts are coming,” Dar says with relief after a few minutes of walking. “The others are with them. The animals will lead them to us.”

Good news. Good news I cling to.

“How long?” is all Eldan asks, his eyes scanning the farmland around us that is just giving way to forest.

“Not long,” Dar says tersely. “A quarter of an hour. Maybe a half.”

“Keep moving,” says Eldan.

We hurry through the falling dark, the smell of smoke noticeable even here now with the changing of the wind.

And then we see them.

A family of elves, accompanied by a tall, willowy elemental.

“It’s her!” One of the children raises their voice, tugging at their ama’s tunic.

Dread pools in me. As quickly as I can, I close the distance between us, urgency worrying at my mind. I look at the parents, at the elemental who has the gangly look of an adolescent, though she’s almost certainly older than I am.

“It’s not safe to be near us,” I say to them, trying to keep my voice low and even. “We’ve gotten the attention of someone very powerful. We will stay here until you are some distance away, but stay hidden in any way you can. By now, it’s likely they know we’ve escaped the city.”

The elemental makes a distressed noise like a cracking tree limb and scoops up one child in each arm without straining.

At their apa’s alarmed look, the young elemental glances to me before saying, “We will need to run.”

“Are there others coming behind you?” Eldan asks the parents.

“We don’t know. We haven’t seen anyone else in over an hour.” The ama and apa exchange a glance, and one of the children whimpers.

“Good,” I murmur. “Hurry.”

Without another word, the small family departs at a trot, the fastest they can manage with all the belongings they’re carrying on their backs.

“Viath send winds at their backs,” Dar says under her breath. At my surprised look at her invoking an elven god, she gives me a tight-lipped grimace, not quite a smile, that suggests she’s asking for help from those best placed to care.

I wish I could believe Viath were truly listening.

After hours of movement, standing still threatens to put me into a doze. I shift my weight from foot to foot to try and stay awake. I guess even adrenaline runs out after a while—or perhaps the relief of escaping the city was enough to tell my body the danger was over.

It’s not over.

“The harts?” I ask Dar after what feels like an hour.

She frowns, a look of concentration wrinkling her face. The expression resembles the cracks in an oak’s bark.

“They are still coming, but they had to change direction to avoid a patrol.”

I don’t like the worried tone to her voice.

Eldan is notably silent, and when I glance over at him, he’s half leaning against a birch, his eyelids fluttering.

Shit. The man is completely shattered.

He’s pushed himself too hard, and neither of us noticed.

“Dar,” I say in alarm.

She follows my gaze, striding to the human man and placing both palms on his cheeks.

His eyes snap open all the way.

“You foolish, foolish soul,” the elemental says to him. “You have nearly drained yourself of mana, and now it’s struggling to regenerate. You need rest, or you will burn yourself out and be of no use to anyone.”

At first, her words sound simply harsh—I even bristle at the idea of prioritising his usefulness over his well-being—but apparently, Dar has accurately judged Eldan’s own priorities.

He swallows, his brown skin ashy in the twilight.

“Sit,” Dar commands him, and he immediately sinks against the trunk of the tree. “We will rouse you if there is danger. Until then, take whatever rest you can.”

Eldan is asleep before she finishes speaking.

“Thank you,” I tell her.

“With a little luck, he’ll get a quarter of an hour. With a little more, that will be enough to keep him alive.”

If I thought time crawled before, now it grinds nearly to a halt.

I time it with each slow inhale and exhale that moves Eldan’s chest. More to keep myself grounded than anything, I move a short distance away from Dar and take my staff in my hands. The simplest things are sometimes the best.

Apathan is somewhere out there, somewhere leading our people out of danger.

I can do nothing for him right now, but I can manage myself.

My arms and legs flow through the familiar forms, and with the movement comes new awareness. I’ve not stopped moving since I ascended to Black Cherry, and now I take more notice of what I am feeling. My senses of mana and my own energies are clearer, more precise.

As I move, some vitality begins to return to my tired limbs. I wish I could use some of it to help the others, too. But then—of course I can. I cast Ela’s Touch from one downstroke of my staff to the next, and I feel as it ripples out from me to reach both Dar and the sleeping Eldan.

Before the relief can set in, the bellow of a horn cuts through the air.

“Shit,” I say, a moment too soon, because an answering call drowns out my expletive.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Eldan spring to his feet, soldier’s reflexes stronger even than his weariness.

“They know we’re heading south,” Dar says with a worried glance at the man. I can almost see her thinking If we didn’t even get enough luck for a quarter hour rest, any more is too much to hope. “We should have gone a different direction.”

“East we would have run into the river,” argues Eldan, his eyes alert and moving. “And west was full of patrols.”

He almost looks normal, but he steadies himself on the tree. The arm braced against the birch’s trunk trembles ever so slightly. As much as he’s trying to hide it, whatever it is that allows him to seek paths out of danger truly has burned through almost all of his mana. Or some other form of energy that he can’t afford to lose too much of. We’ve been leaning on him all day.

Another horn sounds in the gloaming.

Three horns. From three different directions. All northward, which gives me some hope for the family we sent off ahead of us, but the still-fresh image of those two young children, the memory of the little one’s voice saying “It’s her!”—hope is no match for the terror of finding them struck down by Arnantas’s men.

“How many in each patrol?” My words are sharp in the thick tension of twilight.

“Three patrols, usually five but sometimes six or seven to a patrol. So fifteen if we’re lucky. Twenty if we’re not.” Eldan doesn’t sound hopeful about our luck.

Neither does Dar. “Shit.” Her gaze is on the southeast, probably willing the harts to come faster.

Twenty. And if one person in each of those patrols has one of these leather amulets, Arnantas will literally see every move we make through some naïve soldier’s eyes.

And even if Teinath and Ink and Aigen meet us, six against twenty is still not the best odds.

The patrols appear a bare moment later, or the first of them does, mounted Purifiers on horseback.

These are no city guards in leather jerkins—these are elite, trained warriors in full scale.

Instinctively, I take a firmer hold of my staff. After stabbing the guard, that’s the last thing I want to do again. The staff, every bit as much a weapon as a blade, feels at home in my hands. The knife hangs at my waist.

Dar drops into stealth, and I preemptively cast Ela’s Touch, bracing myself for the humans’ attack.

The first patrol is six riders, each of them cloaked in burgundy leather with the hand of the One God emblazoned on the chest of their scale mail in gold. Half of them have bows, and they hold them at the ready, guiding their mounts with their knees.

“We can’t wait for them to engage us,” Eldan says. “If we wait, they’ll simply surround us. Make them work for it.”

He doesn’t have to tell me twice. I cast Sudden Blaze at the soldiers closest to me. It catches three of them at once, and the horses scream, sending a sharp pang of guilt through me. The odour of burning hair fills the air so quickly it’s as if the wind has blown it right into our faces.

The two archers who aren’t on fire shout curses, drawing arrows.

I cast Aura of Deigith on the pair of archers, chilling them. Frost glints on their bowstrings, and this time the icicle I form happens more easily, my mana recalling what I did out of desperation. It hits fast on the heels of the frozen aura, bolstered by the first spell to even more icy power. It shatters the archer it hits outright, and my static charge triggers, lightning leaping between the soldiers. The second archer’s bowstring snaps in a brittle twang. I don’t know where Dar is, but a buzz cuts through the air, followed by a metallic ping just as Eldan dives in front of me, and the arrow he’s just deflected with his shield skitters harmlessly to the ground.

I register the thumps in the earth a split second before sound of hoofbeats behind me makes me spin just as a yell pierces the air from the first patrol.

The second is approaching, more warily now. Another six humans, another six horses. All of their gazes are trained on us. One of their forms is far larger than the others, astride an absolute beast of a horse that must be twenty-two hands tall. Dread slips down the insides of my ribs, something tugging at my memory.

“What was that yell?” I ask Eldan, keeping my back to his.

“Dar,” he says. “She’s cutting the saddle billets.”

But I hardly hear his answer. The memory has resurfaced.

I recognise one of the men in the patrol.

I recognise that hulking form, the breadth of shoulders, the wave of blond hair that looks grey in the twilight.

I recognise that man because he almost killed Teinath in Rahnbrug, what feels like a lifetime ago.

Ragan.


Thirty-Two


Ragan.

I shouldn’t be surprised.

The hulking man from Rahnbrug is atop a stunning charger, a veritable moose of a horse. More noticeable is Ragan’s armour, which is far finer than the other patrols’, with epaulets of gold spilling over his shoulders. Emblazoned across his chest is the same gold emblem of the One God as the others wear with its outward-facing palm at its heart, but in the centre of the hand is an eye that glimmers in the fading light of day. It is a star ruby, and perfectly symmetrical lines illuminate across its surface when Ragan wheels his horse to the side.

“Ah,” he says. “A familiar face.”

He looks around, probably seeking Teinath, but Teinath isn’t here.

Ragan’s eyes light on Eldan, though, with some surprise.

The third patrol will join them any minute, but I don’t dare attack now, not with Eldan clearly exhausted. He will not be a match for Ragan. I’m not certain the three of us all together could match Ragan.

“Commander Cole,” he says, not bothering to disguise his disbelief. “The apostate of Mithrathan. My, commander, the years have not been kind to you. I suppose it’s the effect of spending them running for your life.”

“Hardly,” says Eldan. “There was very little running.”

“Interesting.” Ragan glances at one of the other soldiers. I start when I realise the soldier in question is an elf. “Mir.”

The elf’s name alone appears to be order enough, and he nocks an arrow, but he doesn’t aim at any of us. Just before he looses it, I feel a faint tug of movement in the air. Mana. The arrow ignites, and three others behind the elf nock arrows that do the same. The arrows soar around us, thumping into the ground.

I feel it in my feet, the impacts, but that isn’t what freezes me.

The dry autumn grass catches in an instant.

The fire spreads from the semicircle around us, locking us between it and the riders in front of us. Flames lick hungrily at every blade of grass, leaping from one to the next. The sudden blaze reflects in the ruby eye on Ragan’s chest, shining brightly back at me like the inferno at the heart of a dying star.

I still can’t see Dar. Part of me hopes she’s running to meet the others, to warn them, but I don’t know.

“I’m not sure how you got out of the city after your little display,” Ragan muses, ignoring the fire spreading around us. It is encroaching on me and Eldan where we stand. “But you won’t get any farther. I ought to have killed you in Rahnbrug when I had the chance.”

“Yes,” calls Teinath’s voice. “You really ought to have done that.”

The sound of his voice is sweeter than a mountain spring, and my relief grows tenfold at the next sound to tear through the crackling fire.

An arrow whizzes through the air, and Ragan spins his horse with reflexes far faster than anyone should have at that size. Even so, Ink’s shot takes him in the shoulder, piercing through his armour and lodging firmly in the meat of his deltoid.

He snarls in pain and rage.

A breeze blows, feeding the flames that spread across the sparsely wooded grassland. We are still outnumbered, but with Teinath, Ink, and Aigen finally here with us, maybe—just maybe—we have a chance.

I can feel the third patrol coming in the movement of the earth, feel the footsteps of one of the remaining soldiers from the first patrol, feel the anxious whisper of the fire in the grass. I cannot escape the smell of smoke today.

I turn, trying to figure out a plan. Just as I do, one of the approaching soldiers cries out, falling to his knees as Dar blinks into existence behind him. She kicks him forward into the fire and dives away just as Ragan’s elf archer sends another volley toward her.

The ground trembles, and the horses scream again, this time as Teinath’s earth magic sends furrows shooting out in all directions from the epicentre where Ragan himself struggles to keep control over his charger.

And there is Teinath, finally visible behind the tall, imposing form of our folk warrior. Aigen herself is drawing her labrys, and as I watch, she uses the wide, double-bitted blade of the massive axe to deflect an arrow from a soldier’s bow.

Ragan draws his sword with no apparent trouble despite the arrow sticking out of his shoulder. Eldan moves to get between me and the hulking human.

The third patrol is here, galloping toward us. That’s at least twelve to our six, and Ragan will be far more dangerous than any of the others.

I wish Ferelthin were here.

The thought pushes me into action. I summon Aurora’s Beacon again, the light erupting from me with the sound of panicking horses. I hope Dar is taking advantage of the moment. Thinking of Ferelthin, I call lightning from the sky as if it can summon him into existence like the god whose name he wears. Forks of electricity leap between the stunned soldiers and Ragan himself, though he hardly twitches with it, shifting his shoulders with a jerk of movement. He’s resisted the stun from the beacon and the lightning.

There’s a cry as the elf Mir tumbles from his horse, the cinch springing free under the deft work of Dar’s dagger. I hear the slap of the flat of her blade connecting with the horse’s flank, and the horse rears and whinnies, almost landing with heavy hooves on Mir himself, who is dazed and half-stunned but still manages to clumsily roll himself out of the way of getting trampled.

“Hold!” Ragan bellows.

The heat of the fire around us is getting stronger. Part of my mind is hovering on the edge of panic, thinking of the Knolls going up in flames, thinking of how I decided a passive with extra fire resistance wasn’t worth it, thinking of how the fire is licking up the dry grass like it’s ambrosia, ready to ravenously devour everything in its path. The flames have already spread beyond the field, catching bushes and a small sapling at the edge of a farm just on the edge of the wood. Shouts go up on the farm, but I do not expect they will risk interfering. They will protect their home against the fire.

Fire.

Of course. Of course.

“Thank you,” I say to Ragan, gesturing to the fire surrounding me with my staff.

“What?”

It’s the only word he gets out before I seize the fire itself, dragging on my mana to channel Flamethrower and aim a cone of pure plasma at the advancing patrol. Dar, briefly visible, dances out of the way even as Ragan dives from his horse, rolling through a patch of smouldering grass.

Aigen’s labrys comes down a foot from Ragan’s head.

Teinath is adding to the fire now, throwing balls of it at the newly arrived patrols, punctuated by Ink’s arrows as the changeling dodges the return volleys.

Eldan goes hand to hand with one of the soldiers. I drop Flamethrower, showering the foes with basic attacks from my staff. The rift calls to me, singing above our heads. Its threads are woven through me. I grab hold of them and pull. The shower of arcane bolts becomes a barrage. Time seems to slow around me even as my mana dips. My mind whirls with what I just did—something new. Something mine, rooted in the rift like I am myself.

I am at Eldan’s side in an instant, casting Ela’s Touch on him, and in the moment of his enemy’s distraction, I swing my staff around, clubbing the elf on the head.

“Lithrial!”

At Teinath’s cry, I spin. It takes me a moment to see what’s happened through the confusion of horses dancing away from the fire and remaining patrol soldiers struggling to hold their weapons.

Ink is down. The changeling lies in a heap, thankfully away from the growing blaze, and Aigen is grappling with a pair of Ragan’s other soldiers, leaving Teinath vulnerable to Ragan, who advances on him like he plans to exact vengeance.

I cast Starfire at Ragan’s exposed back.

When it hits, he lurches forward, and Teinath hits him with what looks like a boulder to the chest in response, sending the hulking man lurching back toward me.

A horn sounds in the distance.

Ragan turns to look at me, a slow smile on his face. “I’ll enjoy this, elf. I’ll take you to the Disciples myself.”

We have to get out of here. Now. I see the harts now, hovering at the edge of the forest, waiting and ready to bear us out of here.

“Dar!” I call out, not bothering to look for her. “We need to move!”

I cast Forked again, knowing it will barely touch Ragan himself, but it tears through the remaining soldiers here, and out of the corner of my eye, Aigen beheads both of her foes while their bodies spasm with lightning leaping from their shoulders.

Ragan has turned to face me. He is not worried. Two horns call out to each other. They are closer. A third crafts a high, warning response.

Another fifteen or twenty Purifiers. We cannot face that many. I feel only a whisper of them in my feet, and it is enough to almost freeze me where I stand in this burning clearing. Ragan’s eyes are aflame with hatred, and the star ruby at his heart glows, baleful and blinding as it catches the light.

The man seems to resist almost all magic. I cast Aura of Deigith directly at him, and while frost crawls across his armour, he gives a shiver of mere annoyance, reaching up to snap off the shaft of the arrow in his shoulder.

Beyond him, Dar and Eldan are getting Ink onto the back of a hart. Aigen stalks toward Ragan, but a warning shout from Teinath pulls her away reluctantly to climb onto her own mount.

The horns sound again. I can feel more than the barest whisper of the patrols’ approach in the ground now. Desperate, with Ragan between me and my companions, between me and my escape, I throw Icicle at him.

For a moment I think it hasn’t done anything, but he is already chilled from the Aura of Deigith, and his step slows to a sluggish thud, his face contorting numbly with frustration. Beneath the collar of his armour, a sickly green web is spreading up the side of his neck.

I don’t wait to puzzle it out. The fire is licking up at my ankles now, and I run right through it. My foot wraps cover my flesh enough to avoid worse burns, but my toes and heels are exposed, and flashes of pain shoot through me.

There is no clear path through the burning field. Just beyond it, Teinath waits, and he gives me a strong hand up onto a golden-furred hart I haven’t ridden before.

“Ride!” I yell, and Dar whistles, a ululating sound that spurs the animals into action.

Something thumps into my lower back.

I scream.

“Lithrial!” Teinath’s voice is urgent and frightened.

“Keep going!” I barely get the words out through gritted teeth, clinging to the hart’s reins even though every beat of her hooves on the ground sends shocks of pain through me.

“Hold on.” Dar wheels her mount to ride up beside me beside me, easily controlling her hart with her knees alone. “He threw a knife at you. Fucking impossible shot. If you hadn’t already been moving, it would have hit you in the spine.”

A low, constant growl is pouring from my throat, underlined by a groan. Her words are like blades themselves—how close did I just come to immediate death?

I start to reach for my mana, and Dar barks out a “Don’t!”

The motion of the animal beneath me is making me sick with the pain.

“I need to stop,” I say.

“Stop and we’ll all die,” Dar tells me flatly. “I’m going to take the knife out. As soon as I tell you, cast your healing spell, but you have to wait until it’s out or it’ll be worse.”

The understanding sends a sickly chill through me. My stomach churns.

“Do it,” I say.

In spite of his exhaustion, Eldan is bringing up the rear, making sure Ink is in front of him. I look at him in gratitude, trying not to think about what is about to happen.

“Breathe,” says Dar.

She and her hart are close enough to me that I can feel their body heat, her leg brushing mine with every step the animals take.

The blade in my side jolts as she grabs it, and I scream again, spitting.

Dar yanks, pulling backward and slowing her mount. “Now!”

I fumble for my mana through the agony shooting sharp sparks through my back. I cast Ela’s Touch.

At first I think it hasn’t worked, but the pain eases off, and I almost sob, collapsing forward.

Dar commands the harts with another series of ululating whistles, falling back to talk to Eldan.

We ride.
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It is morning before we allow the animals to slow. The land has levelled out into plains, and to the north, the smoke has finally faded on the horizon.

The air is crisp and clean, but I am drained of mana, drained of all my energy, and the wound in my back is still a pulsing, throbbing epicentre of pain.

We choke down some food. Ink is awake, though dazed and concussed, and in spite of me using Ela’s Touch on all of us to keep us going through the night—it’s the only reason even the harts could carry us that long—the changeling isn’t at a hundred percent. Everyone is lathered and sore and about to drop.

We change mounts in the pre-dawn dimness, and I pity the new animals we’re each getting on. At least their fellows get a break after running all night. These ones are rewarded with the weight of riders after that.

Exhaustion grasps at me as we continue on. I doze in my saddle, Ferelthin’s face swimming behind my closed eyes.

I can almost imagine I hear his voice.

And then I am jolted awake by the sound of his name—Teinath’s surprised cry of alarm.

My bleary eyes spring open, and I turn. My back aches around the site of the knife wound. It should be healed, but I don’t have time to think about that.

Ferelthin rides a silver-white stag at a gallop towards us. I barely have time to process that he’s coming from the north, from the same direction we’ve just come from . . . because he’s not alone.

There is what looks like an army at his back.

The morning sun catches a flash of red in the distance.

They’ve caught us again.


Thirty-Three


Confusion grips us all—Ferelthin can’t be leading them to us, but that’s what it looks like.

Ragan and his fellows have changed their mounts, and while the man himself still rides a massive charger, this one is dappled and armoured, and I know even from this distance that this new horse is battle hardened.

My head swims.

I turn in a dreamlike haze. I have to fight. I have to be capable—I have to⁠—

Pulling Ela’s Touch through myself helps clear the haze somewhat, but not totally. My skin feels hot, and I don’t think it’s fear. Fear makes me cold.

Ferelthin reaches us only heartbeats later, his eyes seeking me out even though he’s almost barking orders at everyone else.

“There are thirty of them, mostly fresh Purifiers. At least four mages among them,” he says, and out of the corner of my eye, I see Teinath blanch. “The brute leading them is . . . something else. He is not fully himself, but beyond that, I cannot say.”

“Ragan,” Teinath says, to which Ferelthin nods as if it doesn’t really matter.

“The one thing we have on our side is that this Ragan seems to be afflicted.” Ferelthin now seems to be taking care to look anywhere but at me.

“You’re welcome.” Ink’s words come out wan.

By now, I can feel the thunder of hooves.

“We need a plan,” I say. I draw a deep breath through my nose, hoping it will do something to calm me. “Ragan is nearly immune to most magic, including yours, Ferelthin. Lightning barely fazes him.”

“Then it is good that lightning is not all I have to use as a weapon.” The elven man flashes me a smile that is mostly teeth.

Aigen and Dar and Eldan have been silent through this, but Aigen pipes up now.

“We’ve lost any hope of fleeing,” she says. “Though any chances at a successful retreat were⁠—”

“A fool’s hope anyway,” Eldan finishes. “There is nowhere to retreat.”

He’s right. The plains are open and bare, full of grasses gone to seed. I don’t want us to get hemmed in by fire out here. Such a blaze could travel across half of Sirethan before hitting water.

“Save your Beacon,” Dar says suddenly. “Use it only when you have nothing else—save it for a moment of desperation.”

I notice that she uses when and not if.

“Horses,” I say faintly. “We need to do something to spook their horses.”

The thought of it makes me sick. I don’t want to harm the animals, who have committed no greater sin than responding to training when they have no other choice.

“What do you have in mind?” Teinath asks.

One glance at his face tells me he is as disgusted by the idea as I am, but the six—seven—of us cannot bear up against thirty mounted cavalry. Our harts are not battle-hardened; they are meant for travel. We have already run them far harder than we should.

This time, I draw a deeper breath, doing all I can to slow my breathing. Ela’s Touch means my mana is regenerating faster for a short time, but if my foolhardy idea even works, it will mean I have to concentrate wholly on my own magic. No attacking Ragan or his soldiers, no healing, no defending.

“Orbit,” I say softly.

Comprehension dawns on Teinath’s face, but everyone else looks confused.

“On the horses.” I swallow. The earth veritably vibrates with the oncoming storm of hooves. “It will take everything I have, but at least we’ll know quickly if it works or not.”

Dar is the next to get it. She dismounts, whispering to her russet hart. The animal bolts away towards the south.

“Are you ready?” Ferelthin asks me.

No one else seems to hear him, but his words resonate through the haze I feel. My back throbs, but I try to keep that to a distant pulse. I can feel pain later if I live through this.

My chin bobs in the closest thing to a nod I can manage without screaming.

I have to live through this. I have to find Apathan, make sure the refugees make it safely to Viathan.

“Protect Lithrial,” Ferelthin barks at the same time Teinath yells, “Keep her safe!”

There’s no time for me to feel warm fuzzies.

The rumbling in the ground grows stronger, and now the sound of the horses’ hooves fills the air. They are almost in range.

I nudge my hart to move backwards, allowing the others to take the front line. They form a semicircle around me, too loose to call a phalanx.

Dar is already in stealth, and Ink has dismounted as well. The changeling’s golden skin grows paler with the approaching danger, already lacklustre under the haze of morning clouds and the weight of our frantic flight through the night.

Aigen and Eldan don’t look that much better. Our warriors remain astride their harts, as do Ferelthin and Teinath, and all four of them wear tension like a straitjacket.

“When I strike, do everything you can to unhorse as many as possible,” I say through gritted teeth as I pull deeply on my mana.

I’ve never tried to pour more energy into this particular spell, but if it was possible to create Flamethrower out of Sudden Blaze, perhaps I can ratchet up Orbit to something as unignorable as the pull of a black hole.

The rift sings above my head, obscured by the clouds but ever present.

I have to wait until they’re close enough our fighters can make good on this one shot at wrecking their deadly charge, but not close enough to tempt failure. My skin breaks out into a sheen of sweat. Biting the inside of my cheek, I taste copper.

It would be fatal to drain all of my mana for this one attempt. Even so, I come close.

When I hold my staff in shaking hands and loose Orbit into the heart of their charge, the violet spinel turns incandescent like my Beacon, so bright that, for a moment, I think I’ve accidentally cast both spells.

But I sense Aurora’s Beacon is still available, a fact I barely have time to register.

Orbit hits the Purifiers’ horses.

The piercing screams of their panicked neighs rend the air. My stomach turns with the sound of their terror.

I force myself to look anyway. My spell has centred in the galloping charge, and where it’s rooted, at least twelve of the horses have been yanked towards the centre of its gravity.

A handful of the Purifiers are already unseated, and while I expected that, I forgot about the efficacy of animals trying and being unable to bolt against human bodies, however armoured. Hooves come down on scale mail, and even from where I sit atop my hart, I hear the crunch of metal and bone.

Ragan’s horse was almost out of range when the spell hit, and his mount strains against the pull behind it, whinnying and pawing at the already-churned grassland.

This all unfolds in mere heartbeats, hardly enough time to process before the air explodes with Teinath’s spells, followed by Ferelthin’s.

Neither of them try to hit Ragan but instead do as I told them—chunks of earth slam into some of the remaining mounted Purifiers even as Ferelthin’s chain lightning immobilises almost all of them. The combination is brutally effective; shocked bodies can’t react to the horses’ frantic movement.

I sway atop my hart, using some of my meagre remaining mana to cast Ela’s Touch on myself again. Anything to refill that well before we’re truly in the shit.

Aigen’s labrys flashes. My use of Orbit caught almost all the horses to a degree, and the folk woman uses her double-bitted axe like it’s a tennis racket. How she can swing that thing one handed is miracle enough, but with enough force to still send trained soldiers tumbling from horseback? Eldan is no less of a terror despite his fatigue. His sword catches straining, taut reins and slices them clean through with terrifying precision.

But Ragan is coming.

His horse’s muscles strain against the weakening gravity of Orbit behind him. I see the moment my desperate first attack finally runs its course, because all that pent-up energy in his dappled charger explodes into action. Hooves tear the earth apart, and even from where I sit, I can see the frothing spittle flying from the corners of his horse’s mouth.

The massive man wears a cloak that streams behind him, and the cowl at his throat doesn’t conceal the strange pallor of his skin. His eyes burn with an unnatural light.

Dimly, I am aware of the others fighting. Ink and Dar are sowing further confusion amid the recovering Purifiers; despite their attempts to regroup, they seem shaken by the force of my spell.

Hoofbeats still pound the grassland beneath us, but now they are similarly ragged, uneven. The horses are well trained, but even they have a threshold of what they are willing to tolerate, and a vortex of gravity seems to have pushed them well over that line into what Earth folk would call “fuck this shit—I’m out” territory.

Purifier corpses litter the ground, blood darkening the flattened grasses around them.

I can’t seem to concentrate.

Ferelthin and Teinath work together like gears in a clock turning in tandem. I can almost see the flows of mana feeding off each other.

Too late, I realise what they’re about to do.

Wind rises around us, buffeting the charging Ragan. It seems he’s been charging forever. My sense of time tilts off kilter as Teinath and Ferelthin release . . . something.

I have a split second to see a momentary flash of what looks like triumph in Ragan’s eyes before there is a pulse of mana I feel in my core.

I don’t know the name of the spell—or even if it is one spell or two combined. The force of it sweeps across the intervening distance, slamming into Ragan’s shoulders, the only part of him visible above his horse’s head as he leans down over the charger’s muscular neck.

The horse keeps going.

Ragan, though, flies backward with an audible crack.

A moment later, the thud of his impact against the ground reaches my ears.

My hart screams.

I feel the animal as it bucks, and then I’m yanked bodily from its back by strong hands.

Angry hands.

Enemy hands.

The hart rears and bucks. It collides with both me and my attacker before bolting in a jerky limp. Red spreads down its flank. It’s a bizarre thing to fixate on in the seeming slow-motion fall to the ground.

I can’t help the fleeing animal. I can only help myself.

I roll as I hit, feeling my attacker’s knee under my back. Pain lances through my body at the sudden pressure on my wound. I react on instinct. Starfire explodes out of me even as my muscle memory flares to action, wielding my staff itself as a weapon. It cracks against the skull of my attacker.

Before the stunned rogue can recover, I hit him again, bearing down with all my strength. This time, there is a crunch, and he spasms once and goes still.

“Lithrial!” Ferelthin yells, but before he can turn to come to my aid, Teinath’s own hart rears, lurching sideways into Ferelthin’s.

A blur is visible just beyond, there one moment and gone the next. Stealth.

They flanked us.

My very thoughts are dazed, and it’s not being unseated from my hart. It’s—something’s wrong with me.

But Ragan.

Ragan is advancing on Ferelthin and Teinath. I cannot let him reach them. Both of the mages have turned their attention to the rogue, who becomes fully visible when Teinath sets her on fire.

Her hair goes up in a plume of smoke. The Purifier screams.

They’ve got that well in hand. Ragan is up to me.

I take a pair of stumbling steps, one hand outstretched in front of me even as the other braces me against the ground with my staff.

My mana isn’t recovered enough to do what I did the first time, but if Orbit was effective once against a dozen mounted warriors, it ought to work against Ragan if I pour my reserves into it.

It feels as if the rift above me holds me upright. It straightens my spine even as the power of the earth beneath my feet rises up to meet it. It may be the only thing keeping me on my feet. What is happening to me?

Ragan moves as if he is uninjured. The only sign of his fall is a gash across his cheek, though his skin is still sallow and pale, his hair dusty from contact with the dry autumn earth.

With everything I have left, I fling Orbit at him.

It catches him only a few paces from my friends. I remember, in the recesses of Lithrial’s mind and memories, that “friendly fire” is rare. Magic is intent, and unless I’m secretly hoping to hurt my friends—which I’m not—catching them in most spells is seldom a concern.

Even so, my heart leaps when I see how close they are to Ragan, whose forward momentum arrests.

The muscles in his neck strain with his effort to free himself, veins pulsing visibly in his forehead even from this distance.

I don’t know what the others are doing. I don’t know how they’re faring against the rest of the Purifiers. Sounds of battle ring across the plain, but I can hardly concentrate on Ragan, let alone anything else.

Then something else invades my awareness.

I’m on the ground now, my leather-wrapped feet against the earth.

The vibrations from the battle are incidental.

What’s not is the deeper thrum of hooves.

Reinforcements.

The fucking Purifiers brought more.

This is it. I have no further choice.

“Incoming!” I bellow across the battlefield.

I trigger Aurora’s Beacon.

Everything turns purple-white.


Thirty-Four


My ears ring.

It’s like the hum of Aurora’s Rift above my head has taken over my entire being. It plays my spinal cord like a cello, vibrating through my body like I might fall to pieces from its resonance.

Wind whips around me, and I don’t think it’s my doing.

I can’t be sure.

Everything spins, like I’ve caught myself in my own Orbit.

Ragan has to be free by now. My friends—the Purifiers’ reinforcements. I can’t see what’s happening, only hear the cacophony of chaos.

My skin feels like I am fire.

Not on fire. Like I have become fire.

It’s so hot it seems to come back around and become cold. A snarl booms through the air, and horses whinny over the sounds of battle.

My feet stumble forward. I can’t tell which way I’m going, toward the fray or away.

Screams fill the air, but I feel helpless to do anything about it. Something is wrong, wrong, wrong.

Once again, time stretches, but unlike in Mithrathan where I was aware and conscious, right now, I feel as though I’m under water or swallowed by an inferno.

It’s as if my feet are on autopilot. They move woodenly across the grassland, tripping over hummocks in the dirt that could be body parts, for all I know. Nothing tells me where I’m going; my vision is cloudy, flickering light like I’m watching the world through a pane of fogged glass. Flashes of brightness appear, purple or orange or red or white, but they vanish again just as quickly.

The ground rushes up to meet me.
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My eyes open to find a dusky sky.

I don’t know where I am. My body feels weaker than a six-hour-old kitten’s. Groaning, I roll onto my side. The wound from Ragan’s knife explodes in pain, and I collapse again, gasping, unable to care about the autumn grass that pokes into my mouth when it’s open.

My body still feels like it’s on fire, but my mind is momentarily clearer. The clouds have gone, leaving only a twilit sky with the rift blazing above my head.

Fever.

I’ve got a fever.

The wound must be infected.

How far did I move away from the battle? I’ve no idea where I’ve landed, though the plain seems to dip into a shallow gully here, and the shapes of trees rise up from the earth. I don’t remember seeing any trees from the back of my hart.

I swallow around my dry, sticky tongue. My ears pick up the sound of water not far away. That explains the trees but not how I got here.

My arms shake as I manoeuvre myself onto all fours, and I pick my way across the grass, which thins out the closer I get to the base of the nearest tree. Healthy loam greets my fingertips, and I push myself forward, closer to the stream.

It’s not a deep one, but this late in the year, the banks are shallow. The water still moves at a healthy pace, at least, so when I claw myself through the silty mud at the stream’s edge, I waste no time dipping my face into the water and drinking deep.

Too deep.

I stop when my stomach churns, threatening to vomit the water right back up. It takes all of my energy to push myself onto my knees and hold myself upright.

I no longer know whether the battle really happened or not. Something must have happened, if I’m separated from everyone. My staff.

Panic stabs through me, and I almost lose my balance as I spin round to look for it. Without a thought, I summon my little star-light, and to my relief, it catches the facet of the violet spinel, the staff in a depression of grass where I lay unconscious.

Slowly, I make myself drink more, this time cupping my hands to bring mouthfuls to my lips. This makes the possibility of vomiting less likely, at least.

The water is cold. My hands go numb after a few drinks, but I keep on until the water sloshes in my belly.

Was Ferelthin really there? He’s been so tied up in my dreams at night since we left Viathan that I can’t be sure of anything. I thought he was there for the battle, that he came tearing across the plains like, well, a vengeful god of lightning.

But was I delirious? Am I still?

I have no way of knowing, not right now.

“Yes, there you are.”

The voice that breaks the sounds of nature chills me more than the cold of the stream.

At first, I think it’s in answer to my mental questions, that I accidentally spoke aloud and not just in my head.

The voice itself registers a moment later.

Ragan.

He starts toward me. My staff. I have to get to my staff.

The enormous man looks even larger from my vantage point on the literal ground. But as menacing as he is, even at my supreme disadvantage, I can see that he’s been run ragged. His face is crusted in drying blood, red where it’s still wet and black where it’s hardened at the edges. It mats his blond hair, and the sound of a light, whistling wheeze accompanies his breathing.

“You were harder to track than someone in your condition should be,” he says.

He’s paused at a slender silver birch. Why isn’t he advancing?

The moment I move for my staff, he’ll see it if he hasn’t already. I’ve never in my life tried to pull something toward me with magic. I presume it’s possible, but Apathan only ever used magic when there wasn’t another way to do something. He loved—loves!—working with his hands.

Ragan’s leg is shaking. A fine tremor, one that wouldn’t be noticeable if I were standing up, but his knee trembles as if putting any weight on it will send him crashing to the earth.

Slowly, incrementally, I raise my gaze to meet the human’s.

“You should be dead by now,” he says when I make eye contact.

“I know, I know,” I manage to get out. The water has helped the gumminess of my mouth, but not by much. “You ought to have killed me in Rahnbrug, I’m an affront to your god, and so on.”

“No, I killed you outside Mithrathan,” he says with the kind of certainty only a zealot possesses.

“Maybe your definition of ‘kill’ is different to mine, but traditionally, it means to make someone not alive.”

To my utter surprise, he laughs. His laugh booms out through the minuscule glade, a laugh that would be pleasant if he weren’t literally discussing murdering me.

The cognitive dissonance is too much for my aching head.

“Perhaps that was imprecise of me. You should have died from that dagger, healer or no healer.”

“I’m not a healer,” I tell him. “And I’m also not dead.”

“Yet,” he says. His eyes seem to glow as he watches me from his leaning stance, trying to look nonchalant despite the tremor in his knee. “You’re still dying.”

Somehow, I don’t think he only means that he’s about to kill me.

“What did you do?” I ask him. If we’re just talking, he shouldn’t mind me moving out of the mud.

My knees are soaked through, and I drag myself away from the creek’s edge toward another birch, an older one that leans ever so slightly in the direction of the water.

“Poison on that dagger is usually fast acting, though I really ought to find out which one your little changeling archer hit me with—that one would have been far more effective if I didn’t have certain advantages.” Ragan’s hand goes to the hilt of a dagger at his side, and he fondles the garnet at its pommel.

Only now do I notice the ruby on his chestplate again. In the fading light, it has looked almost black—until this moment.

A spark kindles in the depths of the gem.

He’s not waiting because of his knee.

He’s waiting for whatever’s happening with that ruby.

I have to get to my staff.

My back against the birch, I cast Ela’s Touch on myself almost desperately. Mana flows out and then back in, and I try to breathe with it. In. Hold. Out.

“What sort of advantages?” I ask through gritted teeth. I slump against the birch, grimacing.

It’s one of the oldest feints in the book—the bird with the broken wing. He will always underestimate me, even though I’ve surprised him over and over. He can’t not underestimate an elf.

It’s not in his nature to see me as anything but vermin.

“You’ll find out,” he says.

The ruby is no longer in shadow. A blood-red glow chases away the usual magenta of such a gem, filling it with a sinister light. White lines in a star pattern shift as he moves, but he’s not making his move now—no, he’s still waiting.

“Do you really think making a martyr of me will help?” I ask him, gasping a breath I don’t need.

Maybe I don’t have to pull the staff to me. Maybe I just need to keep him where he is long enough to get to it.

“What’s one more dead elf to anyone?” He answers me so dismissively that I have to stare, doing my best to blink owlishly as if struggling to parse his words.

If I cast Orbit on him like I did in the battle—did I really do that?—that should hold him, buy me enough time to get to my feet. My head feels clearer after the water, but my gut knows he’s not lying. I am dying. That dagger he planted in my back was poisoned. And I sealed that poison inside me when I healed the wound around it. My skin swallowed his toxins.

Even now, I can feel the throbbing pain in my back. My mana flowing through my body seems to recoil from that spot, and the site grows larger. I imagine blood-red lines that glow like that ruby, tendrils radiating outward from the new-made scar.

“One elf can do more than you think.” I spit the words at him, pulling half my mana into Orbit and casting it at once.

I explode into motion—at least as much as I am capable in my condition. It’s more of a lurching leap, and my feet scramble to support me. I don’t try to force them. I move on all fours toward my staff, not daring to look behind me to see if Orbit has indeed contained the man.

My fingers close around the staff’s shaft, its familiar shape breathing life back into me. The violet spinel glows.

Ela’s Touch is still pouring rivulets of mana back into me at an accelerated rate, but I need to be careful. If I expend too much like I did at the battle, he will kill me if my folly doesn’t kill me first.

The staff slams into the ground, my fingers trapped beneath it.

Ragan’s boot.

Orbit didn’t hold him.

Orbit didn’t hold one man with half my mana.

“I told you—I have certain advantages,” he says, and the entire weight of his body comes down on the staff an inch from my hand.

Bones shatter.

I hear the crunch as the knuckles of my right hand grind into pulp like a squashed beetle.

But it’s the sound of cracking wood that makes me scream.

Ragan’s knee catches me in the face, sending me flying backward.

My momentum tears my hand free from the edge of my broken staff, and I feel blood rush over my upper lip before I even register the broken nose.

All I can think of is Apathan.

Apathan every morning, flowing through his forms, walking me through them until I can join him. His staff, etched with generations of our family’s care, our family’s grief, our family’s perseverance in the face of men like Ragan who would snap it and us as if we are nothing.

I barely feel myself hit the ground.

I have moments to live. Moments.

Above me, the rift screams its defiance into the soundless void of space.

And then, impossibly, I hear something else.

Wings.

The pain dims my vision to a twilit haze in the gloaming.

Wings, pounding wings.

Everything comes in shadowed blurs backlit in angry, glowing red.

Screams rend the air, and I no longer know if they’re mine or Ragan’s or the rift or whatever could have wings large enough to create such enormous gusts of wind.

The taste of blood fills my mouth, coppery on my tongue, and though some part of me knows I should flee, I should crawl away from the snarling tempest, instead, I pull myself toward it.

Toward my staff.

My broken staff.

Just as my hale left hand touches it, I hear Ragan bellow.

“I am the avatar of Arnantas himself, the conduit for the One God’s voice, and you will not keep me from⁠—”

I don’t get to hear the end of his sentence, because it cuts off with a muffled grunt and a thud, and the little remaining light from the ruby flickers and goes out.

Pulling the shattered staff toward myself, I hear a keening noise that tears itself from my throat.

The purple stone flares as if in response to my anguish.

I should heal myself. I should heal my hand. I should heal my nose.

But part of me refuses, digs in its heels with the stubbornness I’ve always nurtured at my core.

If my staff has broken, why should I get to heal? Especially now that Apathan is . . . somewhere. I may never find him again.

The glade has gone eerily silent in the absence of Ragan’s rage, so quiet that as I curl around the two halves of my staff, the creature is almost upon me when I hear the soft sound of paws.

In the spare light from my staff and the moon creeping over the horizon, I catch my first glimpse of whatever just saved me from Ragan.

Paws. Massive paws, larger than my hand with my fingers splayed out. They are tipped in inch-long retractable claws that are wet with blood, dirt and grass sticking to them.

A chuffing sound reaches my ears and with it, the warm breath of the animal that made it. The air above me stirs, blowing my hair into my face.

My skin, burning with fever and aching with every throb of my heart, revels in the momentary breeze.

The chuffing sound comes again.

A snout nudges at my forehead, complete with wet nose that leaves a quickly cooling patch of skin.

When I don’t move, there is a noise that sounds strangely exasperated, and warmth blossoms beside me as the creature lies down next to me in the grass, flopping its hip against my bent knees.

Only now do I look closer.

Fur.

Soft, dense fur.

I reach out my left hand, biting back a shout as I bump the upper half of my staff and jostle my shattered right fingers.

My left hand finds the fur, stroking it. Is this real? I have no idea if anything is real right now.

The creature’s hip rocks, bumping against my palm.

“What do you want me to do?” I whisper.

I realise the animal’s wings are pulled away from its back, leaving space as the creature flattens itself toward the ground even further.

I must be in the middle of a fever dream. This cannot be real. I don’t even know what this creature is—beyond large, furry, and flight capable, I haven’t the faintest idea.

But I’m pretty sure it just saved my life.

And I think it wants me to climb onto its back.

It’s that more than anything that gets me to cast Ela’s Touch on myself, and I include the enormous creature in my spell, which makes a shudder go through it, followed by a trill of—I think—pleasure. Relief, maybe.

I grit my teeth as broken bones and shattered cartilage speed up their healing process.

When the animal nudges me once more, insistently this time, I take a deep breath through my nose.

I’ve never felt any dream quite this intensely before. Between the pain in my back and the myalgia creeping over my fevered skin with its full-body ache and the broken hand and nose, any movement is excruciating.

But I gather my broken staff to my chest, clumsily manoeuvring it through the loop of my belt. Broken or not, I’m not leaving this behind.

The grief that fills me drags a sob from my chest.

My left hand finds purchase on the animal’s shoulder blade.

I slowly push myself onto the creature’s back, using my legs more than anything. I settle just forward of its hips, wrapping my injured arm around my staff’s halves and trying to lie flat.

As I do, I hear a grunt and a groan from across the glade. The violet light in front of me grows polluted with a flicker of red.

The animal begins to growl, no longer waiting for me to be settled.

It didn’t kill Ragan—either that or it tried and Ragan simply survived.

Muscles beneath me clench, my only warning sign.

The ground falls away, and I fall into unconsciousness.


Thirty-Five


My mind won’t seem to clear. Teinath—I think it’s Teinath—tries to talk to me a few times, but I barely hear what he’s saying.

The autumn day is burning hot.

“Lithrial.”

I do hear my name, and I look around. Who’s talking to me?

There is a panicked yell.

I collapse into nothing.
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“There you are.”

Panic fills me at those words, but they don’t come in the voice of my enemy. This voice is richer, warmer, full of worry and something else.

Ferelthin.

Cool hands touch my forehead, and through the tingling field of my mana, I feel magic flow into me.

“You disappeared—no one knew where you suddenly reappeared on the path in front of us as if the nèavlin had dropped you out of the sky.”

I cannot see clearly, but Ferelthin’s shape appears in front of my bleary eyes. He brushes my hair back from my face. A gentle touch. An intimate touch.

His words settle into my mind a moment later, but I can barely process them.

Nèavlin.

The creature has a name.

Something brushes against my memories, a flickering thought that does not materialise into coherence.

“You’ll be safe now,” Ferelthin murmurs. “You’ll be safe now. I never should have let you go alone.”

Some part of me bristles at the word let, but that fades. I don’t think he meant it like that, like he would try to stop me. From the way he is stroking my hair, all I feel is concern and regret—that he was not there when I needed him.

I don’t know how I am so certain. We have never been close like this.

But then, as the glade in my mind swirls into mountains, some part of me whispers that we aren’t close like this now.

This is only a dream.

Just another dream.

I let it take me away.

[image: ]


Sitting in my inbox when I pry myself out of bed at noon is an email from Sam Cooke.

I do not want to look at it.

This is a dream! My mind screams it at me, but I am trapped here, and this isn’t a dream.

Sam Cooke is real. This isn’t a dream at all; this is a . . . memory.

I want to wake up. I want to wake up in Sirethan. I need to know what happened. What if I’m dead and I’m somehow back on Earth? What if I’m⁠—

The memory moves on, oblivious to my anguish.

Trying to ignore it doesn’t work while dream me dumps cereal into a bowl, and it doesn’t work when I burn the roof of my mouth on my tea, and it certainly doesn’t work when I simply close my laptop, because I know the damn email is still there, balefully existing like one of those super painful underground pimples when they pop up right on the side of your nostril.

It floods through me until I am dream me. I am the memory.

I open the email.

Dear Evelyn,

That jolts me more than the remembered caffeine in my tea. More than anything, calling me by that name is proof this man barely remembers me. I don’t think I ever once used Evelyn at Horizon. When was the last time I thought of myself as Evelyn, even before I was Lithrial?

I shake myself and go on. Something about this memory is important enough for my mind to bring back to me again.

I’ve received information that you have left us for a high-ranking position at Nebula Games, and I would like you to reconsider. Perhaps if, after some time spent there, you feel you would like to return to the Horizon family, you will seek me out. I believe we could offer you a compensation package that would be well worth your talents.

Yours respectfully,

Samuel Cooke

That . . . barnacle.

Is he fucking kidding?

Remembered rage floods through me. I don’t buy this for a second. Well worth my talents, my freckled white arse.

It’s on the second read I realise what he’s actually saying, though I am certain he would deny it in a heartbeat.

Sam Cooke wants me to spy on Nebula.

Perhaps if, after some time spent there . . .

That’s exactly what he’s saying. He’s not trying to offer me a position worthy of my talents at all. He’s trying to get me to spy on Nebula for money.

I don’t know what to do with this. He’s left himself enough plausible deniability that I know he’d get out of any corporate espionage charge before the district attorney could so much as sneeze at him, but I still feel like I’ve been dipped headfirst into a backed-up toilet bowl.

I screen-cap the email and start a new message to both Ethan and Zach, because I am not going to mess around with this whatsoever.

Hi guys,

Sorry to be a bother, but I got this email from Sam Cooke, and it is fairly disturbing. How would you like me to handle it?

Evie

I attach the screenshot and send it on, feeling miserable.

The me of now, silent passenger to this memory, surfaces once more.

Ethan and Zach. I got a fucking job working for the Buchanan brothers?

Awareness floods through me, impossible to parse now. Earth feels like an invader in this new life, like everything there was wrong, wrong, wrong. I should be with Teinath and Ferelthin and Ink and Aigen and Dar and Eldan and⁠—

Why am I remembering this? Why now?

It takes an immense force of will to shove my awareness back into the memory. It’s only by telling myself that it’s just that—a memory—that allows me to let go and continue.

Memory me wants to respond and tell Sam Cooke exactly what he can do with his compensation package, as well as telling him unequivocally that I left Horizon because Horizon is actually hell, not for Nebula at all.

Actually, the latter might not be such a bad idea to have in paper-trail format.

Dear Mr. Cooke,

After a moment, I erase it.

Dear Samuel,

As stated in my resignation letter, I left Horizon due to a long and demonstrated history of being undervalued and having my ideas undermined when I presented them to you directly.

To state it unequivocally for the record, I had no offer of employment from Nebula or any other employer at the time of my departure. I left Horizon entirely without another job prospect, of my own volition. As you are no doubt aware, at-will employment still governs my previous role, and I was not required to give further notice or reason for my resignation. That I am doing so now is an act of courtesy and nothing more.

Sincerely,

Evie Winterbourne

There’s a response from Zach before I can hit send, so I click over to it just in case.

Evie,

It’s not the first time we’ve seen an email like this (we actually have a file in case it ever tips past the critical mass for our legal team to pursue). Feel free to reply to him if you’d like, and you are more than welcome to forward any communications you get from him to our legal department for safekeeping.

But don’t worry. Guys like Sam have two ways of getting what they want: demanding it outright or manipulating. He’s tried it on me in the past. He really hates it if you don’t give in.

Zach (and Ethan, since he’s in my office right now)

That is almost a relief. Or it would be if it weren’t so disgusting that this is just Sam’s modus operandi.

I hit send on my draft, then forward the whole chain to the Nebula legal department on the spot, sending a simple, Thanks, forwarded it on to Zach and Ethan.

Just as a precaution, I create a filter to shunt any further emails from Sam Cooke into a folder I don’t have to see unless I feel like it.

Doing that feels so much better.

Or it did, when this happened.

My heart tumbles with the memory, lassitude lapping at the edges of my consciousness.

I’d never met the Buchanan brothers, I thought.

Except—except I did.

I was . . . working for them.

That’s it.

Despite the riptide about to drag me under again, something flares in my memory.

I still don’t know how I ended up in Sirethan for real, but I do remember why I dipped into the game.

I’d just gotten a job working on it.

I was supposed to play it to familiarise myself. And then . . . something.

Something else, something happened, and this memory is important.

If only I could . . . reach.

Reach what, I don’t know. I want to scream as the riptide pulls me once more into the inky black of a dreamless void.
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“Oh, thank the gods,” Ink’s voice says through the darkness. “This is the best I can do. It’s not⁠—”

“It’s enough,” Teinath says gently.

I miss the next thing he says. I have a body. I have a body again, and it’s . . .

“I never thought I’d be so thankful to see somebody’s eyelids flutter,” Ink mutters.

“She’ll live, because of you.”

Aigen? Dar? I can’t tell.

Ink grumbles something incomprehensible.

I don’t hear the one voice I want to hear.

“We don’t have to make it much farther . . .”

That’s the last I hear, dropping once more into the swaying waves of sleep.

I hover like that for an age, it feels. The memory of that email resurfaces over and over, along with Ferelthin, and my mind grasps for him when I float closer to waking, but the only voices I hear are the ones I’ve already heard. That I also do not hear Eldan fills me with fear.

My body burns where it lies. I cannot tell where I am. My eyelids are too heavy to open, despite the occasional flutter of light that tells me I do, indeed, still have a body in the waking world.

I drink in that light like air. It keeps me from descending into complete panic in the memory moments—without it, I think I would lose all sense of reality. Sirethan is where I belong. It’s where I am rooted to the rift.

Earth, for me, is no more.

It’s that more than anything that tethers me. It keeps me fighting despite the confusion, despite the long-awaited sweat that finally soaks me, despite the endless swaying movement.

I can find no other way to survive.

But I’ll be damned if I let this kill me. Ragan doesn’t deserve to rejoice in my death. I only wish I could rejoice in his.

Slowly, ever so slowly, my mind finds threads of coherence in my drowsing.

Arnantas’s avatar, Ragan said. That must be why he survived so much, what gave him the strength to snap my staff in half.

I have to fight not to panic at the memory of the dual sound of breaking wood and bone.

How could Arnantas have such power?

It’s as if the rift can sense my fear, my nearing desperation. Its song rises around me like a lullaby, pulling me back from the edge.

For a time, I simply let it wash over me, let it lull me like waves on the shore. Even though I cannot open my eyes to see it, I feel it there, always present.

It whispers through my mana, my magic.

No.

It is not finished with me yet.
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For the first time in what feels like a thousand years, my eyes open all the way.

All I see is red.

Ragan.

The ruby.

My breath immediately quickens with a gasp, and I try to move, but I can’t—my arm is held tightly to my chest.

A straitjacket. Ragan’s put me in a straitjacket.

My legs thrash, and I hear something thunk over with a sloshing sound.

“Ink!” Teinath’s voice cuts through the air.

Teinath.

Not Ragan.

“Easy,” he says, and a shadow falls over the red.

Or maybe it’s not red. It’s too orange. Firelight.

I try to say something, but all that comes out is a hoarse croak.

Movement surrounds me, some sudden exclamations, followed by a sleepy curse that sounds like Ink.

“Ink’ll give you something to get you back to sleep,” Teinath says, his voice sounding exhausted but strangely tender.

All I can do is look up at him.

He must see something of my terror in my eyes. He puts a hand to my forehead. It’s so cool, almost cold.

“Rot,” Teinath says. “You’re burning up again.”

The sloshing sound returns, and a water skin appears in front of my face.

“Just a sip. Slow—easy does it.” Teinath presses the lip of the water skin to my own, tilting it so the tiniest stream of liquid pours into my mouth.

It tastes like leather, and it’s lukewarm, and I don’t even care. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever tasted.

“Thank—” I barely get the word out, and he shushes me.

“Ish,” he says. “Gods above and below, Lithrial, that poison he hit you with⁠—”

“Shut up,” says Ink’s voice. “She doesn’t need you telling her how almost dead she is.”

I don’t think I can make words with my vocal cords in this state, but I vehemently agree.

“Sorry to knock you out again,” Ink says, peering down at me, looking wan and exhausted. “But I’m not going to lie—I’m a little jealous.”

I give them what I hope is some approximation of a smile, but even that feels out of reach.

This time, the flask they hold to my lips has an acerbic bite both in smell and flavour.

“I’ll sit with you till it kicks in.” Ink’s weariness doesn’t disguise the concern.

“Me too,” Teinath adds.

I swallow the liquid, and I listen as they speak in murmurs, not telling me anything of import, just giving me the gift of friendly voices.

The concoction doesn’t take long to drag me back under.

Just as I’m drifting back into darkness, I hear Teinath’s soft sigh. “He’ll be raging that he missed her.”


Thirty-Six


Something feels different this time, which I want to believe is a hopeful sign.

Though my body is clearly just this side of comatose, my mind is . . . clearer. I wouldn’t go as far as awake, but I’m no longer thrown back and forth between dreams and memories.

Instead, there is a sense of expanded awareness, like for the first time in this state, I can just . . . be.

Now that I have, even briefly, woken up and found myself among friends, I am not so frightened.

In a strange way, this medicinal sleep feels more spiritually healing than physical. Maybe it’s both.

It will take me days, if not weeks, to untangle which parts of the last week were reality and which were dreams, but at least right now, in the quiet of my own mind, I have a chance to breathe.

Here, I am no celestine.

No one is looking to me for answers or executions. No one’s life hangs in the balance but my own.

I have to trust that my friends will keep me safe—that they will keep themselves safe too.

As I float, I slowly relax into my own consciousness.

When I was young, I used to yearn for the ability to lucid dream. The thought of escaping into my own mind with god-like control over my nighttime adventures was a heady drug, but no matter how much I scoured the internet, no matter how many guided meditations I listened to on my wireless headphones at night, no matter how many things I tried, I never managed to do it.

But now?

For the first time in my life, I try to exert control over my sleeping mind—and it works.

I have a body.

Just like that, a thought, a will, a decision.

It’s done. I still hang suspended in this endless void, but for the first time in days, I’m not in pain.

I don’t know if I’m drawing breath as deeply in the physical body as I am in the mental one, but it invigorates me like the cleanest, crispest mountain air.

With another thought, I’ve a staff in my hands. Apathan’s staff, clean and whole as if Ragan’s booted foot never shattered it at all.

There is one thing that I can do here to pass the time.

Without further thought, I will a floor into being. It is clapboard, uneven. It has holes between the slats like our flat in the Knolls, and in this void, it seems out of place. Against my bare feet, though?

It feels like home.

Fen’arda dahy siri sa.

Home is always waiting.

The thought does not unmoor me like it might have if I were awake. Instead, I let it ground me.

Home is here. I carry it with me, in me.

My mental body—my energy body—centres itself. My balance adjusts as I lower my centre of gravity, and from one deep, intentional breath to the next, I start to move.

Apathan said our people have long lost the original names for the forms we use, just as so few elves have managed to ascend to even Black Cherry, let alone Teak or Heart Pine or Apathan’s White Oak.

He named them for me, wrote them in starlight for me.

My name means star-song, and that’s what Apathan taught my muscles to sing. Every form he taught me, he named after a constellation that he would later sketch out to me in the night sky. After the first few years, they were more instinct than rote, and I seldom thought their names. But now I do. Now I am awake in my comatose body, and just like I have Evie’s memories, I also have Lithrial’s.

For the first time since I realised I was truly, irrevocably in Sirethan, I don’t have to wonder who I am.

I just am. And I know. So I move.

The Starry Waterfall is a sweeping, flowing movement that brings the staff’s focus in a wide arc; the Great Tree fans out above my head.

The Wolf throws its head back to howl, and its companion Raven guards the Wolf’s unprotected back.

The Water Jug. The Archer. The Three Roses.

Form after form, movement after movement.

Mana pours through me like breath, circulating in my body like blood. As I move, I feel it respond.

And I feel the rift.

My roots that reach to the heavens, that tether me to the celestial sky. It is from there I grow, drawing nourishment from the very stars. Energy I can use as I reach out my branches towards the earthen planes of Sirethan.

I have been without any chance to stop and breathe for so long. Since I left Apathan in the Knolls the first time, I have been on the move, walking, running, riding, hiding, fighting.

Now I can breathe.

Now I can see what has eluded me.

I wondered why Apathan could see that I was close to Black Cherry—now I understand what it was he saw.

When I open my eyes between forms, my energy body is alight with a lavender glow. It flows through my shape like the veins in a tree, pulling mana from the rift and from my surroundings to feed my growth.

Until now, I haven’t noticed that I am upside down. I don’t feel upside down, but my root is the rift, and Aurora’s Rift is in the sky.

Now I look down with the strange sense of falling up.

There, glowing violet, is my first ascension.

I don’t know if Apathan saw me exactly like this—he would have had no way to know I would gain roots with the dawning of the rift—but it doesn’t matter.

Pulsing at the base of the energy that ties me to the rift itself, that marks me as Black Cherry, are three blazing lights.

I know without being told that they are the three leaves of Black Cherry, which puts me at the threshold of my second ascension.

Somehow, somehow, I am staring into the face of Teak.

Resistance pools in me, a sense of unfairness.

I’ve only just rooted. My tendrils are still trying to find firm, solid ground. They are building stability. I know instinctively that Black Cherry is about a foundation—one I am loath to neglect.

Just as quickly as that resistance comes, it washes away with the hum of the rift.

Again, I breathe.

I close my eyes, focusing on the sensations of mana, my spirit’s energy flowing into me from the wellspring of Aurora’s Rift.

I am rooted in the very heavens.

The One God himself could assail me with a tempest, scour the continent of Sirethan with his winds, and rooted as I am, I would not fall.

It’s as if my energy has simply been waiting for me to acknowledge it.

All at once, it’s as if I am a sapling bursting through the soil for the first time, drinking in the joy of air and sunlight and reaching for the new world.

Teak.

This time, I am aware as I ascend.

The rift’s resonance raises in frequency, its hum chiming through my body’s veins like a singing bowl struck with a mallet.

And my mind . . . expands.

It’s as I remember my introduction to mana in the first place. All at once, it’s like my ascension has ruptured a dam, and power floods through me.

Every nerve and fibre in my body lights up with mana. The rush of it slips between my very cells, between organelles, between threads of stranded DNA, so infinitesimal are the changes that creep into my awareness. I can’t explain how I can suddenly pinpoint the subtle shifts, only that they’re happening on every level of my being from my organs to the strong nuclear force keeps protons and neutrons clumped at the heart of an atom.

The power is a whisper, a trickle, but it transcends time and space, and as I linger in the onslaught of the changes, the difference from one moment to the next is as stark as blinking and seeing that a river has carved out a valley in the instant your eyes were closed.

The difference between Black Cherry and Teak is an order of magnitude. It stuns me into a stupor.

If I weren’t already comatose, I think the sheer force of it would have felled me. As it is, I’m aware enough to be concerned that my sleeping body on its litter is lit up like Aurora’s Beacon. Enough mana flows through my body to power a small city, if I had to guess.

And if I hadn’t already felt like Sirethan was my true home, this would do it.

The magic lights me up in a way nothing ever has in my existence. I’ve never been certain that souls exist—until right now. I can feel mine growing, roots twining with Aurora’s Rift. It anchors me here, just as I’m suddenly sure beyond any reasonable doubt that the rift is why I’m here. Some way, somehow, the rift called me home.

I belong here.

Whatever remaining ties kept me bound to Evelyn Winterbourne, to the Evie I was on Earth, they slough off like a snake’s moulting skin.

Nothing ever felt right on Earth. I always felt alien, inexplicably other.

In Sirethan, in the burning light of my ascending soul, I fit like there has been a me-shaped hole here all along, waiting for me to arrive.

I find I don’t need my giantsbone token to see the arboreal constellation of my skills and spells. Maybe they were like a certain pair of red-sequinned slippers or a big-eared elephant’s magic feather—maybe I could do this all along if I clicked my heels three times, took a leap of faith, and wished.

I immerse myself in it fully, feeling out the connections between spells like Aura of Deigith and Icicle. I can see what my unconscious instinct did now, and more importantly, I work out how to refine it. The same goes for Sudden Blaze and Flamethrower. In some ways, each is the logical progression of the others, but it’s not quite as simple as that.

Aranin’s Awareness feels stronger and indeed is a primary contributor to the connections my mind flies through as it turns from one plane of the tree to the next. Ela’s healing and defensive branches, Dirath’s rejuvenation and ice, Tein’s fire and sustenance, Ferelthin’s lightning and spirit—I leap from one to another. Aranin’s domain of flora and fauna, Basath’s cycles of life and death, Viath’s rock and wind. The colours whirl together until they become an intense, almost-blinding white light even in my mind where it’s not my eyes doing the seeing.

And then I find my celestial arcanist constellation.

Aurora’s Beacon pulses like a star on the verge of going supernova.

When the words come to me, it’s as if my mind simply translates the essence of what is to help my mortal brain make sense of the pure, shimmering energy.

You are strengthened by the rift itself, gaining a bonus to magic and any healing spells as well as your night vision. When activated after a suitable amount of time, you exude the rift’s concentrated light itself, blinding all nearby foes and stunning them for five seconds. This can have unforeseen consequences. When mastered, you have a bit more control over Aurora’s Beacon and are able to summon a smaller beacon to light your way in dark places.

The healing bonus—as soon as I take that in, I know. That’s why the poison didn’t kill me. While Ela’s Touch can’t purge toxins, my consistency with healing myself must have repaired the damage they did, slowing the progress.

With a mental shudder, I realise that if Ink hadn’t had some sort of makeshift antidote, keeping me asleep might well have spelled death. No one else with me has a healing spell except maybe Dar, and even if she was casting it on me continuously, I don’t know if it would have been enough to keep me alive.

I try to ward off the encroaching panic at that thought—I might be able to wake myself if necessary, but with my awareness of my body, I don’t think it’s necessary. I’ll know if I pass a threshold of danger again. Right now, my body is healing.

Thankfully, there’s another distraction available.

Pulsing above Aurora’s Beacon and Starfire is another spell in my celestial arcanist constellation.

Speed of Light (Sustained)

When this mode is active, your movement and attack speed increases by a percentage equal to your ìre. Your foes will tremble as they try to track your progress across the battlefield, and ingenuity will reward you if you are cunning enough.

This is another I’ve learnt by doing. I can feel it, how the battlefield has seemed to slow as I race through it faster than should be possible.

My mind quiets at long last, flagging after the outstretched eternity of expansion.

Teak.

I will rest. I will regain my strength. I will sort out what is memory and what is dream—and then I will call down the rift itself to protect my people.


Thirty-Seven


“She’s waking up!”

I don’t know whose voice it is.

There are new smells around me, something bright and clean, nutty.

“Let me see her.”

That voice I know, though the urgency and panic in it is unexpected.

“Ferelthin?” I open my eyes to see the man himself. Something gives way beside me, depressing the ground I’m lying on.

Not the ground. My bed. He’s sitting next to me on my bed. Above me is the vaulted ceiling of my palace chamber in Viathan.

Viathan?

“How—” I swallow, struggling to sit up. “Did I die? Where’s Apathan? The refugees?”

There’s a chuckle from the other side of the bed, and it’s Teinath, standing there.

“The refugees mostly scattered, but they’re making their way here,” Ferelthin says. “I haven’t had word of your apathan. Everyone knows to look out for the Guide. If he’s half the survivor you are, he’ll make it in his time.”

The Guide. That is not what I want to hear. I close my eyes. “So I didn’t die.”

“You didn’t quite die,” Teinath says. “But it was a pretty close call.”

I look up at Ferelthin in question. That part of me that is unsure of whether he truly followed us north or not twitches in the reflex to reach for him.

It’s probably for the best that I don’t think I quite have the strength.

“The dagger that Ragan hit you with was poisoned,” Ferelthin says simply, confirming one thing I do already know. “While removing it probably saved your life in the short term, healing the wound full of poison left it in your system.”

I let my chin dip in assent. My back is still sore where the knife hit. “How am I still alive? I have my own thoughts, but . . .”

“Ink,” says Teinath. “Anyone who knows that much about poisons also knows about antidotes. If you remember waking up a couple times, you might remember swallowing their makeshift cure that lasted till we got you to Elan. He did the rest.”

I collapse back into my pillows, swallowing.

Teinath looks at Ferelthin, and something passes between them that I don’t understand.

“I’ll be in my room if you need me,” Teinath says, and with a little smile goes on with, “Glad you’re still here.”

When he’s gone, I’m alone with Ferelthin. His throat keeps moving like he’s trying to clear something that won’t quite go down.

“You almost died,” he says.

“But I didn’t.” I look up at him, not sure my attempt at a smile is convincing.

“I know.” He’s quiet for a moment. “I should have been with you.”

You were. Almost more painful than the thought is the confusion that comes with it. Did I truly imagine him at that battle? What is real?

“We had to leave so quickly. Where were you?” The anguish in my voice is raw even to my own ears.

“I told you I couldn’t always be here,” he says. “I’m so sorry.”

I don’t know what it is between us, what this feeling is. But right now I feel certain we both feel it.

Sitting up feels more possible this time, but the act takes almost all my strength. I reach out a tentative hand, touching the side of Ferelthin’s face and brushing his cheekbone with my thumb. The touch of his skin sends sparks through mine. He doesn’t flinch, and he doesn’t move away.

“You’re here now. That’s what matters.” I’m surprised to find that I mean it. “We did all right.”

The words seem to stretch out into infinity, hanging in the air between us.

After a moment, I lean back against the pillow, already exhausted. I’m not sure I have the courage to ask someone to define reality.

But I have to. I have to know.

At my silence, Ferelthin watches me. “Are you all right?”

He seems to realise it’s a silly question—of course I’m not. As he starts to shake his head, I open my mouth.

“I dreamt of you—so vividly it bled over into reality, I think,” I say shakily, fighting the urge to break eye contact. After a moment, I give in, finding a tiny pulled stitch on the coverlet that sticks out like a little loop.

“Bled over into reality—Lithrial, I rode to you as fast as I could when I found out where you’d gone.”

His words make my gaze snap back to his. “You were really there? You found us? I didn’t just hallucinate?”

His breath comes out in a gust. It has a lemony scent like he’s been chewing shamrocks or lemon balm—maybe he has.

“You didn’t hallucinate.” He hesitates, looking like he wants to say something else but is afraid of what I might say.

“Ferelthin, what is it?” I hate this vulnerable feeling. My strength is returning, but it’s not that making me feel weak. “Please—the last week has been such a blur that anything you can fill in would be welcome.”

“It’s not that,” he murmurs. “You say you dreamt of me.”

“Every night.” It comes out barely above a whisper.

“It wasn’t just a dream,” he says after another long hesitation.

“What?”

“It wasn’t just a dream—I was so desperate to find you that I reached out to your mind. I’m a good tracker, but I’m not that good.” His admission comes out all in a rush. Then he recoils, going on hastily. “I couldn’t have reached your dreams without your consent. It doesn’t work like that.”

My dawning terror abates, if only slightly. “How does it work?”

“There has to be a mutual connection. If you hadn’t been wishing I was there as strongly as I was wishing to find you, I would have simply been wandering the sleeping realms in vain.” His words are soft. He makes no move to touch me, but my skin seems to burst into an altogether different type of fever.

If you hadn’t been wishing I was there as strongly as I was wishing to find you.

Hell.

“So the dreams—” I cut myself off, floundering.

“Were really me,” he says. “It wasn’t fair of me not to make that clearer.”

“Well, if you want to talk fair, I was a little bit preoccupied with running for my life,” I say wryly. “Besides, part of me . . . knew.”

His gaze sharpens at that. “Really?”

“Insofar as someone can know something impossible, yes. A hunch. Instinct, maybe. But then the fever hit, and everything got turned upside down and given a good shake.”

“You’re telling me.” Ferelthin swallows in what I can’t identify as either relief or further nervousness.

It’s strange to see him nervous at all. He has always seemed so self-assured.

“The nèavlin,” I say suddenly.

Part of me yearns to stay in this strange, vulnerable moment, but the rest of me recoils from it as if concentrating too hard on the fragility of this feeling between us will shatter it into a million pieces.

Ferelthin pulls in a deep breath through his nose, nodding as he visibly adjusts to my subject change.

“The nèavlin,” he says, “is the reason all of us are alive.”

“Tell me.”

“What do you remember?”

His eyes are luminous in the soft light of my bedroom. I concentrate on my coverlet again instead. Easier to focus when I don’t feel that hum between us in counterpoint to the ever-present song of the rift.

My fingers explore the soft surface of the coverlet. It feels almost like faux velvet but with the strength of suede. I don’t know what it is, but the sensation against the pads of my fingers grounds me enough to fill my lungs and speak.

“I remember you galloping toward us with the Purifiers a ways behind. I remember using almost all my mana to cast Orbit—and how effective it was.” That particular memory is almost too clear. I’m not sure I’ll be able to pull off such a stunt again if the word gets out.

I recount the battle up until the point where I cast my Beacon, the point where everything got more chaotic and confused than even the average fight-for-your-life situation.

“The nèavlin seemed to respond to the Beacon,” Ferelthin tells me, his voice so soft it’s almost a whisper.

Awe bleeds through his words, tempered by a thread of near-sardonic . . . self-recrimination? I’m not sure I trust that guess.

“It had to have been close enough to us to swoop down immediately,” he says, going on. “It landed in the fray on those enormous wings and a scream that would make a puma’s sound like a mewling kitten.”

That scream. I remember. I’m nodding along, still staring at the coverlet and worrying at it with the pads of my fingers.

“The Purifiers’ horses absolutely went berserk trying to escape it. At least five of the humans ended up under their panicked hooves, but more fell to the nèavlin itself. Its claws are sharper than a fresh-honed blade.” Ferelthin shudders at the memory, and I don’t blame him. “It was pure chaos after that, and when we finally realised the Purifiers had broken and fled or died, we couldn’t find you. Or Ragan.”

“I don’t know where I went.” I remember the glade, nearly falling face first into the brook. My hands freeze on the coverlet. My hand. My staff.

It all comes back to me in a rush, and my fingers turn to claws on the soft fabric of the coverlet as I hear a strange rasping sound. I can’t seem to get a full breath.

“Lithrial,” Ferelthin says, alarmed.

“My staff—he broke Bond-Bearer.” I gasp air into my lungs, and to my surprise, warmth blossoms in the centre of my chest.

Ferelthin’s hand is on my sternum, palm pressed there. It’s not sexual; in spite of my feelings around him, this is not that.

“You’re okay.” His voice rings through me as the warmth of his hand spreads throughout my body. “You’re safe now. Your staff is with Teinath and Aigen. They’re working on how to repair it for you. And your hand is healed—you healed it yourself.”

The physical warmth combines with a flood of emotional warmth, knowing a folk master smith and Teinath recognise how important that staff is to me.

“Ragan found me,” I say to Ferelthin, the hum of my voice resonating against his hand. “He—shit.”

I try to sit up as the memory hits me, but Ferelthin gently pushes me back down.

“He’s Arnantas’s avatar,” I manage to get out. “His armour had⁠—”

“An inset star ruby,” Ferelthin says. “I saw it and suspected it was of arcane significance, but I did not suspect Arnantas would be that much of a fool.”

“How is such a thing possible?” I ask. “He used charms to overtake the minds of simple soldiers, but this ruby—it made Ragan immune to Orbit.”

“He had already been highly resistant to magic, according to Teinath,” Ferelthin begins, but he stops when he sees me shaking my head.

“I mean I cast Orbit on just him, with nearly the same level of mana I used in our first attack,” I tell him. “It didn’t touch him.”

Ferelthin’s hand twitches on my chest. He blinks as if suddenly realising where he’s touching me. He pulls it back, for a moment looking lost, and I can’t tell whether my words or his own hand was the impetus.

“He would have killed me if the nèavlin hadn’t rescued me.” My own voice sounds as lost and distant as Ferelthin’s expression, but he snaps to attention at my words.

“The nèavlin rescued you?” he says incredulously.

“You didn’t know?” I never thought to ask what happened between the animal flying into the sky with me and my waking up back with my companions.

“We found you right in the middle of our path of retreat inexplicably, clutching your broken staff and burning with fever. Your hand was clearly broken but healing, and beyond that, we knew nothing.”

“The nèavlin saved my life. Ragan was about to kill me, and it—it fought him off. But even it couldn’t kill him. It got me on its back and flew away. I was barely conscious even then. I thought it was a dream, maybe.” I swallow. My throat is parched, sticky.

Ferelthin reaches for something, and I don’t even have the energy to turn my head to look, but I hear a slosh of water. A moment later, he holds a glass to my lips.

The water tastes like pure life. I must have been perilously thirsty for most of the past few days. Every sip I take feels like the best water I’ve tasted in hundred lifetimes.

“You’re still exhausted,” Ferelthin says. “You should rest more.”

“All I’ve done is sleep for days,” I say, but my protest sounds feeble even to me.

“We can speak again when you are recovered.” Ferelthin refills my glass and holds it for me again until I’ve downed that too.

“Ferelthin,” I say as he starts to rise from his perch at the edge of my bed.

He stops, looking down at me.

The words I want to say freeze on my tongue. What do I want to tell him? I don’t even know.

“Ma taingeil,” I say finally after far too long a pause.

“Da’atha sa,” he murmurs.

Then, as my body decides for me that it’s time for more sleep, just as my mind tips past the point of wakefulness, I hear him speak once more.

Softer than a dream.

“It is I who should be thanking you.”

I want to ask for what, but the heaviness of exhaustion claims me.
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The next few days pass in excruciating slowness, and as much as I want to speak with Ferelthin alone again, I don’t get the chance. My room is flooded with visitors—Teinath and Ink and Aigen, of course, and Dar and Eldan and Sasun. My chagrin at realising I forgot to ask after the others is physically painful, relieved only by the gratitude that everyone survived the return flight to Viathan. More refugees trickle into the city, and several times a day, I ask after Apathan only to be told the same thing: no news, but everyone is looking for him.

Dread threatens to consume me during my recovery.

Despite the battles and the Purifiers’ pursuit, our mission to Mithrathan was a triumph of defiance and survival. It’s estimated that we were able to evacuate over eighty percent of the Knolls, more than have ever managed to survive a quarantine or purge in our remembered history.

Every day that passes without word of Apathan, though, my heart grows heavier. Of the nèavlin, there is no sign. I remember the tracks we saw outside Mithrathan, the scout we killed. Eldan and Dar had thought him to be tracking something—if the humans knew the nèavlin existed even before it showed itself on the battlefield, that puts the creature in grave danger.

For some reason, I cannot bear the thought of anything happening to it. It came to our aid in our moment of greatest need, and I would be a fool to not notice how it responded to me, to my need.

If animals can be rift-sick, can they also be riftsworn?

That is only one of the many questions that haunt me.

Other questions, though, those just pester me.

Part of that is because since our return, Teinath has apparently ascended to Black Cherry.

And he did it by fixing my staff.

The coy little fire mage just casually drops it into conversation with me when he presents me with the staff, healed and whole, as I’m sitting in one of the plush chairs in my quarters, resting after going through my forms.

My hands feel stronger just holding my family’s heirloom weapon, and my heart is so overcome that I don’t even hear what Teinath said for a moment. When it processes—I reached Black Cherry the moment I figured out how to heal it, that’s what he said—I almost drop the staff.

“You what?” I splutter.

Teinath sits in the chair across from me.

“Aigen was talking about stonesmith things,” he says, scrubbing a hand through his silvery hair and looking at me sideways with those vibrant green eyes of his. Then he grins. “She was saying how stone listens to her, how she can ask its smallest bits to nudge one way or another to create something without chiseling. And it just hit me. Wood is alive every bit as much as stone—most people would say more so, but Aigen would take issue with that.”

“Are you saying you asked the staff to fix itself?” The question comes out surprisingly evenly.

“It was more complicated than that,” Teinath says indignantly, but after a moment, he snorts. “But yeah, pretty much.”

“And you ascended,” I murmur.

“And I ascended,” he agrees.

I can feel the new awareness in him as, instinctually, my mind and mana seek out the root of his. From everything Apathan ever taught me, I would expect an overwhelming colour in answer, a colour that would correspond to the constellation of the arcane elven tree. Green for Ela, orange for Viath, yellow for Aranin, red for Tein.

But the aura of Teinath’s new-ascended root shimmers with all colours, prismatic and dazzling.

“Teinath.” I breathe his name, realising I’m staring at him. “What is your root?”

He grows even more bashful at my question. “Creation,” he says.

Creation.

I almost lose my breath.

If I weren’t already sitting down, I might have tipped over.

Just like white light is all colours of the spectrum, so Creation-rooted elves have equal affinity to all our magic. Where I am completely other, he is the heart of elven mythos—Apathan is rooted in nature, Aranin’s magic of flora and fauna and connection and balance. Our legends are rife with elves whose affinities led to miracles—or disaster. Basath-rooted mages who astounded the known world with their transformative capabilities, life from death that transcends necromancy. Dirath-rooted mages who could coax artesian wellsprings into existence.

The last Creation-rooted mages lived before the last rift.

“All that has lain dormant stirs,” Teinath says to me, breaking the silence. “That is what Beith told me.”

“It seems she is right,” I tell him. “I am delighted for you, my friend.”

He gives me a crooked smile. “From a broken nose in Mithrathan to the Speaker’s palace, all in a few weeks.”

Without thinking, I reach out and take his hand.

My mouth opens, but I can’t actually think of anything to say. I don’t know if there’s anything to say. As harrowing as the past few weeks have been for both of us, this is only the beginning.


Thirty-Eight


As soon as I am well enough, I venture out into Viathan.

With so many of the humans having departed the city, we are fortunate that we have enough shelter for the refugees streaming in from Mithrathan. Word is spreading like that fire in the dry grasses to the north, and it’s not just people from the Knolls who are making their way here.

Sasun is in her element, organising and facilitating contact between different groups, finding out where needs are and who has the means to meet them. It’s as if the entirety of Viathan has become the Knolls. While I know there are dissenters in the city—and not only humans—overwhelmingly, the mood is powerfully in favour of mutual aid.

I find Irial among them more often than not, the baby Libi in a sling across her chest or back. Elan’s mother is a force to be reckoned with in her own right—where her son is a prodigy with plants, she seems to sense the currents of people themselves. Hardly anyone passes through her care without a thorough catalog of their skills, their needs, and any connections with absent loved ones they seek to cement.

My recovery, slow at first, quickens with each passing day. Elan and Beith work together on tinctures and poultices, but more than anything, the thing that seems to rejuvenate me is the rift.

After days in the palace, the first time I see Aurora’s Rift in the sky without anything between us—no clouds, no glass, no stone—it’s as if its power pours into me. I drink it in like water, and it strengthens me.

When I say this to Teinath, he stares at me for a long moment before finally shaking his head. “Rift-rooted Celestine—of course you draw power from the thing upon which you built your ascension.”

From then on, we do our morning exercises in the private garden outside my quarters. Feld kept it in embarrassingly poor repair, but we turn Dar and Elan loose out there, where Dar goes into a frenzy finding the best plants for the available sunlight as it will shift with the seasons. Elan, rather than digging in the dirt, flies off to raid the city for rare seeds, and the sound of their bickering over what plants to prioritise often filters through the arched doors that lead from my bedchamber to the garden itself. Assuming they don’t kill each other, come spring, the garden will be a marvel.

Spring, however, feels a lifetime away in the crisp air of autumn when the winds whisper of war.

Every day, I roam the city to seek out any sign of Apathan, and every day brings further disappointment.

The only thing—the only thing—that keeps me from despair is the knowledge that if Arnantas had him, we would know.

We would know because Arnantas would have made sure of it. In his hands, Apathan would be a weapon aimed directly at my heart, and we all know it.

Which means Apathan is alive out there, somewhere. It means he is not beyond hope.

Not yet.
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One of the benefits of Sasun’s presence at the heart of all the connecting lines between groups and factions in Viathan is that she hears everything, it seems. For someone who first resonated inside my mind as “the Roar,” she does an awful lot of listening and whispering.

“I promise you,” she says to me one day as we’re having a working dinner in the private dining room in what has been dubbed the Celestial Wing—the part of the palace where I and my companions live. “If your Apathan shows his face just about anywhere in Sirethan, we will know of it within days.”

“I can’t believe he hasn’t yet,” I mutter.

We’re sat at an absurdly large table of polished oak. It could seat fifty with elbow room for all, and for a moment, my Earth memories intrude to make the comparison that we resemble nothing so much as a pair of children trying to sit at the grown-ups’ table. It’s not just that each chair is practically a throne; the room is set up to cow people with its vastness, from the vaulted ceiling to the way sound never seems to make it farther than an arm’s length away. I can’t tell how the acoustics work, but they seem so nonsensical that I suspect magic is involved.

“Don’t fret,” Sasun tells me after swallowing a bite of some savoury pie she doesn’t even seem to chew. “I know that’s a useless thing to say, but if half what I’ve heard about your Apathan is true, he’s as slippery as an eel and a thousand times as canny. I’d go as far as to say that if and when he does show his face, it will be purely to let you know he lives.”

“For someone who’s never met him, you have a terrifyingly accurate estimation of the old man,” I say. “Apathan is nothing if not canny. He’s a survivor to his marrow.”

Sasun dips her head in assent, leaning back in her chair. There’s a clunk as her foot hits the leg of the table. “We’ll be ready as soon as we hear. Until then⁠—”

“We prepare for Arnantas to strike again,” I finish. “I hate the idea of waiting for him, but he has resources and experience far beyond any of us.”

“But he lacks your plucky, can-do spirit,” a voice says right beside me, and I startle, dropping my fork against the metal charger plate beneath my dish with a clang.

“Ink,” Sasun says mildly.

“Sasun,” Ink chirps.

I turn to glare at the changeling. “I’m going to put a collar on you⁠—”

“Ooh, promise?”

“—with a bell.”

“That’s so much less fun.”

Ink faux-pouts for a moment, finally tugging the throne next to me back from the table with a screech of wood on tile that makes both me and the serpentus cringe. The changeling plops down in the oversized wooden chair with a theatrical sigh, then winks at me roguishly.

“It’s fine. I know I’m not the one you’re pining for.”

“Do you mind?” Sasun says with a long-suffering purse of her thin lips.

“Oh, not at all. Our illustrious celestine can pine after whoever she likes.”

Sasun closes her eyes for a moment, pinching the bridge of her nose. The light playing off the metallic sheen of her scaled skin shimmers. When she opens her orange eyes again, the nictitating membrane withdrawing a moment after her outer lids, it’s to look at me. “I think we can finish this another time, Lithrial.”

“Of course,” I tell her.

With that, Sasun takes her leave, Ink calling out a bright “Lovely speaking with you!” as she goes.

Once the serpentus is gone, I turn to Ink.

“What was that all about?” I ask bluntly. “If you wanted to speak to me alone, all you had to do was ask.”

“It’s so much more fun to annoy her into leaving,” Ink says with a breezy wave of their left hand. They sprawl back in the chair, throwing one leg over the arm.

I can’t help the snort that escapes me. “Speaker Feld would die all over again if he could see you right now.”

Ink beams. “That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me all day.”

“You know what? It is nice. I feel inclined to emulate your fine example,” I tell them.

I push my own chair back enough that I can imitate the changeling’s posture, and while the chair certainly isn’t comfortable to sit in sideways with the hard ridge of the wooden arm digging into my kidney, I have to admit, the irreverence of it is a nice, petty way to let off some steam.

I half expect Ink to preen at my shift, but instead, they just give me a wobbly smile. “I actually wanted to say thank you.”

“For what?” I ask, thrown by their sudden seriousness.

“My family survived because you went back for the Knolls. They made it here this morning. I just came from the inn where they’re staying until Sasun’s people find them a more permanent place.” Ink lets out an explosive breath. “You could have stayed here and let the Knolls burn.”

“No, I couldn’t.” My words, like all sound in this room, seem to barely reach the ears of their intended recipient, but Ink gives me a shrewd, sideways look.

“No, I suppose you couldn’t. Even so. Maybe what I meant to say was that most people would have stayed here and been safe. Consolidated their power, or so they would tell themselves.” Ink’s brown eyes narrow, their gaze as piercing as one of their arrowheads and every bit as targeted. “But you’re not most people. You’ve proven that again and again.”

The changeling, restless as always, shifts again, rising from their seat as suddenly as they arrived. They put a hand on my shoulder.

“It’s going to get worse before it gets better,” they say.

“I know.”

Almost before the words leave my mouth, I’m alone again in the strange silence of the palatial dining room.


Thirty-Nine


The rest of the evening passes in a troubled haze. Ink isn’t the only person who has something to say to me, but they’re the only one of my companions to have had a personal stake in the Knolls, and theirs are the words that stick in my mind.

I wrestle with it as I go about the remaining business of the day—approving a change in minor law here, reassuring a family there—unable to reconcile the dichotomy in my head. On one hand, I am horribly uncomfortable with the attention, the power, all of it. On the other, the rift is always present, singing through my being with the knowledge that I am exactly where I am supposed to be for the first time in my life.

I’m grappling with it so intently that I don’t even notice Ferelthin in one of my chairs in my room until I’m halfway to my closet and have my tunic pulled all the way up to my ribs to take it off.

“Lithrial,” he says, and I freeze, turning to look at him.

“Oh, gods.” I drop the hem of my tunic, where it falls awkwardly, half over one hip and stuck on the opposite one.

“I’m so sorry,” Ferelthin says hurriedly. “You came in so quietly that I didn’t notice you until just now.”

“It’s okay,” I tell him with a rueful laugh. “I was a thousand miles away.”

I walk over to my bed and perch on the edge of it with a sigh. After a beat, Ferelthin gets up and comes to sit beside me, not close enough to touch but close enough that his presence fills me with warmth, dangerously heady.

“Long day?” He asks the question almost sardonically, giving me a smirk that tells me he knows it’s a cliché.

“I’m not sure there’s any other kind of day lately.” This is the first time we’ve been alone in almost a week.

“You’re not wrong.” Ferelthin’s smirk turns to a tight-lipped, weary smile.

Now that he’s here, I don’t know what I want to say any more than the last chance I had. What if I’m just imagining the warmth between us? What if I say something and he’s repulsed by me—there are any number of nightmare scenarios possible here.

So I decide to go with a safer kind of honesty—if there is such a thing.

“Remember when I told you not to put me on a pedestal?” I blurt out.

“Very clearly. You were correct.” Ferelthin gives this answer with caution, each word pronounced clearly without being curt.

“I should have said that to everyone else, too,” I mutter. “If I’m just going from task to task, I can forget about the way everyone looks at me, but when I slow down for a moment⁠—”

“It catches up?”

I slowly let out my breath through my nose. “Yes, it definitely catches up.”

“Even without the whole almost-dying thing, you have had a lot of stress in the past few weeks,” he says. “And just because everyone wants to put the weight of the world on your shoulders doesn’t mean you have to be the only one to bear it.”

“What do you mean?”

Ferelthin is quiet for a moment. The daylight is fading, and the violet of the tattoos on the side of his head darkens almost to black in the desaturated twilight.

“There are so many things changing,” he says. “Teinath roots his ascension in creation. Aigen is a stonesmith. Eldan is a seeker. A nèavlin—at least one—shows itself to not only be not extinct, but to clearly be healthy and thriving. Everything is changing. The rift changes everything, and you are rooted in the rift.”

I reach out with my mana senses this time, brushing up against the sense of him, but unlike with Teinath, I can’t get an idea of his potential—or his power. I know he is a powerful mage. Not being able to so much as catch a hint of his measure, though, that is strange.

“And you?” I ask, feeling suddenly unmoored.

“I . . . am not rooted in the rift,” he answers.

“I figured as much,” I say wryly. “But you are rooted.”

It’s a guess; if he weren’t, I think I would know that much.

“I am,” he says, but he offers no more than that.

I swallow again, remembering how, when I agreed to let him join my group, my vision pulsed gold but I heard no name. The Rock, the Roar, the Anvil, the Kindred, the Guide—Ferelthin just . . . is.

“That’s not what you came to talk about, is it?” He seems almost nervous at my question, though right now, he is almost impossible to read.

“I mostly came to see how you are doing,” he says.

That can’t be it, can it?

“Oh,” I say with a small laugh. “I’m fine.”

“‘Fine’? Really?”

“What do you want me to say? That I’m exhausted from almost dying, terrified that the humans will wipe the rest of us out? I’m both of those things.” The words come out with more fire than I mean to put in them, but I don’t stop. “Do you want me to tell you that I have no idea what the fuck I’m doing? That all I’m able to do is just put one foot in front of the other and hope I don’t have to execute anyone else today or this week or ever?”

“Yes,” Ferelthin says simply, stopping me in my tracks for a moment. “That is exactly what I want to hear.”

“You want to hear that I’m about half a heartbeat away from a panic attack at all times? That I’m afraid I’m going to get everyone in this city killed for following me?”

“Yes,” Ferelthin says.

“For the love of every god, why?”

“Because you are a miracle.”

If his single yes stopped my tirade, this leaves me flummoxed.

I can’t even make my vocal cords vibrate enough to ask what he means.

“In spite of the terror, the exhaustion, the doubt, the panic, the confusion—you took a team of six people, including yourself, into the heart of a quarantined section of Sirethan’s most ruthless zealot’s city, and you not only came out of there alive, but you brought thousands of people out with you,” Ferelthin says fiercely.

“Apathan did most of that,” I protest. “He and the other elders in the Knolls. They made the plan—they executed the plan. I just played Follow the Leader in a tunnel for a few hours.”

“And then you went back into the city and made yourself a target the Purifiers couldn’t ignore so all their attention would be on you—and that is why those thousands of people got away.” Ferelthin moves slightly closer to me, close enough that I feel like I have been pulled into his personal gravity.

“I—”

“The rift cannot make you do anything you are not meant to do. It shows you who you are; it doesn’t make you who you are. And you, Lithrial? You are a miracle,” he says again, and I get the strangest feeling he’s not just talking about Mithrathan.

I pull my legs beneath me, scooting to sit closer to him on the bed. His leg is warm against mine, so warm. He radiates heat.

He turns to me. His face is so close. His breath is soft against my skin.

I don’t know why I do it.

I pull him to me, my lips finding his.

He goes rigid in surprise, and I almost pull away, but he catches me about the waist, turning toward me in one smooth motion that brings our bodies flush with one another, one of my legs somehow over his. Just as quickly, I’m half in his lap.

The kiss makes me tremble, spreading through me like hope and better than any healing spell, washing away the remnants of pain and confusion. He’s kissing me back like it’s the same life pouring into him.

I could lose myself here, with him.

But Ferelthin breaks it, pulling back, shaking his head. “Lithrial, I am so sorry. I should not have done that.”

“Ferelthin—”

“We cannot. I cannot. It isn’t right.”

I don’t understand. My mind swims with the intensity of the kiss and the loss its absence has left behind. “Why?”

“I shouldn’t even be here. I should never have come at all.” He looks at me like I’m the last pool of clear water in a vast, baking desert. “I’m so, so sorry.”

“Ferelthin, what are you talking about?”

His anguish cuts deep into me. “I can’t⁠—”

“Ferelthin, what are you saying?”

“Stop calling me Ferelthin!” he bursts out.

“Why?” My own question shocks me more than his outburst. I lower my voice. “You told me that’s what I should call you. Why⁠—”

“Because I’m Ethan!” he says, and I almost leap away from him.

It’s as if all my burning blood freezes solid in my veins all at once.

“What?” My voice is shockingly quiet.

For a long moment, there is only silence as it registers what he said. After a moment, he repeats it.

“I’m Ethan Buchanan.”

It’s even worse the second time. Ethan Buchanan himself, the man who, with his brother, took the gaming world by storm.

With a game called Aurora’s Rift.

Ethan Buchanan who I almost hit on at a conference years ago.

Ethan Buchanan who I had started working for before I somehow got sucked into his game and it turned out the game was real.

And then something slams into my consciousness like a sucker punch.

“You know who I am,” I say, barely above a breath.

He nods, anguish written across his features. He doesn’t look like Ethan here . . . except he does. If not in specifics, in expressions. Suddenly, I can’t unsee it. All I can see is him. The grey eyes I last saw under a mop of dark curls, the line of his jaw, the angles of his cheekbones. Ghosts rendered unrecognisable in the body of an elven mage with the name of a god.

“You’re Evie Winterbourne. I should have recognised you immediately”—there is no world, none, where that makes any sense—“but it took hearing you say it when you were delirious to force myself to believe it.”

There is an ache in his voice, an ache that cracks when he says believe, and though we are no longer touching, I can feel the heat of him, the pull, feel the way something in him still reaches for me. For a moment, I almost reach back, despite the sudden maelstrom of confusion raging in my heart.

Then he speaks again.

“But it doesn’t matter. I have to go.”

“How—” I splutter, unable to finish the question. Fuck, I don’t even know what question I’m going to ask.

“I am sorry. If you—if you want to talk to me”—his voice cracks—“you will be able to find me. But not right now. I can’t—I can’t.”

“You can’t just announce this and leave!” I protest. “Not now, not after—not after everything!”

But he is already gone, fled on a wave of magic that leaves my skin crackling with electricity and disbelief. My lips still tingle from our kiss; my waist still feels the pressure of his hands. But he is gone. He has left me in this palace in Sirethan, in the world he and his brother somehow made.
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